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			Author’s Note:

			 

			I know there’s the standard disclaimer at the front of the book that says “any resemblance to persons living or dead, yadda, yadda, yadda,” but I wanted to add another disclaimer here and stress something very important. There’s mention of a doctor, an oncologist, in this book who is a not-very-nice person. This doctor is from the not-fictional town of Hazard, Kentucky. In no way, shape, or form does this ENTIRELY fictional doctor bear any resemblance to any REAL oncologist, past or present, practicing in Hazard.

			As a matter of fact, everyone I know who has had contact with oncologists and their teams in the real Hazard has nothing but good to say about them. They’re hard-working men and women, and they do a lot of good for a lot of people. It’s just an unfortunate happenstance that Molly’s fictional job happened to be set in Hazard. Thank you!

		

	
		
			Chapter One

			 

			Less than one month after her twenty-fourth birthday, Molly Burke Campbell was running away from home. Fed up with her brothers’ hovering and concern, she’d packed her bags, written a note for her parents and her cousin Easton, with whom she shared a rental, and sneaked out in the middle of the night simply to avoid the concern and protests she knew she would face if she waited till morning to leave.

			This wasn’t the first time Molly had run away. When she was eleven, life had risen up to overwhelm her to such an extent that she couldn’t stand being home for one more minute. She’d written a note then too, an angst-filled missive full of semi-logical reasons why she couldn’t stay with her parents any longer. They’d made sense to her, at least. Somewhere, her mother still had that note in a scrapbook.

			That time, she hadn’t sneaked out. After pondering the idea of escaping for most of one overcast summer Saturday, she’d called her grandfather, Owen Campbell, and told him she was coming to live with him and her grandmother, Sarah, even if she had to hitchhike to get there.

			“Why don’t you let me pick you up instead?” He’d made the suggestion in a calm and matter-of-fact tone, as though he picked up errant grandchildren on a daily basis. “We can meet Sarah at work, and all three of us can go out for burgers and shakes before we come back home.”

			“Not back home here, right, but to the farm, to your house?” Molly stressed.

			“To the farm, yes. Can you be ready in fifteen minutes?”

			Molly glanced at the two suitcases—one full of books, the other clothes—that had been packed for hours. “I’ll meet you on the porch.”

			She marched downstairs somewhat awkwardly, a suitcase in each hand, purse strap hung around her neck, and went out the door, right past her astonished mother. After setting the cases down, she turned to go back in to tell Zanny she was leaving, but her mother was already on the porch.

			“Planning a trip?”

			“Yes. This is my resignation.” Molly handed her the envelope that contained her letter. “I’m running away from home. My ride will be here soon. If you don’t mind, I’d prefer to wait for him alone.”

			Forever and a day after, she’d be able to close her eyes and see the expression on her mother’s face. A mix of concern, amusement, and to Molly’s shame, a bit of hurt had been reflected in Zanny’s hazel eyes.

			Her mother had been remarkably calm when she asked, “May I inquire as to who your driver is?”

			“Grandpa.”

			Zanny gave a single decisive nod. “Good choice. Well then, I don’t suppose I can talk you out of going, can I?”

			“No, ma’am. I think it’s for the best.”

			“Do you have everything you need?” Zanny clasped the envelope to her chest. “Money, clothes…?”

			“I’m fine, thank you.” Her mother’s concern almost undid Molly, and she had to look away in order not to cry.

			“Okay. Well, we’ll miss you. Promise to call if you change your mind?”

			Molly nodded. With a heavy sigh, Zanny went into the house, looking over her shoulder as she let the storm door close quietly behind her.

			Fighting tears, Molly sat on the top step, her arm wrapped around the biggest suitcase. Her relief when Owen pulled up just a couple of minutes later was huge. She didn’t wait for him to get out of the truck but grabbed her things and hustled down the walk.

			He met her at the passenger door and got the first suitcase into the space behind the seat. When he lifted the second, he grunted. “What’s in here, bricks?”

			Molly propped her hand on her hip. “No, Grandpa. Books.”

			Owen chuckled. “Ah. Okay. We definitely can’t leave those behind. Are you certain you want to do this?”

			“Yes, sir. So long as I’m welcome…”

			Owen gave her a quick hug. “Of course you are. Let’s go before it starts raining on us.”

			When he waved at the house, Molly realized her mother was probably watching them. She didn’t turn her head in that direction though. She’d cry if she did.

			Years later, Zanny still loved to tease her about how prepared she’d been. “I was certain when I read your ‘resignation’ you were going to end up going to law school, and I’m more grateful than you know that you were so responsible for doing things the way you did.”

			Regardless of how cute the memory had become for her parents, Molly still felt a good deal of embarrassment about that time. Her brother Eli had been going through a rough teenage patch, and he’d made everyone in the house miserable as he dealt with the pains of growing up. Noah, her oldest brother, had left a couple of years earlier to travel the world, landing in Italy as a woodworking apprentice. He’d not gone under happy circumstances either, as he and Eli had fought bitterly in the weeks leading up to Noah’s leaving.

			Molly got to see the whole stinking mess up close and personal. She loved both of her brothers, but she had a lot of anger toward them for the way they’d acted. Plus, at eleven, she was starting to have some growing pains of her own, and she needed to be away from everything for a little while. She’d stayed at the farm with Owen and Sarah for two weeks, only seeing her parents at Sunday dinners. On the third Sunday, her father convinced her to come home simply because of the sadness he’d expressed over her being gone.

			Now she was all grown up, an adult with a college degree—not in law as her mother had thought, but as a fully licensed nurse practitioner with a bit of actual experience under her belt. But she didn’t currently have a job. She’d quit months back due to some workplace pressures she’d not expected and wasn’t prepared to tolerate. As a result, she was utterly at loose ends, unsure of what to do with herself or where she wanted to go in life.

			She’d spent most of the previous summer and into the fall at her uncle’s horse farm in Lexington, Kentucky, helping Easton recover from a vicious beating that had left him with permanent damage. While there, she’d also helped her cousin and best friend, Lily, plan a formal wedding. Lily and her now-husband, Warren Sullivan, had eloped back in the summer, jaunting out to Vegas to exchange their vows, but they wanted to have a big ceremony for their families.

			Lily’s big to-do had gone off without a hitch a week ago, and Easton was back home in Hazard, Kentucky. He was even working, having been hired on as a private-investigator-in-training with another cousin’s husband.

			With no one to take care of and no job to report to, Molly had been quietly going nuts. It was the first week in November, and though she could keep herself occupied by planning for Thanksgiving and Christmas, she needed something else to do. Something challenging. Something with purpose.

			When she’d mentioned her growing boredom at her grandparents’ house during Sunday dinner, both of her brothers had been quick to offer her options.

			“You could babysit,” Noah said. He and his wife Sophie had just had their first child at the end of September, a little girl they’d named Owen Delilah.

			“Yeah, you could start a nursery or a daycare or something. It isn’t like you wouldn’t have clients between the four of us and Sydney and Sawyer,” Eli told her, chiming in with a grin as he gestured to their cousin and her husband, who were seated beside him. Eli and Haley were new parents as well. Their son, Jacob Frederick Campbell, had been born only ten days prior.

			“Oh, no. I’m not chasing after nieces and nephews all day.” Molly was adamant. Though she adored her niece and nephew and cousins, she didn’t want that kind of responsibility. She sent an apologetic smile across the table to Sydney, who was pregnant with her second child, due in early March. “Especially not hellions like Campbells and their kin tend to be. I love you all dearly, and I’ll spoil every single one of these babies rotten. But no.”

			She knew if she stuck around very long, the boys would find her a job doing something. They were good brothers, the best she could ask for, but they both worried. Thanks to that overprotectiveness, there had been a lot of times throughout the years when Molly had felt as though she had four parents instead of two. There had also been a lot of times she’d been able to turn to Noah or Eli—or both of them—for support that she couldn’t ask for from her parents. She gave thanks daily that her brothers had been able to mend fences and grow close as best friends.

			At the same time, they were hovering. Despite her best efforts, she couldn’t get them to back off. Their solicitousness was getting on her last nerve, and she needed to escape before she ended up saying or doing something that would hurt them all.

			So that evening after everyone else had gone home, she talked to her grandparents again. “I need something more. I’d like to travel a bit, see the country, I guess. I don’t want to jaunt all over the world like Noah or Lily or even Eli, but I do want to go farther than I’ve been. What should I do?”

			“I think you should get in your car and see where the road leads you.” Sarah settled in on the couch beside her, a bundle of crocheting in hand. Much to the family’s relief, she’d finally given up on knitting after two years of trying and was focusing on crocheting, which was something she was actually good at, an interest she shared with Molly. “I’d also recommend you start heading in a southerly direction as this weather is only going to get colder and more miserable as the next several weeks go on.”

			The first truly cold snap of the season had settled over the region in the last few days, and everyone was grumbling about the chill.

			“Just don’t go so far you can’t make it back in time for Thanksgiving,” Owen said from his chair beside the fire.

			“Grandpa, this house will be so full of Campbells you won’t even miss me,” she teased.

			He winked at her. “Young lady, you know better.”

			Now, at nearly midnight on Wednesday, she was in her car heading down the parkway toward London, Kentucky, where she’d reserved a hotel room. She’d get a good night’s sleep, and in the morning, she’d begin her journey. She planned to head west to Paducah to visit the National Quilt Museum, something that had been on her bucket list for ages. She couldn’t sew a straight line, but she appreciated the craft and loved looking at the pretty fabrics and patterns, seeing the creations other people had worked so hard at producing.

			From there, she’d head south to Nashville and play the tourist, then maybe down to the Gulf. Or she could change her mind entirely and head into the mountains of North Carolina. Beyond the quilting museum, she wasn’t entirely sure where she wanted to go. Not terribly far, not at first. As much as she’d teased her grandfather about not making it home for Thanksgiving, she’d never miss the holiday without good reason.

			She might pick up an odd job here or there if she could, something to do to earn a little extra cash along the way. She was extremely fortunate not to have a mountain of college debt hanging over her head, as her parents had set aside money for her and her brothers’ educations so they’d not have to worry about that. But picking up a job somewhere along the way might be fun, and she’d keep her eyes open.

			She’d had jobs throughout college, and working as an ARNP in Hazard had paid well enough. Plus, Molly’d never been wasteful, even though she liked to shop perhaps more than she should. Her father, an accountant, had drummed financial responsibility into the heads of all his children from the time they were old enough to earn an allowance.

			If the opportunity arose and she thought it might be fun, she could see herself staying a while in some out-of-the-way place, passing the time. Maybe she’d get a job in a used bookstore, though those were a dying breed. Or maybe she’d hit the big city and work as a barista, though she wasn’t a coffee drinker unless it involved ice and lots of cream and sugar.

			“I guess I’ll wing it. That’s something I’ve never tried, after all,” she told herself as she drove the quiet parkway. “Some aspects of this gig do sound fun after all, like visiting the museum.”

			To Molly, the thought of living an unplanned life, a life without much structure, was frankly terrifying. But since everyone and their brothers—with the exception of her own—seemed to think that was what she needed, she’d give it a try. She was at a loss as to what else to do.

			The job she’d thought she wanted had turned out to be an utter disaster. She had hated everything about it, from the doctors to her coworkers to the patients. She’d stuck it out as long as she could—well over a year—before throwing in the towel. Thinking about that last week, the horrible week from hell that had caused her to make the final decision to walk away, still made her queasy. She felt like a quitter, like she was wasting her potential.

			But she couldn’t go back and pick up where she’d left off. That life had felt wrong, so wrong, and enduring it had leeched the soul from her bones. Dramatic? Yes. Accurate? Oh, absolutely.

			“Something is out there, Mol. You just have to find it.”

			She could feel the mysterious “something” calling her, and its pull was impossible to resist. She only wished she could plan this segment of her life at least a little or knew what to expect. How else was she supposed to prepare for what was to come?

			She laughed. “I guess maybe that’s the point of taking a sabbatical, as Easton calls it. The journey itself is the preparation. God help me, I guess I’d better get used to the chaos. Right?”

			There wasn’t an answer, not that she’d expected one. With any luck, she could have some fun and get the job of “finding herself” out of the way so she could get on with whatever her life was supposed to be.

		

	
		
			Chapter Two

			 

			Maude’s Diner was crowded near to overflowing when Jonah Sutton walked inside Sunday evening, a blustery wind at his back. He shrugged off the aggravation that came from seeing that his favorite booth in the corner wasn’t available almost as easily as he removed his coat. He hung it on the rack beside the door, which only the locals seemed to make use of. A couple of empty barstools were left at the counter, and he took one of them.

			Hazel Cooper, Jonah’s aunt and the proprietress of the diner, poured him a cup of coffee before he could ask for it. “We wondered if we’d see you today. You’re running a bit late.”

			“I got tied up on the mountain.”

			“Good thing you managed to escape,” the uniformed blond man two seats over said with a laconic drawl. Trevor Absher, the small town’s police chief and Jonah’s best friend, grinned at him. “I keep telling you that kinky stuff is going to get you in trouble one of these days.”

			The redhead seated between them snorted and laughed, blue eyes sparkling with amusement as she looked from Trevor to Jonah. A charming smile framed by dimples that should have made her appear childish but somehow didn’t accompanied her laugh. No, that smile struck at a man, Jonah discovered, hitting him squarely like a fist to the stomach. He scowled to hide his reaction.

			“Don’t pay these two any mind, honey,” Hazel told the woman with a sigh. “Neither one of them has the sense God gave a goose. Would you like another tea?”

			She passed Hazel her mug. “Yes, please. You know these two hooligans well, I take it?”

			“I do. This one’s my nephew, and that one… well, he’s the village idiot.” She pointed first at Jonah, then at Trevor. “But he’s pretty, so we keep him around.”

			Jonah smirked as the amused redhead turned to study Trevor, who was holding his chest as though injured. The joke was an old one, something that had come about years earlier when Trevor had surprised the entire town by graduating magna cum laude from the university he and Jonah had attended. He’d played the dumb jock all through high school, mostly out of self-defense, but when they went to college, he’d excelled. He liked to joke that he’d finally let his inner nerd escape.

			“Don’t believe everything you hear, now. But I am the more handsome of the two of us, don’t you think? I’m Trevor, by the way.” He held out his hand.

			“I’m Molly,” she said, taking his hand briefly. “I’ll plead the Fifth to the question, begging your pardon.”

			Trevor widened his eyes. “Oh, well. I see. That’s disheartening.”

			She laughed and shook her head. “I’m sure you don’t need me to pad your ego.” She glanced at Jonah, then shyly away.

			“So where are you from, Molly with the pretty smile?” Trevor asked.

			Jonah, watching her reflection in the mirror behind the counter, saw her roll her eyes though she was still smiling. He had to lift his coffee mug to hide his own grin. He wasn’t convinced Trevor could successfully work his charms on this girl, and Jonah was looking forward to watching him try. After all, what kind of best friend would he be if he didn’t enjoy watching Trevor fall flat on his face now and then, especially with a woman as pretty as the one seated between them?

			“I’m from Kentucky,” she answered as Hazel returned.

			“Oh? What part? My husband’s from up that way,” Hazel said.

			“Hazard, over near the Virginia border.”

			As she chatted with Hazel for a bit about the various locations in Kentucky they were both familiar with, Jonah used the time to study Molly. She was young, probably in her mid-twenties, putting her eight or ten years behind him. But for all her vivaciousness, she was quiet, self-composed, and too attractive for his peace of mind.

			When Hazel left, Trevor picked up where he’d left off. “What brings you to Burning Springs, Tennessee? We’re pretty far off the beaten path.”

			Molly took a sip of her tea. “Technically speaking, my ailing car brought me here. She started giving me fits on the main road, and this was the nearest town with a decent garage. Generally, however, I was just passing through. I’m taking some time to travel, see a bit of the country.”

			Trevor eyed her with speculation. “It’s an unusual time of year for sightseeing. Are you running away from a mysterious past, a love gone wrong? A tragic tale that needs only a fair Prince Charming to be complete?” he asked, leaning in, his voice low.

			When she burst out laughing, heads turned and smiles formed. Even Jonah, who was not known for displaying a sense of humor, was helpless to resist the sound.

			“Oh, dear God, would you stop already? Is he always like this?” she asked Jonah. “Please tell me he doesn’t just go up to random strangers and talk like that.”

			Jonah gave a rueful shrug and grinned. “Only the pretty ones.”

			She touched her cheeks, still chuckling, and turned back to his friend. “Look, you’re sweet and all that, truly you are, but stop with the Lothario act. It’s getting you exactly nowhere. You remind me straight up and down of my brother Eli and half of my male cousins. It’s endearing, but you’re wasting your time.”

			Trevor sighed and lifted his gaze toward the ceiling. “Hey, God, it’s too much to ask that You send me women with no male relatives to tease them, isn’t it?” Resignation on his face even as his eyes twinkled, he dropped his gaze to Molly. “Can’t blame me for trying, can you?”

			“Not at all,” she answered solemnly.

			“Where’d you end up taking your car?” Jonah asked.

			She told him the name of the shop. “I looked it up online, and all the reviews were positive, plus I asked the lady at the B and B when I came limping in Thursday. She said it was a good shop.”

			“It is. It’s very good. That’s where I take my truck, where the police department takes their vehicles,” Jonah said.

			“How much longer are you planning to stay with us?” Trevor asked. He held up his hand. “Just out of curiosity.”

			Molly shrugged. “The car should be ready tomorrow, but I may stick around a couple more days. I like your little town. It’s peaceful, but it isn’t boring and slow. There’s a good energy here. And this is probably the best chicken pot pie I’ve ever had.” She gestured to her half-empty dish. “I might have to hang around long enough to figure out the recipe.”

			Hazel, who’d come back to top off their coffee cups, smiled. “Thank you. It’s my grandmother’s recipe.”

			“Oh, really? I don’t suppose if I swore an oath and signed a promise not to ever disclose it that you’d share it with me?” Molly asked.

			“Well, you could do that, but you’d still have to marry into the family. That’s the only way to get it.” She sent a pointed look toward Jonah, making him grumble as Trevor snickered, then she returned her attention to Molly, who was quietly laughing. “You can cook?”

			“I do okay.”

			From her modest tone and the pleased expression on Molly’s face, Jonah figured “okay” meant she was an excellent cook.

			“I don’t guess you’d be sticking around long enough to want a job while you’re here?” Hazel asked.

			Fully expecting and hoping for a no, Jonah silently cursed his aunt when Molly instead pursed her lips.

			“What kind of job and what hours?”

			“Waitressing, from nine in the morning till two or three in the afternoon, Monday through Friday and some evenings too. We’re covered for the weekend shifts for the most part, but I need someone through the week. I’ve been searching for a while, but I can’t find anyone who knows a turnip from a tomato. Excuse me.”

			Molly set her fork down as Hazel left to take care of a refill. “Do you think she’s serious?” she asked Jonah.

			He couldn’t quite hide his sigh. “Probably.”

			It wasn’t that he didn’t want his aunt to hire Molly exactly, but he’d seen Hazel go down this road before. It usually didn’t end well, with the person being either a thief or undependable or some combination of the two. She could have hired a local to fill the position, but even with Christmas coming on fast, she had had a lot of trouble finding someone. Remembering that, he felt guilty for being so negative toward the idea of Molly being hired on.

			“There’s a background check and drug test you’d have to pass,” he told her.

			When she frowned and looked down at what was left of her pot pie, he felt a pang of disappointment, wondering which of the two she was concerned about. He exchanged a glance with Trevor, who’d grown a lot more serious and watchful. The last girl his aunt had hired as a waitress had done a bit of damage—she and her boyfriend had robbed the diner before heading out of town—and the last thing any of them wanted was a repeat.

			Before he could ask what Molly’s concern was though, Hazel was back, clearly upset. “Jonah, the stupid sink is acting up again. Can you come take a look? I’m so sorry, honey. I hate to ask you on your day off.”

			He scowled. “Don’t worry about it. Of course I can. If you’ll excuse me,” he said to Molly and Trevor. “Safe travels, ma’am. I’m sure you’re anxious to resume your trip.”

			Maybe she’d take the hint and move on and whatever headache she represented wouldn’t land in their laps. They had enough trouble to deal with as a family right now as Hazel’s father-in-law was living with her and her husband, Steve. The old man was in poor health mentally and physically, and the weight of that was taking a toll in more ways than one. Jonah tried to help out as much as he could, but he had his own business to manage and commitments he couldn’t ignore that ate up a lot of his time.

			“Thank you so much for doing this,” Hazel told him as he rolled up his sleeves in the kitchen and got ready to unplug the sink. “I’m going to have to get Smitty out here to replace the thing. This is the third time this month, and I’m getting tired of it.”

			Smitty was the diner’s landlord, the son of the original owner, Maude. Though he’d sold the business itself to Hazel years ago, he’d kept the building, not wanting to part with the rent brought in by the restaurant and the apartments upstairs.

			“Tell him I’ll send him a bill next time, and if he asks my rates, send him to the Asheville gallery’s website under the ‘Recently Sold’ heading. Be careful about hiring the redhead,” he cautioned her as he fought with the plumbing snake. “She’s hiding something.”

			“Most of us are,” came Hazel’s pert response. “Trevor will check her out for me. I like the looks of her. She seems a bit lost.”

			Jonah knew too well that his aunt was a sucker for strays. He sent her a chiding look. “Just be careful.”

			She smiled and patted his arm. “I always am. I’d best get back out front. Thank you again. I’ll take care of your dinner and owe you a pie.”

			He closed his eyes and let out a long breath, counting to ten for patience as she left. She’d have the girl installed as a fixture within a week, or he’d eat a yard of the toughest grapevine he had on hand with which to make his baskets.

			There was no help for it. Until he was sure the girl wasn’t a threat, he’d have to stick close. He thought too much of Hazel to let the situation just play out. His uncle wasn’t in any position at the moment to come around often enough to protect Hazel, and Jonah wasn’t about to leave her on her own.

		

	
		
			Chapter Three

			 

			“His name is Jonah?” Molly’s eyes followed the tall, raven-haired man as he went through the door into the kitchen. Now that he was gone, she felt like she could draw in a deep breath for the first time since he’d walked in the door.

			“Yes, Jonah Sutton. Is that a problem?” Trevor asked.

			She shook her head. “No. The name made me think of someone I know, someone also named Jonah.”

			She wasn’t about to admit that the man she’d thought of was her first crush, Jonah Morissey, her cousin Lily’s honorary uncle. She’d adored him from the time she was six years old until she was thirteen and mature enough to understand what his being gay meant. Her schoolgirl crush had changed after that, turning into a different kind of adoration, and he was still dear to her to this day.

			Something else she wasn’t about to admit was that this Jonah had to be the most beautiful man she’d ever seen in her life. It wasn’t just that his features were striking and chiseled, his coloring somewhat exotic with his wavy, true-black hair that was a bit long and warm tan skin. No, what did Molly in was his hands. Jonah Sutton’s hands were long-fingered, broad of palm, and so terribly masculine yet elegant they would likely have made an angel weep.

			Molly had always been a sucker for a man with good hands. She knew a lot of men—her grandfather, her father, her brothers, her uncles—who had good, strong hands. Work-roughened and sometimes calloused, those hands had come to represent kindness, safety, and love to her. When a pair of intriguing hands was attached to a man she wasn’t related to, there was an extra tantalizing element thrown in the mix, especially if the rest of the man complemented the hands. And Jonah Sutton was a perfect match.

			She was somewhat ashamed to say she tended to judge the character of a man by starting with his hands. A firm handshake could completely change her perception of a person. If she went on a date with a man who barely touched her hand to shake it, she immediately lost respect for him. And a limp fish? Forget about it.

			She silently laughed at herself, fully aware she almost had a fetish when it came to hands. As for Jonah? If she’d had a lick of artistic ability, she’d have begged him to let her draw him, photograph him, paint him…

			The not-ugly and in fact quite attractive man beside her leaned in, his face earnest, pulling her away from her contemplation of Jonah and his hands. “What bothers you about the application process? Is it the background check or the drug test?”

			“The background check.” She studied Trevor, trying to figure out how to explain. “Who does those? You?”

			“Yes. Is that a problem?”

			Molly waved. “Of course not. I could pass it with my eyes closed. But… would it stay private? Who all would see the results?”

			Trevor frowned. “Just Hazel and me. Are you running from something? From someone?” All hint of flirtation was gone from his voice, replaced by quiet concern.

			“No. I just don’t want a lot of questions about why I’m here.” She shot him a sardonic look. “I’m in the middle of a career identity crisis, I guess you could say. I’m a nurse practitioner who hates her job, so I’m taking some time off to regroup.”

			He squinted at her. “And taking a job as a waitress in a tiny diner in the middle of nowhere sounds like fun? Not that we don’t have a charming and happening town full of charismatic personalities like myself, you understand.”

			She smiled. “Better not let the Chamber of Commerce hear you talking like that, Chief. To answer your question, it sounds like something that would keep me busy and let me think at the same time. I did some waitressing in college, and I know it’s hard work. I’m not afraid of that. And I like what I’ve seen of the area so far. It’s not far from home, so if my family needed me, I could get back there without a terrible delay. If Hazel’s serious, I might think about it.”

			“You’d need an apartment if you did stay,” he mused before finishing his coffee. “They’re not the nicest things in the world, but the guy who owns this place has a couple of vacancies upstairs, I think. If you decide to stay, that is.”

			“It’s something to think about. I appreciate the tip. I’m sure you’ll be one of the first to know if I do.” She set her empty mug in the middle of her plate and pushed them toward the opposite side of the bar, then gestured to the shelf that hung well above the back counter. “So tell me about these baskets. Are they for sale, and if so, where can I get a couple of them?”

			The intricately woven containers had caught her eye as soon as she’d walked in. Both her mother and her grandmother collected baskets, and Molly had been around her brother Noah, who was a woodworker, long enough to recognize the talent and effort that had gone into the baskets on display.

			Trevor smiled, a hint of mischief making his brown eyes sparkle. “Those are Jonah’s. He’s a basketmaker. Hazel sells them for him. If you see any you like, ask her and she’ll get them for you.”

			Molly tried to ignore the fact that she was turning ten shades of red at the mention of the man’s name. “He’s not a plumber then?”

			“Oh, no. He’s an artist. He makes these almost as an aside. His real work is in galleries over in Asheville, North Carolina, and up in Berea, Kentucky. Your neck of the woods, if I’m not mistaken.”

			She nodded absently as she looked at the collection of small and large vessels. “Yes, it is. Wow. I knew he did something with his hands.” When Trevor snorted, she narrowed her eyes and sent him a glare. “You really do remind me of my brother in more ways than one, you know.”

			He grinned. “Do you like your brother?”

			“Most days.”

			“I’ll take that then.” He stood and sighed. “I hope you do stick around, Molly from Kentucky. You’d liven the place up. If I don’t see you again though, be careful out there on the road.”

			“I will. You stay safe yourself.”

			He saluted her with two fingers and was gone. She didn’t linger once she was alone, not only because the diner was full to capacity and her seat was needed. She didn’t want to run into Jonah again. As for the baskets, she definitely wanted a couple at least, and she figured she could come back for those before she left town. Thanksgiving was coming up this Thursday, and she’d be heading back to Kentucky as soon as her car was ready. She’d been on the road close to three weeks now, and it was time to head back for at least a few days.

			When she came back in for the baskets, she’d ask Hazel about the job too. She hadn’t been blowing smoke when she’d said she liked the feel of the town. Something about the area spoke to her in a way that pulled her in, and that had never really happened to Molly before. She was curious enough that she thought it warranted further investigation, and maybe the diner was the place to start.

		

	
		
			Chapter Four

			 

			Road-weary and mentally fatigued, Molly walked into the diner Monday morning just after eleven.

			Hazel glanced up when she came in. When she saw who it was, she smiled. “Well, hello, stranger. I didn’t know whether we’d see you again or not. How was Thanksgiving?”

			That was a good question, one Molly wasn’t sure how to answer. “It was complicated, I guess you could say. I’ll go with that. How was yours?”

			Hazel huffed. “Honey, it flat sucked donkey balls. I was ready to run back to work Friday morning.”

			Molly laughed at the words, though she winced as well. “I’m so sorry.”

			The older woman waved away the concern. “It is what it is for now. Someday it won’t be, and then the party will start.” She winked. “Ready to don an apron?”

			“I can’t promise you I’ll stay very long. Maybe a month or so, though it could be longer. That said, Christmas is liable to drive me right back down here even if I were to get homesick and try to go back to Kentucky.”

			“I’m willing to take a chance on you.” Hazel handed her an application. “Fill this out and take it over to the police station to Trevor. Have you found a place to stay yet?”

			Molly shook her head. “I’m back at the B and B for now. Trevor mentioned something the other day about the apartments upstairs?”

			Hazel frowned. “They’re not much to write home about. You might want to take a look around, see what else you can find. Here… take this card and call her. She’s a nice lady, has a lot of rentals around.” She handed Molly a realtor’s business card. “Tell her I sent you. If she can’t help you, then we’ll call Smitty.”

			“Thank you.” Molly picked up the application. “Don’t you want to see this before I give it to Trevor?”

			“Nope. He’ll tell me if there’s anything I need to worry about.”

			Customers were starting to come in steadily, and she didn’t want to get in Hazel’s way. “When do you want me back?”

			“Why don’t we say Wednesday morning at nine?”

			“I’ll be here with bells on.”

			Hazel laughed. “That might get you some good tips, and it sure would be fun to watch. See you then.”

			Application and business card in hand, Molly made her way to the police station, which was a couple of blocks up the street from the diner. The day was relatively warm, with a weak sun peeking through the clouds, and she took a seat on a bench outside the station while she filled out the application.

			“That’s certainly the easiest job interview I’ve ever had,” she mumbled as she wrote.

			She and Hazel had discussed the finer points of the job last Tuesday when she’d stopped in for some baskets on her way out of town. The pay was decent for waitressing, and the potential for tips wasn’t half bad, though money was the least of Molly’s reasons for taking the job.

			She’d promised Hazel then that she’d think about the position and get back to her one way or the other. After all, she might have gotten back to Hazard and discovered she was ready to go back to work there in some capacity.

			To say that hadn’t been the case was an understatement.

			In the few days she’d been home, Noah and Eli had nearly driven her nuts. They were concerned, she got that, but damn it, neither of them seemed to have an iota of a clue about of the concept of personal space when it came to Molly’s life. The three of them hadn’t fought exactly, but it had been a close thing more than once.

			By the time she’d left Hazard that morning, she almost felt as though she were an errant princess trying to outrun her bodyguards. She snorted. “I should absolutely get a tiara and wear it home for Christmas.”

			“Talking to yourself at your age is a dangerous sign, young lady.”

			Molly looked up with a smile. “Trevor, hi. I was on my way to see you.”

			He took the spot beside her, peering at the paper on her lap with a satisfied smirk. “Good. I’d hoped you’d come back. How was your holiday?” She growled and frowned, making him laugh. He held up his hand. “That good, huh? Don’t answer that. Let’s see what we have.” He took the application and read over it. “Molly Burke Campbell… you’re married?”

			“No. Burke is my middle name. Long story, involves an almost-tragic-but-eventually-happy family drama. Not going into that.” She smiled to soften her words.

			“Okay. Be all mysterious. You’re twenty-four, good. And you went to UK, boo hiss. The University of Tennessee is a much better school.”

			She wrinkled her nose. “It is not.”

			He grinned. “We’ll save the Wildcat versus Volunteer discussion for another day then. Left your job as an ARNP working with an oncologist in June… that had to be a rough gig. Mind telling me why you left?” He made the request politely, almost softly.

			Molly sighed and sat back, crossing her hands in her lap. “I can see why Hazel has you do her hiring.”

			He winked. “She doesn’t. I’m just nosy.”

			“You… you stinker!” Before she could even think, she gave him a gentle shove, much like she’d have done with Noah or Eli. When she realized that could be construed as assault on the police chief, she cursed.

			Trevor nearly fell over laughing. “And here I was hoping there was some chance of a forever-after romance between the two of us.” He grinned at her.

			“Trevor, you’re… something else,” she said, her lips twitching.

			“That’s what all the ladies say.” He grew serious. “Satisfy my curiosity?”

			She picked at the tab of the zipper on her coat. “Oncology nursing was something I always wanted to do, at least since I was little. So I did it, became a nurse practitioner. Nothing about the job was what I expected. I wasn’t what the doctor expected after hours, and after a hell of a lot of soul searching, I walked away. It’s the first time in my life I’ve quit anything, and I’m still feeling the guilt.”

			“The guilt will fade once you’ve found something that makes you certain you made the right decision. Trust me, I’ve been in your shoes,” he told her. A note in his voice made her believe he really had. “I’ll run this when I get back from lunch. So long as this info is good, and I have no reason to expect it not to be, you’ll be golden.”

			“Thank you. Do I owe you anything for the background check?” she asked as he stood.

			“Nope. Maybe buy me a piece of pie or something at the diner once you settle in.”

			She got to her feet as well. “I can do that. What about the drug screen?”

			He shifted his shoulders. “Well, technically you’re the first person we’ve run this extensive of a clearance on, so I’m not really sure where Hazel wants that done. I’ll check with her and let you know.”

			That was interesting. “I take it there were some bad experiences in the past?”

			“You could say that.” The set of his jaw told her that whatever had happened, it had been ugly. “See you around.”

			After they parted ways, Molly walked on up the street. When she passed a realtor’s office, she pulled the card Hazel had given her out of her pocket. Sure enough, it was the same agency. With a quick shrug, she decided to simply walk in and see if anyone was available to help her.

			Thirty minutes later, she was back on the sidewalk, irritated and ever-so-slightly concerned. The realtor’s office had nothing available, and the woman she’d talked to had practically treated her like a criminal simply because she wanted something temporary, month-to-month.

			“Maybe I should send Trevor in to talk to her,” she muttered then sighed. It was beginning to look like she would have to settle for one of the apartments over the diner that no one seemed keen on her renting. She glanced at her watch and saw it was just past noon. “I’ll grab something to eat, do some more sightseeing, then head back to the diner this afternoon when things slow down.”

			As she passed a boutique whose front window displays featured autumn-themed baskets, she thought about the gifts she’d taken her mother and grandmother—two of Jonah’s creations. Zanny and Sarah had oohed and ahhed over those as much as Molly had herself.

			She hadn’t mentioned the fact that she’d met the man who’d woven them, but her curiosity about Jonah Sutton was piqued. The night they’d met, she’d spent some time casually surfing the Internet in search of information about him, and aside from finding listing pages for galleries that displayed his work, she’d not been able to find out much.

			“Are you reclusive, or are you a technophobe?” She couldn’t decide which she thought he probably was. For all his attractiveness, the man had a coolness that made her lean toward the reclusive theory.

			Molly was familiar with the breed. Her grandfather and Noah were both tremendously private, as were several other family members. Part of that stemmed from the family’s tendency toward paranormal abilities, as well as the fact that there were two well-known authors within their ranks. Another part of it was that her line of Campbells just tended to keep to themselves.

			Regardless, now that she was on the other side of the fence, so to speak, she was intrigued. She was looking forward to seeing which way Jonah leaned.

			Maybe he didn’t care for you, she thought as she went into a small café and joined the queue waiting to order. I guess I’ll find out soon enough which it is.

		

	
		
			Chapter Five

			 

			Thanks to work obligations, Jonah didn’t make it back to the diner until Thursday evening. When he came in and didn’t see any sign of Molly, he relaxed. He didn’t like that Hazel hadn’t been able to hire the help she needed, but he was glad the redhead hadn’t returned. With an almost-smile, he headed for his favorite booth, planning to waste the evening reading the paper and having dinner.

			His relief lasted exactly until his rear hit the upholstered seat of the booth.

			“Good evening, Jonah of the lovely baskets. What can I start you out with?” Wearing a pink-and-black “Maude’s Diner” bowling shirt tucked into jeans that outlined the sweet curves of her behind, her red hair tied back in a cheery ponytail, Molly stopped beside his table with the smile that had haunted him for days. Instead of her red hair clashing with the pink shirt, somehow the colors worked. He didn’t think that would be the case for anyone else with the same shade of soft copper-red though.

			“You came back.” He scowled.

			Her smile lost a little of its warmth. “I did. Black coffee, was it?”

			“That’s fine.” Despite knowing the menu front and back, as he’d been the one who’d designed the damned thing, he picked one up from the stack behind the napkins and glared at it.

			“I’ll be right back with that. Hey, Mr. Nolan. How’s the hip this evening?” she asked the man who’d just come in as she went back to the counter for a mug and the coffee.

			“Oh, doing fine now that the cold weather moved out a bit,” the retired county attorney said as he took a seat two booths down from Jonah. He nodded a hello, and Jonah tipped his head. “Do me up one of those coffees, would you?” Mr. Nolan asked as Molly got the pot.

			She grabbed two mugs and came back around the counter at the break in the middle, smiling at the young couple that came in. “You can sit anywhere. I’ll be right with you.” She stopped at Mr. Nolan’s table to pour his coffee.

			Jonah watched her every move. She certainly seemed to know what she was doing, and she did every bit of it with a pleasant cheerfulness that seemed genuine. By the time she got back to him a minute later, he was fully irritated, though he couldn’t pinpoint why exactly.

			“Are you ready to order?”

			He glowered at the menu. “I’ll have the chili, I guess.”

			“The meatloaf’s better,” she said, giving a tiny shrug. “Just in case you’re not sold on the chili.”

			“I happen to like chili,” he said, daring her to contradict him. He felt particularly stupid as he spoke, especially considering that he loved Hazel’s meatloaf, but a man had to stand his ground at some point. Chili seemed a good place to start.

			“Then chili it is. With cheese and onions?”

			“No. Fries on the side.”

			“Anything else?” She cocked an eyebrow as she waited, her eyes boring into his as though to tell him she’d accepted his challenge.

			“That’s all, thank you.”

			Molly nodded. “I’ll get that order right in.”

			As she went to Mr. Nolan’s table, Jonah sat back with a disgruntled sigh and snapped the paper open. He was being an ass. “You were raised better than that,” he muttered into the classifieds section.

			“Man alive, there’s an epidemic of people talking to themselves around here.” Trevor’s amusement was plain to hear in his voice even before Jonah glanced up and saw the smirk that accompanied the words.

			Giving up on the idea of peace and quiet for now, Jonah folded the paper with precise movements and lightly slapped it down on the corner of the table nearest the window. “You gonna write me a ticket?”

			His friend pretended to consider the words. “I could. I’m sure I could make it stick somehow. What has you so grumpy this fine evening?”

			Before he could stop himself, Jonah’s eyes darted toward the swinging door into the kitchen where Molly had just gone. “Nothing.”

			“She’s clean, Jonah. The girl’s never had so much as a speeding ticket.”

			That just made Jonah’s scowl intensify. “Everyone has at least one or two. Doesn’t that send up a red flag?”

			Trevor, the bastard, was clearly enjoying Jonah’s discomfort. “No. And not everyone does get a ticket. Some people actually obey the law even though they’re few and far between, those lawful souls. Hey, gorgeous. How’s the job treating you?”

			Molly smiled at him as she set down Jonah’s food. “So far, so good. What can I set you up with?”

			“Tonight’s meatloaf night, isn’t it?”

			Jonah could practically see her puff up with approval. “It is, and it’s excellent. I got to try some earlier.”

			“Load me up then. Cabbage and scalloped potatoes for the sides and a big, icy Coke for the drink, please.”

			“Yes, sir. I’ll be right back with that.” She glanced at Jonah. “Do you have everything you need?”

			“I’m fine, thanks.” He glared at Trevor, who was grinning his fool head off. She’d even brought him extra crackers, which he usually had to request if Hazel wasn’t working, and a bottle of hot sauce.

			After Molly had gone, Trevor gave a soft chuckle. “I thought you loved your aunt’s meatloaf, ordered it every chance you got. Took leftovers home and that sort of thing, even.”

			Jonah flipped him off.

			Knowing better than to push further, Trevor changed the subject. “Had any luck with your search lately?”

			“No. I’m getting exactly nowhere.” For several months, Jonah had been using his spare time to try to find out who his late grandmother Mary had been. His mother’s mother, she and his grandfather had raised Jonah after his parents were killed in a car wreck when he was only nine. He knew she was Native American, and he had a decent idea of when she had been born, but everything else about the woman remained a mystery. “I finally got the requisition approved for Grandpa’s military records. They should be coming in soon.”

			“I still can’t believe she used an assumed name for sixty years, and she and your grandfather hid her true identity. Whatever her past was, she was a good woman when she was here. Have you told Hazel about your quest yet?”

			“No. I’m still not sure I want anyone to know. I’d rather not have the pity party if I fail.”

			“You won’t fail. You just have to look harder.” Trevor straightened when Molly returned with his meal. “Oh, that looks good. Thank you.”

			She smiled at him. “You’re very welcome.”

			“You’d best box up a couple of these for the surly guy,” he said, pointing across the table with his fork and completely ignoring the glare Jonah was sending him. “He takes them home for a midnight snack.”

			“Oh, I am so sorry,” Molly said. “That’s the last of it. Like I said, the meatloaf was very good tonight. Maybe next time. Holler if you need me.”

			Trevor was nearly snorting as she walked away, he was laughing so hard.

			“Shut up,” Jonah said when the other man opened his mouth. “Just… shove it.”

			His friend forked up a heaping bite of meatloaf. “I’m going to, and I’ll savor every bite.”

			Of that, Jonah had not a single doubt.

			After a few minutes, Trevor sat back with a sigh, his plate clean. “That was really exceptional. Are you planning to go for a run tonight by any chance?”

			Jonah shrugged. “I wasn’t, no.”

			“You might want to reconsider that. You’ve been giving her the death stare with every other bite you take.” Trevor’s tone was half-serious, and his gaze held a hint of concern. “She’s not the enemy.”

			“That remains to be seen.” Sighing, Jonah thought about the suggestion of a run. “I’ll probably change when I get home and get some fresh air. I’ve been so tied up with work, I’ve not had time to do much of that lately. The weather isn’t ideal, but that won’t much matter.”

			Trevor shot him a look. “I think that’s probably a good idea.”

			By the time Jonah got home an hour later, he was itching to get to the room in the back of his shop so he could change out of his clothes. Naked, he turned off all the lights and opened the door to the woods, then stepped outside carefully, quietly. Closing his eyes, he listened to the world around him, his ears attuned to the slightest sound that might indicate someone was nearby. When he didn’t hear anything after several seconds, he let out a growling sigh and sank to his knees.

			Warm fire burned along his spine as his muscles shifted, changing, his body taking the shape of the panther he could become. The transformation process was uncomfortable, verging on the edge of pain, but at the same time, it was cleansing in a way that nothing else came close to.

			He let out a long breath as he stretched, taking slow steps forward as he felt his tension ease. He’d needed to shift for a few days, but he’d shoved that need aside. Letting all his human stresses go, he lifted his head and inhaled deeply, and then he ran.

		

	
		
			Chapter Six

			 

			Molly wasn’t sure what had so upset Jonah, but since he was conversing in a friendly enough tone with Trevor and scowled every time she returned to the table for refills or to clear plates, she assumed his problem was with her. She couldn’t think of what she’d possibly done to him as she’d only ever seen him twice and neither encounter had been acrimonious.

			She wasn’t going to dwell on his attitude though. She was too tired. Today was only her second day at the diner, and it had been a demanding shift. She was more than ready to head upstairs to a nice, hot shower, then hit the bed. She knew her body would get used to the work in short enough order, but the breaking-in process was miserable.

			Half an hour later, she was out the door and climbing the stairs on the back of the building that led to the apartments above the diner. Her back was stiff, her feet were sore, and she was so wilted she felt a bit like she’d have fit in to one of Salvador Dali’s paintings, but she had the deep-seated satisfaction of knowing she’d worked hard and well. For someone who’d been plagued with self-doubt in recent months, that feeling was a godsend.

			Deciding to leave her job as a nurse practitioner wasn’t something she’d done lightly. She’d considered her options for months, and she’d lectured herself on several occasions. “It’ll get better,” she would tell herself at the end of the day as she cried in the shower. “It has to. Today was an aberration, an anomaly. Tomorrow, you’ll go in, and your coworkers will be nice and friendly and not treat you like you’re there to show them all up. The patients will listen to you, stop ignoring your advice, and stop resenting you for telling them what they have to do to try to get better.”

			It never happened.

			Instead of the camaraderie she’d hoped for when she’d started, she’d been met with cold indifference and outright distrust from day one. Worse were the two-faced liars, the people who pretended to be nice and sweet and warm but in fact had only used Molly for their own purposes, leaving her high and dry as soon as they got what they wanted.

			Then there were the patients. Though she did have several who were desperate and determined and willing to do whatever it took to get better, to beat the cancers ravaging their bodies, the majority only wanted to take a pill to make it better and refused any suggestions that implied they carried part of the weight of getting better. They didn’t like hearing that they would have to change their lives in order to save them. That the lucky ones who had managed to keep cancer at bay and beat the odds had
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