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  The Story


She’s back to start over. He’s ready to finish what they never began. 
Sarah Brennan has had it with the noise, chaos, and heartbreak of city life. Determined to launch her new business—and reclaim her mojo—she returns to the small town she once fled. But her very first client knocks the breath right out of her. Rick Lansing. The boy next door who never spared her more than a glance in high school… and the man who now looks at her like she’s his every temptation.
Rick’s silence all those years ago cost him more than he ever admitted. Now Sarah is back, fierce, beautiful, and refusing to see past the job at hand. He won’t let her leave. Not this time. Fate has handed him a second chance, and he plans to use every weapon—his charm, his persistence, his touch—to win the only woman he’s ever wanted.
He’s waited years for this chance… but can passion heal the past, or will history break them all over again?
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  CHAPTER ONE


“Who says you can’t go back home?” Sarah mumbled as she walked through Riverhaven, the quaint town where she’d grown up. It had taken eleven years and one very hard lesson, coupled with a lot of soul-searching, to bring her back here. But back she was. She’d arrived late last night with an SUV full of boxes and an agenda. There were a few hurdles to be crossed before she’d know if this had been the right choice. 
Good or bad, she was here to stay. At least, that’s what the new cards in her purse said, along with her almost empty gas tank.
Passing the town park, Sarah stopped, amazed by what she saw. The ancient tree still stood there, proud and venerable. Maple leaves covered it, some green, some yellowed from summer’s heat. She patted bark already warm from the morning sun. Many kisses had been given freely or stolen beneath its limbs and carved initials immortalized countless young loves.
Sarah traced a set encircled by a heart as an old melancholy threaded its way through her. If only someone had carved her initials. She’d longed for a boyfriend back then. Maybe even one in particular, with dark, chestnut hair, a crooked smile, and nerd-glasses.
But that hadn’t happened. Not for her. So, with nothing to keep her in Riverhaven, she’d lit out of town right after graduation. Why stay, when the world was chalk full of opportunities just waiting for her?
Turns out, there wasn’t enough to keep her in the big city, either. After losing, well, just about everything she owned, Sarah had figured it out. She’d learned the hard way that home wasn’t determined by those you thought loved you. Home was in the heart, and Sarah’s had led her back to Riverhaven. All the turmoil in her life had been replaced by peacefulness once she’d made the decision to come back, so after years working for a small consulting firm, Sarah had left the steady income, along with her un-savvy boyfriend, and come home to set up her own future.
Needing an income in a hurry, Sarah had kicked off her organizational consulting company, Find Your Life, from a distance, ordering cards and advertising in the local paper while still in Seattle. Because of that, she already had a few appointments set up for this, her first week back. Hitting the ground running was important since she’d spent virtually all her money renting a cheap apartment. She had just enough left to buy a few groceries.
Which was why she’d left her SUV, still packed to the gills with all that remained of her life in Seattle, parked outside her new home. No need to use precious gas when this town was so walkable.
This morning had proven that, even as organized as she’d been while packing and loading, the best-laid plans could kick you when you were down. She’d dug through box after box looking for the outfit she wanted to wear to her first appointment, then wondered why her flat iron wasn’t in the bathroom box.
By the time she’d left the apartment, she’d needed the calming walk. Her highlighted hair was wavy when it should be straight, her makeup was minimal, limited to what she’d found in her purse, and she wore khakis, not the slacks she preferred. At least she’d found a nice top in a shade of green that complimented her hazel eyes. If a couple errant wrinkles showed, well, she’d pretend they weren’t there and hoped the client overlooked them as well.
Leaning against the wide trunk of the tree, Sarah turned her face to the sun’s soothing warmth, enjoying it while she could. Riverhaven would bake later as the temperature climbed to a newsworthy record high.
Glancing at her watch, Sarah realized she needed to move. No way did she want to be late. Heading toward the address she’d been given, Sarah enjoyed the nuances of a small town life. Not much stirred yet, and there were no traffic jams, no sirens. Just peace and quiet broken by the hum of an occasional car.
This morning’s disastrous start had rattled her a bit, but Sarah regrouped on the walk, confident and ready for her first official Find Your Life appointment. She hoped the client, Rick Larson, hired her. She’d need to ramp the business up fast or she’d be living under that tree before long.
Rick Larson. The name, and the address he’d given her, evoked memories she couldn’t stop from flooding through her. Memories of the house next door, and the boy who lived inside.
Rounding the corner, nostalgia swarmed around her like the first scent of lavender each summer, bringing a wistful smile to her face. The old neighborhood had changed so little. Large maples still lined the road, keeping it green and shady through summer and bringing the street alive with color in the fall. Some houses were more rundown than she remembered, others showed fresh renovations. New ones occupied a vacant lot where she’d spent her childhood building cardboard cities with the neighborhood kids.
Her parents no longer lived here. They’d sold everything, including the home she’d grown up in, to motor-home around the country. Currently, they were parked somewhere in the Midwest. That kind of rootless existence didn’t appeal to Sarah. She preferred the familiarity of living in one place, the predictability of the world around her, and the efficiency of knowing the best places to shop, eat, or whatever.
So why were her nerves aflutter? Sarah stood in front of the address of her first appointment, right next door to the house she’d been raised in, holding her stomach to still the butterflies. Her teen years had been spent staring at this house. Night after night. Hoping he might notice her.
Fred Larson.
Even after all this time, her heart pounded. She’d loved him with a forever kind of love, and he’d never acknowledged her presence beyond an occasional glance, or spoken to her beyond a quick “hey” while they waited for the bus. His lack of regard had crushed her.
Now her possible first client seemed to be some sort of relation to the man who’d broken her heart without ever knowing it. Sarah shook herself out of the doldrums and strode to the door, hesitating a moment before knocking to be sure she had her emotions under control.
When the door opened, she swallowed a gasp as Mr. Tall, Dark, and way, way too Handsome stared back at her.
Get a grip, girl. Sarah clenched and unclenched her hands, letting her breath out in a whoosh as a flush that must border on crimson warmed her face. What was the matter with her? She’d seen good-looking guys before, had even flirted with them. This one robbed her of speech. There was something about him. Maybe the broad shoulders, or the fact that he was so tall?
He watched her, his eyes dark with focused intensity, apparently waiting for her to speak first.
Reaching deep for an ounce of professionalism, Sarah tucked an errant piece of hair behind her ear and stuck out her hand. “Hi, I’m from Find Your Life.” Good. Hardly any stammer. “My name is—”
“Sarah Rose,” he finished with a voice so warm and inviting, she wanted to melt into a puddle at his feet. “It’s wonderful to see you again.”
She’d met him? Sarah would remember meeting a man this good looking. “Umm...”
His smile faltered. “You don’t remember me, do you?”
“I remember a Fred Larson.” Oh, boy did she remember Fred. Dark, short hair. Shorter than this man’s hair that just brushed his collar. Those chocolate eyes seemed so familiar. Was he a relative?
“I go by Rick now.”
Sarah’s mouth dropped, her heart hammering in her chest as she peered more closely at him. This was Fred? Her Fred? Well, in her mind, he’d always been hers. “Fred? I mean, Rick? I—I didn’t recognize you. You’ve changed so much. And the name threw me, I guess.”
“I can understand the confusion. I dropped the Fred in Fredrick when I headed to college. Figured I might fit in better.”
“How’d that go?”
His smile returned. “Not well until I replaced the nerdy glasses with contacts.” He shrugged. “Did better after that.”
Better? Sarah rubbed at a spot on her chest. Had the temperature just jumped a few degrees?
“You, on the other hand, haven’t changed at all,” he said, motioning for her to enter.
The crimson that had receded from her face returned full force. Sara ducked her head, unsure if that was a compliment, yet wanting it to be.
“So,” she said, trying for some equilibrium. “You live in your childhood home?”
Rick left the door open and showed her to the living room. Dank, humid, air made it seem warmer than outside. A quick glance around showed older, frayed furniture and dust. A lot of dust.
“No, I don’t live here. I live in the city.”
“Seattle?” Had they been in the same city this whole time?
He shook his head. “Portland. A bit of a drive from here. My father passed away two months ago,” Rick continued.
“I’m so sorry,” Sarah said. She hadn’t heard.
He waved a hand. “Thank you, but different life-goals had estranged us until recently.”
She’d heard the oil-and-water fights back then, loud enough to cause the neighbors to close their windows. His father wanted a football star for a son and ended up with a computer geek.
“He didn’t suffer,” Rick said. “I’m grateful for that.”
“Your mom is gone too, I heard.”
“Right after graduation.” He looked around, his voice tinged with sadness. “There’s only me now.”
Sarah almost reached out to him, offering solace. He’d been an only child, and it saddened her to think he was alone in the world. She glanced at his left hand. No ring.
“I hope you’ve got someone who helps you. A wife or girlfriend, maybe?”
Shaking his head, Rick waved a hand in the air. “No wife, not even the hint of a girlfriend. Tried. But after resettling in the city, I never found anyone I wanted to spend that much time with.”
Had his gaze intensified? Sarah fidgeted, unwilling to dig too deep into the satisfaction that his denial of any relationship gave her.
“You?”
The contentment warming her belly lurched and became a sour candy playing Pong in her stomach. She wasn’t prepared to discuss her ex. She’d stuck with him longer than he’d stuck with any of his get-rich-quick schemes and she didn’t want to dwell on where that had left her. Done with ultra-modern, driven, self-employed businessmen, she’d closed the door on dating anyone even remotely like that ever again.
“Uh, no” she answered. “No one. At least, no one worth mentioning.”
“Me, either.” His grin returned. “When I saw your ad, I was astounded. You’re the answer to my prayers, Sarah Rose.”
Sarah almost stumbled as her world stuttered to a halt. Seconds ticked away. You’re the answer to my prayers. She’d wanted him to say those words back in high school, longed for them so much she’d chosen not to date anyone. She’d gone solo to her senior prom, hoping against hope for one last chance.
Sarah looked up into his face, wishing those words meant what she’d hoped for all those years ago and mentally berating her heart for the reminder.
Focused on tamping down ancient emotions, she almost missed the emotion in Rick’s gaze. Raw. Needy. All covered up so fast, she couldn’t be sure if she saw it or imagined it.
He cleared his throat, then swallowed. “I, umm, need someone to help me sort through everything here, figure out what’s worth selling and what should be trashed.”
“Oh.” Disappointment hit her so hard, she almost stepped back, barely stopping herself. Of course, he meant the estate. That’s why he’d asked her to come. It had nothing to do with their non-relationship from the past. Nothing at all. The house is what he needed help with. Work. Organizing. What she did. That’s what he’d prayed for.
The old pain from unrequited memories rushed to her heart, the long-buried yearning cutting her like new wounds. She struggled to find some balance to her emotions, digging deep to put the lid back on that box. Sarah straightened, squaring her shoulders against the old pain.
“That’s exactly what I do. Sort and organize,” she said, pasting a smile on her face.
Rick nodded, indicating she should sit on the couch, which was thankfully devoid of dust.
“Excellent,” he said. “So, have you been back in town long? I drove up a few days ago, but had no clue you were even here until I saw your ad in the local paper.”
“My advance attack, so I could hit the town running when I arrived.” She glanced at her watch. “A whole twelve hours ago.”
The look of confusion on his face almost made her laugh.
“I set up the bones of this business from afar. I’ve been living in Seattle.”
“I thought about starting out there after college. I chose to go south instead. If I may ask, how come you’re moving back here?”
“I got...tired of the city. I kicked off the advertising, loaded up my things, and arrived here last night. I haven’t even unpacked.”
“Oh,” he said. “If we need to put this off—”
“Not at all. I’m organized and ready to go.” Sarah crossed her fingers behind her back. “I can manage both.”
“Perfect. Can you start today? Things are pretty crazy for me right now at work, so the sooner I get this done, the sooner I can put it on the market.” He looked around. “I don’t even know where to start.”
He wanted her to begin today, the exact answer she’d been hoping for. Sarah tamped down her enthusiasm and nodded.
“Perfect.” Rick smiled and reached for her hand. “I’m glad it’s you.”
If he held her hand overlong, only Sarah noticed. It was hard not to with the energy thrumming through their touch, at least for her. Rick Larson looked cool and collected and not one bit affected by their meeting. The complete opposite of her. He’s glad it’s me? She was astonished he even remembered her. Her interpretation pushed flawed meaning into his words. She needed to remember that he hadn’t noticed her in high school. He’d only contacted her because of business. Rick Larson wanted her to work for him. That was all.
Sarah had staked her future on being successful with Find Your Life, so keeping this all about business was her only option no matter what her heart tried to tell her. As if he’d even consider it being more, anyhow. Rick Larson was good looking in a way she’d never found another to match. He was tall, but not too tall. Dark, but not mysteriously so. When he smiled, everything about him warmed her. He’d always been an introverted bookworm. Now, it looked as though Rick had developed people skills.
Boy, had he developed skills.
Sarah would be hard-pressed to keep her mind on the task at hand, but she had to. She could not screw her life up. Not again.
She opened her portfolio and pulled the pen out of its sleeve. “Where should we start?”






  
  CHAPTER TWO


Rick had no clue how he’d managed to hold it together after he opened the door. She was here. Right in front of him. The woman he’d dreamed of since high school. The reason he’d never found anyone he’d wanted a serious relationship with. Because no one compared well next to Sarah Rose Bannon. 
He’d just become a gangly teenager all over again. He couldn’t think straight and had barely managed to put a coherent sentence together. She still had the ability to reduce him to idiot status.
Greeting her, he’d held her hand longer than necessary, his hands sweating the entire time. Had she noticed? Rick rubbed them on his pants. He’d also outed himself by saying out loud he was glad she’d come. Damn, he needed to get his head on straight. He couldn’t afford to screw up this time. Too much was at stake. Maybe even the rest of their lives.
She sat on the sofa next to him like the darn thing was fragile, her hands clasped tightly in her lap, gazing everywhere but at him. How had she not changed? The same brown hair, though it was highlighted to match the sun’s rays as it set each night. And those eyes. He’d tried to find a picture in nature that captured that color, but never got those remarkable changing hazel striations right.
Sarah pursed her lips and his groin answered. This was not
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