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            Cut And Run

          

        

      

    

    
      Exhaustion pulled at Olivia Gonzalez like an anchor, and that was dangerous. She couldn’t afford to make a mistake. Not when it wasn’t only her life on the line.

      That other life was making her presence known in the back seat. Ella Mae might only be eighteen months old, but her personality was big enough to fill the car and occasionally the surrounding area.

      Ella’s wail made Olivia sigh even as she smiled at the little girl tucked tightly into her car seat. Poor kiddo. She needed to get out and move around for a while, even if there was snow on the ground.“I know, Ella Mae. We need a break. We’re almost at the next town. We’ll take a break there.”

      And maybe find a place to stay, a place to be. At the very least, a place to get a good night’s sleep. Not that Ella Mae always slept through. The little girl’s dreams woke her crying at times, and it broke Olivia’s heart.

      Surely a town named Phail in the middle of Vermont had to be safe. The name called for laughter and silliness. “What do you think, Ella Mae? Is a town named Phail a good place to start our new life?”

      She’d have to wait and see. Nothing had felt right so far. “I’ll keep you safe, Ella Mae. I promised, and I always keep my promises.”

      Her first view of the town was the I-Phail tower, and it made her smile. She slowed as she entered the downtown area.

      Businesses along the street sported mini-Christmas trees on their stoops, all of them decorated in white and red. It was a coordinated look that belonged in some of the movies her friend Mary Mae had loved.

      Olivia slowed Rust Bucket and pulled into a parking lot beside Phail Way Park. Phail definitely had a sense of humor.

      “Okay, Ella Mae, we’re going to have some fun in the snow.”

      She hoped using the name repeatedly would help reinforce her new identity for the little girl. She was too young to protest a name change but Olivia hoped going from Bella to Ella Mae wasn’t too confusing for her.

      Olivia was confused enough herself. Adding her pen name meant that she had three names. She had to remember which one to use, which one to respond to when it was called, and how to avoid reacting to anyone calling her Carmen Hall. That name could cost them everything.

      “We’ll do it, Ella Mae. We’ll get used to it all soon enough. When we find a place, it’ll be easier again.”

      She needed a place where she could work at least part-time. Her books sold pretty well, but publishing was a roller coaster, and she never knew when the bottom would drop out of the market. Her dragons and their brucan friends might not be popular forever.

      Ella Mae waved her arms and legs when Olivia opened the rear door of the old Focus. “Are you ready to play in the snow? We’re going to have to put on some layers before I set you free.”

      Dressing the squirmy toddler in the back seat was always a challenge. It took three times longer than it should, but finally Ella wore her snow suit, boots, and mittens with a scarf tucked under the suit so that it didn’t catch on to anything and choke her. “We’re learning, Ella Mae. We’re going to be experts at all this stuff before too long. Up you come.”

      She hefted the girl and grabbed her keys before locking her car, better known as Rust Bucket, and rechecking her surroundings. No one appeared to be paying them any attention. There was no traffic, so she crossed to the park and walked into the expanse of snow.

      New York had its share of snow, but this blanket of white in late November was a new experience. In her arms, Ella Mae squealed and clapped her hands, squirming to get down.

      Olivia laughed. “I know. It’s pretty and exciting. Let’s go over to that bench and explore from there.”

      Once they reached the bench, Olivia brushed as much snow off the seat as she could with one hand.  The bench would be handy for Ella to use as a balance check. She wasn’t steady yet, and she’d appreciate the assistance.

      Olivia didn’t need a wet butt and had no intention of sitting. Stretching out her body after driving for a few hours felt great. As did the crisp air that wasn’t marred by even the slightest breeze.

      Olivia set the girl on her feet beside the bench. Ella ignored it and plopped right to her butt to stick her mittens in the snow.

      Laughing, Olivia stretched her arms wide and arched her back. They’d been driving all over New England for days, and her body wasn’t happy.

      She didn’t think Adam Parsons could follow her trail, especially with her new name, but she hadn’t wanted to take any chances. Ella’s safety was paramount.

      Without any sign of pursuit, she’d decided it was time to look for a place where they could settle and start building a life. Was Vermont too close to New York? Would Adam even think of looking in small towns, or would he assume Olivia would relocate to a different part of the city like she’d done in the past?

      Ella Mae squealed and scooped up some snow on her mitten. When she brought it close to her mouth, Olivia squatted beside her and gently stopped the motion. “Sorry sweetie, but you shouldn’t eat the snow. It’s probably not pollution-filled like in the city but leaving it out of your mouth is still good practice..

      Ella Mae pouted and Olivia held in her smile. “You’re cute enough to be a manipulator, but I’m staying firm on this. You’ll grow up to be strong and resilient, but you’ll also learn that sometimes you won’t like the rules. They’re meant to keep you safe.”

      Olivia knew she wasn’t simply talking about snow now. Even with no one close enough to hear her words, she wasn’t saying anything that would put this precious little girl at risk.

      “You’re going to have a wonderful life, Ella Mae Gonzalez. You’re going to make the world a better place just like your mama wanted.”
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        * * *

      

      “Come on, Dad. We haven’t even passed a car in like ten minutes. No one would know. It’ll be fine.”

      Nash Cooper glanced in the rear-view mirror. His boy was old enough not to need a booster seat anymore, but the fact that he wasn’t old enough to sit in the front annoyed the ten-year-old. He’d been complaining for days that the view from the rear seat sucked. “Nice try bud, but it’s still a no.”

      Charlie sighed dramatically making Nash grin. When he glanced in the mirror again, Charlie smiled back. “It was worth a try.”

      This kid. He looked so like his mom that it nearly ripped Nash’s heart from his chest. There’d been complications during the birth, and she’d only lived long enough to hold her beautiful baby for moments.

      He was glad she’d had that. Charlotte had been born to be a mom. She’d wanted a whole brood, but the pregnancy had been challenging. Then things got worse.

      Nash blinked away the emotion and the memories. It might have been over a decade, but losing the love of his life was never not going to hurt. He’d mostly learned to live with the ache.

      Their bright, happy son made it easier, even when he whined.

      On cue, Charlie piped up. “Are we there yet?”

      When Nash shot him a look in the mirror, the kid cracked up. “The last sign we passed said we’ve got less than five miles before we get to Phail. If we drive a mile a minute, we should almost be there. Are we still stopping in the town first?”

      Nash nodded. “We are. I don’t want to arrive on their doorstep without a full load of food and supplies. You eat like a polar bear.”

      Charlie laughed. “I’m not eating raw seal.”

      “Chicken.”

      “Yep, I’ll take chicken before raw seal any day.”

      Laughing, Nash pointed ahead. “I see signs of Phail.”

      Charlie leaned forward even as he scrunched up his face. “Don’t these people realize how that sounds? It sounds like you’re saying you see signs of failing.”

      “I agree. But Phail is my buddy Troy’s last name, and his ancestors settled the town.”

      “Maybe we can tell him to change it.”

      Nash laughed. “Probably not the best thing to suggest when you first meet him.”

      Charlie grinned. “Probably not. He’s the friend who lives in town, right? Not on our apple farm?”

      Nash’s heart warmed. His kid was amazing. They hadn’t even arrived, and he was already saying our farm. “Right. You met the other guys on video chat the other day. Do you remember their names?”

      Charlie frowned. “I think so. Gray, Knox, and Dodge?”

      Nash laughed. “Yep. But Dodge’s real name is Ford.”

      “I wonder what they’ll give me for a call sign when I join the army?”

      Nash could almost hear Charlotte protesting from the beyond. She’d never been a fan of Nash being in the army. It was one of the reasons he’d been considering not re-upping. Then she’d died, and the choice had been accelerated. He would do anything for their son, and staying stateside had been an easy choice. And the right one.

      He hoped moving from Florida to Vermont would be the same.

      They passed the I-Phail tower and Phail Fire Hall. He slowed when they reached the business district of the town, which was a whole two intersections after the Welcome to Phail, where we Succeed sign.

      Charlie’s neck craned from one side to the other as he read off the names of the businesses. “Doc’s. The Saloon. Phail General. Phail Central. No Fail Diner. Phail Phoods.”

      His son was cackling by the time he finished reading them all. “I guess they like the name. I don’t think they’re going to want to change it.”

      Nash parked in the lot near Phail Phoods and across from Phail Way Park. “I think you’re right. They’re obviously okay having fun with the name.”

      “The whole park is covered with snow. It’s like a quilt. I can’t wait to touch it and make a snowball. Maybe even a snowman. Can we check it out before we grab the food?”

      Nash nodded as they climbed out of the car. “Sure can. We’ll grab our jackets and mittens from the back. Change into our boots, too.”

      He opened the trunk’s tailgate, and soon they wore their winter gear. Charlie grinned. “I feel like a snowman. The jacket’s so puffy. We’d melt like Frosty if we wore this back in Florida.”

      Florida, not home.

      Since Charlie’s best buddy had left the country, he’d been droopy. He wasn’t a kid who surrounded himself with friends. While he was friendly, he preferred a small circle of people he was close with. Losing Maribel meant he no longer wanted to go to school, and had no best pal to eat lunch with.

      That had been the motivating factor in this move. Nash would do anything for his kid. A fresh start seemed in order. And with his buddies asking him to come and start up some cider making on their apple farm, it was a good fit. He figured Charlie would take to living on a farm in a heartbeat. He also figured it wouldn’t take much longer than that before he started begging for a dog.

      Once they crossed the quiet street, Charlie dashed through the snow, kicking it up in huge drifts before leaning down to touch it.

      He whipped off one mitten and picked up some with his hand. His grin widened as he squished it and watched it melt from his body heat.

      He laughed and did it again. Then he scooped up more and formed a ball. It only took him a couple of tries to perfect the technique.

      With a wide grin, Charlie turned to his dad. “Catch.” He tossed the snow to Nash. The ball exploded when Nash grabbed it, making them both laugh.

      Soon, they were tossing snowballs to each other and laughing like loons. It made Nash’s heart swell and settle at the same time. There was nothing better in his world than watching his kid laugh. Made him feel like maybe he wasn’t screwing it all up.

      Being both parents was tough, but he’d do anything for Charlie. Nash had worked with many teams in his time, but being a team with his kid was the most satisfying.

      They got better at making the snowballs and the tosses became throws. Well-targeted throws meant to leave a mark of shame on anyone who couldn’t make the catch.

      It was a blast. Their move to Vermont was starting on a high note.

      “Can we make a snowman, Dad? Do you think anyone will mind?”

      Nash laughed. “I don’t think anyone will mind. Do you know how to make a snowman?”

      Charlie shrugged. “We’ll figure it out.”

      And they did, rolling the snow into a larger and larger ball. Then rolling another one.

      When they finished the second one, Charlie frowned. “I think we should have planned better. The big snowball is way over there. Now we have to carry this one over.”

      Nash realized his son was right. “Okay, put your back into it.” Together, they stumbled over the field and nearly dropped the ball three times before plopping it on top of the other ball.

      Charlie cheered and did a victory dance. “Now for the head. We should start over there and go this way.”

      A mother and her small daughter were playing on a bench nearby. At least he assumed the pink bundle playing in the snow was a girl.

      Charlie spotted them too and waved. “Hi there. Would your daughter like to help us roll a head for the snowman?”

      Nash blinked, surprised at Charlie’s invitation. Since Maribel’s departure, his son had become quieter and more reserved. He was generally polite and friendly, but wasn’t usually the one to reach out.

      The mother jerked at Charlie’s voice and scooped up the girl before whirling to look at them, fear in her eyes and every line of her body.

      Her eyes quickly roved the space, and Nash slowed his steps.

      Even with fear and exhaustion showing on her face, she was stunning. Nash felt every cell in his body go on alert. Protect.

      What was she afraid of in this town with the silly name? And why did he want to keep her safe?
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            Snow and Ice

          

        

      

    

    
      Olivia reminded herself to breathe as she whirled around to confront the voice.

      A young boy stood a few yards away, his broad smile fading as he took in her reaction. A few more yards behind him, a man stood watching them both.

      An unfamiliar man who didn’t have a single creepy vibe about him. Sexy vibes? Yep, he had plenty of those.

      A quick survey of the area showed no one paying them any attention, and a half-built snowman nearby.

      She took several calming breaths but didn’t release Ella Mae as she looked back at the boy. “I’m sorry. My mind was elsewhere. What did you say?”

      The boy smiled. “I didn’t mean to scare you. My dad and I are building a snowman. It’s my first time playing in snow, and I wondered if your daughter wanted to help us roll the snow for the head.”

      Feeling like a complete fool, Olivia smiled. “Ella is new to this much snow, too.”

      The boy grinned. “I’m Charlie, and that’s my dad Nash. Some of his friends call him Alice.”

      “Alice?”

      Charlie shrugged. “They’re kind of silly. Is it okay if I play with Ella?”

      Heart pounding, Olivia took another look at the boy’s dad, Nash—a gorgeous man with a steady manner and eyes that smiled at his son. Nothing about him that screamed Alice and she wondered about the name.

      Instead of asking, she nodded to the boy and looked down at the toddler squirming in her arms. Time to act normal with these two perfectly normal people. “I think Ella would like that. She’s learning to walk, but she’s not always steady.” Just like Olivia herself, but she didn’t say that out loud.

      Olivia set Ella Mae on her feet and held one hand. Charlie moved closer and knelt in the snow. “Hi, Ella. I’m Charlie. Want to take my hand, too?”

      Ella squealed and reached out her hand, making Olivia relax. If she was going to find a place for the two of them, she needed to act like a regular person. She couldn’t draw attention to them by panicking.

      Nash drew nearer but kept his distance. He’d read her fear and respected her boundaries.

      “I’m Nash Cooper. The Alice thing is an old army call sign.”

      She nodded as if she knew anything about the army. “You don’t look much like an Alice. Nash suits you better.”

      He chuckled, and the sound rumbled deep into Olivia’s skin. Over her years in foster care, she’d become an expert at reading people.

      Nash was a good guy and so was his son. They were new to snow, which meant they weren’t from New York or connected with Adam Parsons. She was safe, and she needed to act that way.

      Charlie walked slowly with Ella’s hand clutched in his. He chattered away to the little girl,who chatted back in a stream of toddler babble.

      Ella had been mostly silent a few months ago. Now she was feeling safer, and her vocalizations were increasing. Olivia knew most toddlers her age were using words. That didn’t matter because Ella had been through more than most little ones. She’d develop at her own speed.

      Charlie picked up some snow with his free hand. “Do you want to help us make a head for the snowman, Ella? We’re going to start with a little ball. It’ll grow, just like you.”

      Olivia smiled and peeked to see how the boy’s dad reacted to the exchange. Nash’s eyes were soft and proud as he watched. Definitely no creepy vibes.

      Ella let go of Olivia’s hand as she reached to grab the snowball Charlie was making. He grinned and handed it to her, putting his mittens around hers to help her pack it.

      When she dropped it, he laughed and handed it to her again. And again.

      Soon, Ella dropped the balls deliberately and waited for Charlie to hand her a new one. Her smile widened, and when she giggled, Olivia had to blink back tears.

      When those giggles turned to full-out bursts of laughter, Olivia joined in. So did Charlie and Nash.

      Nash’s chuckle was deep and rumbly. Warm and friendly.

      She knew she was overtired and living with fear, but her system wasn’t overreacting. The man was potent.

      Eventually, Ella plopped to the ground, tired from her bout of giggles. Charlie entertained her by rolling the snowball around her, making it bigger as he moved.

      Trying to chase the ball, Ella rolled and landed with her face in the snow.

      The giggles turned to a wail of indignation, and Olivia scooped her up to brush her face clear.

      Charlie’s voice was full of concern. “I’m sorry, Ella. I should have been watching you better. I forgot you were so little. Are you okay?”

      Olivia angled Ella to face the boy, and her face immediately cleared up. Olivia was apparently raising a flirt. “She’s okay, Charlie. You didn’t do anything wrong. I think all that laughing wore her out.”

      Charlie took one of the hands Ella Mae was waving at him. “I’m glad you’re okay. Want to watch while Dad and I get the head on the snowman?”

      Olivia trailed after the pair, Ella squealing and clapping as the two rolled the ball larger and hoisted it up.

      When they put the head on the other two snowballs, Ella clapped, then reached for it. Olivia brought her close enough to touch, and Ella patted the snow like Charlie had taught her.

      The boy grinned. “Good job, Ella. He’s a great snowman.”

      “He is. For your first time with snow, you did an incredible job.”

      Charlie’s eyes lit up. “Do you think we can make more out at the apple farm, Dad? Do you think anyone will mind?”

      Nash’s smile had Olivia sighing again. The man was gorgeous. More importantly, a really good dad. She hadn’t met many like him.

      Nash nodded. “No one will mind. We’ll make as many as you want.”

      Charlie turned back. “Maybe you and Ella can come and check out the farm. We’re moving here, and I don’t know anyone yet, but Dad says everyone on the farm is nice. I’m sure they’d like you to come visit.”

      Olivia’s heart warmed even as a small portion of her brain had her worrying that this was some kind of elaborate trap.

      But Adam had always been a straightforward brute. She couldn’t imagine him doing this. He had no idea where they were. Until she’d arrived, she hadn’t known herself.

      Nash studied her with serious eyes. “You would be more than welcome. My friends inherited an apple farm and are working to bring it back to life.”

      Charlie nodded. “I’m going to help my dad make apple cider and vinegar from the apples. We don’t know much about it yet, but we’ll figure it out.”

      Nash ruffled his son’s head, making the woolen hat cover his eyes. “We will. How about we treat you and Ella to a hot chocolate at the No Fail Diner? The cousin of a buddy of mine owns it, and l hear they’ve got great cinnamon buns if you’re hungry.”

      Charlie laughed. “I’m always hungry. Come on. It’ll be fun.”

      Olivia hesitated just enough that Nash’s eyebrows furrowed further. Concern nearly radiated from him. But instead of the No, but thank you she was preparing in her head, she heard herself answer with her heart. “Hot chocolate sounds great.”
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        * * *

      

      Judging by her expression, Nash figured Olivia was just as surprised by her acceptance of his offer as he was.

      The woman was wary. Warier than normal. He was sure she’d been through some trauma recently, and she wasn’t convinced it was over.

      The most likely answer was that she was on the run from an abusive ex. It made him swallow hard to stop the growl from escaping. Any man who abused a woman needed to be behind bars. And if he turned his abuse on that child, he deserved much worse.

      Nash wanted to shield Olivia from whatever chased her and protect them both. Probably his army training in action.

      Or that gorgeous face. The smile she aimed at her daughter. Her easy conversation with Charlie.

      Hell.

      Nash pointed across the square to the No Phail Diner. “Shall we?”

      Olivia nodded. “I’m going to stop at my car and take some of the layers off Ella Mae before we head in.”

      Did that mean she was going to take off on him? Possible, but he wouldn’t do anything to stop her. If her alarm bells were ringing, she needed to listen to them. He knew he and Charlie were the opposite of a threat, but she had no way of knowing that.

      She’d trusted her gut enough to spend time with them making a snowman. This was another public place, but he’d respect her wishes if she ran.

      He and Charlie stopped at their car to shed some of their layers, too. He’d have to hang up the soaking mittens and Charlie’s snow pants once they got to the farm.

      They waited at their car for Olivia and her daughter. They were traveling in a Focus that was too old to drive safely on the highways. He hoped the engine was in better shape than the body.

      He was pleased when Olivia closed the car door with Ella in her arms. She wasn’t bolting.

      She aimed a dazzling smile his way, and the little girl clapped her hands when they approached.

      Charlie grinned at the two of them. “Are you ready for some hot chocolate, Ella? Or maybe some milk. Is she too young for hot chocolate?”

      Olivia smiled. She was always ready to answer questions about her daughter. He’d bet his car that she wouldn’t be nearly as forthcoming with questions about herself or her background.

      “I think milk is a good idea, but when my cocoa cools, I’ll let Ella Mae try some.”

      Nash held open the door for the group and barely resisted putting his hand on Olivia’s back to usher her into the diner. It wasn’t his right.

      He nearly ran right into her when she and Charlie both stopped short. A quick look around proved there was no danger, and then his attention snagged on the decor. Blue and green Scottish plaid covered the booths and the stools. A huge crest covered the far wall in the same colors and the word Phail was written in fancy script on the lower banner. Very Scottish.

      But Mexican scents filled the diner, making his stomach rumble. “Smells like more than cinnamon buns are in order.”

      Charlie grinned. “Good because I want to taste whatever smells so good.”

      A woman behind the counter laughed. “Welcome to Phail and the No Fail Diner. Our cook, Manuel, makes everything taste delicious. Have a seat wherever you’d like.”

      Olivia walked to the side wall and chose a seat where she could see the front window. A random choice? Or was she keeping an eye out for who might be out there while keeping herself relatively hidden?

      He slid in the opposite side beside his son. If there was danger, he wanted to be in a position to protect them all.

      The woman approached with a coffee pot and cups in hand. “I’m Ginny. Would you like coffee? We also have a variety of tea that you can see on the board.”

      Before the adults could answer, Charlie piped up. “Do you have hot chocolate?”

      “Only the best in Vermont.”

      “That’s what we’ll have. We were building a snowman in the park. Except Ella probably needs juice or milk instead.”

      The woman’s eyes twinkled with amusement at Charlie’s excited words. She peeked out the window and nodded. “That’s a mighty fine snowman. You earned yourself a hot chocolate. What kind of juice does your sister like?”

      The words sent a jolt of desire through Nash’s system. Not sexual desire, although he suspected he’d always feel that around Olivia. This was a desire for family. A bigger family than he had with Charlie.

      For the first time in a decade, he wanted more. His visceral reaction to Ginny’s words had been That’s what I want.

      Holy hell. Charlotte had been gone for almost eleven years, and not once in that time had he felt this fierce desire for more.

      With an effort, he shoved the emotions to the side. This wasn’t the time or place to deal with the guilt or the yearning rolling through him. Later. Much later.

      Oblivious to his reaction, Charlie laughed. “Ella’s not my sister. We just met when we were all playing in the snow. It’s my first time making a snowman.”

      Ginny grinned. “Then you have superior snow skills.” She turned to Olivia and asked what kind of drink the toddler would like.

      Nash was glad that Charlie had dealt with the moment so well. And that he was showing so much of his normal self. Maribel’s departure had changed him. The two of them video chatted frequently, but the time zone differences between the States and Spain didn’t always make it easy to connect. And video chatting wasn’t the same as having your best buddy with you at school.

      Ginny returned with three hot chocolates and a sippy cup of milk. “Anything to eat with that?”

      Charlie turned to his dad and pointed at the board. “They’ve got a taco sampler platter. Could we try that? Do you like tacos, Olivia?”

      Olivia smiled. “That sounds great, but maybe something easier for Ella. Would you have any apple sauce?”

      Ginny grinned. “We do. We have friends with an apple farm down the road, and we’re hoping to stock their locally made apple sauce by spring, but for now we have other sauce.”

      “Apple farm?” Charlie’s voice rose about an octave. “Do you think that’s our apple farm, Dad?”

      Nash ruffled his hair. “It could be.”

      Ginny smiled. “Then you must be Nash and Charlie. I heard you were arriving soon.”

      Charlie’s eyes widened. “You know about us?”

      Ginny laughed. “A little bit. It’s a small town and we all know each other well, even those of you who live on the outskirts. We’ve got each other’s backs here in Phail. You’re going to love it.”

      Charlie’s excitement had him chattering throughout the meal. Through Ginny, they found out more about the town, the people, and their destination.

      Ginny smiled at Olivia. “It’s too bad the No Phailed Apples Inn at the farm isn’t open yet. It should be ready in a few months. But if you want to stay in town for a bit, we have a terrific B&B a few streets over.”

      Olivia nodded but didn’t respond right away. He found himself hoping she thought it was as good an idea as he did.

      He wanted to know more about Olivia and the danger she worried about. Hell, he just wanted to know more. Maybe even explore the attraction he felt.

      A zing of guilt shot through him. He’d loved Charlotte with every cell of his being. He missed her so damn much.

      He had no business being attracted to this woman with shadows in her eyes.

      That didn’t make the attraction any less real.
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      Olivia felt overwhelmed by pretty much everything. The town was warm and welcoming. Ginny felt like a friend after one meal in her diner. Charlie was officially one of her favorite people, and she was pretty sure Ella Mae was already in love with the boy.

      Then there was Nash Cooper, also known as Alice. She wanted to know more about the man. Why Alice? Why just the two of them? Was there a wife or girlfriend in the picture, and they just hadn’t mentioned her yet?

      Although she figured Charlie probably would have by now. The boy was a happy chatterbox, ready to make friends and make the world a better place. He was a great kid.

      Which said so much about his dad. She hoped she would be even half as good a mom to Ella. The girl deserved the world, and Olivia was going to work her butt off to see that she got it.

      When they finished off the taco platter, she was full in many ways. The contentment she felt sitting in this diner with people who had been strangers only hours before surprised her.

      When was the last time she felt content? Had she ever? Her foster care homes had been mostly safe, some had even been good. But she’d never reached contentment anywhere but with her laptop creating her stories.

      There had always been an element of danger, a worry about what would happen next. The group home where she’d met Mary Mae and Liam was probably the closest place to peaceful she’d ever lived as a child.

      But there had still been the worry. When the three of them had turned eighteen they’d shared a tiny apartment. She’d thought Mary Mae and Liam might have preferred to be on their own, but they’d laughed her off. The three amigos weren’t going to be split up.

      Those had been her happiest years despite the countless meals of ramen and nights on the lumpy couch.

      Maybe now she could have more. Maybe she could choose to stay in Phail and explore the town. Find out if it was safe enough to stay for good, or even for a while.

      Her bank account could afford a few nights in a B&B. Then she’d have a better feel for the town.

      Ella Mae picked up a piece of broccoli from the plate of steamed veggies Manuel had made for her and held it up in triumph. With a happy squeal she shoved it in her mouth and laughed.

      Olivia grinned and used the napkin to wipe her chin. “Manners, my precious Ella Mae. One of these days you’ll get some.”

      Charlie laughed. “She’s too little to worry about manners. She sure loves broccoli.”

      Olivia smiled. “She does. Actually, she pretty much loves everything so far. Except carrots. Not a fan of carrots.”

      Nash chuckled, making her skin react again. “Sounds familiar.”

      Charlie frowned. “I like carrots.”

      Nash nodded. “Now, you do. Not at that age though. You’d toss them off your highchair and send me death glares.”

      “Really?”

      “Oh, yeah. Before you became a bottomless pit, you were picky.”

      “I don’t remember.”

      “You were little.”

      “I hope Ella Mae remembers me.” Then he turned those big pleading eyes to Olivia. “Will you stay in Phail for a bit? Try out the B&B and visit the farm one day? Tomorrow?”

      Her heart lurched. Other than Mary Mae and Liam, had anyone ever wanted her to stay?

      She found herself nodding. “I’ll check out the B&B and see if they have a room for a few days.”

      Charlie raised his arms in victory and kept them up until Ella copied his movements. Laughing, he turned to his dad. “Give Olivia your phone number, Dad. I never remember to charge my phone.”

      So, he wasn’t a kid who was stuck to social media.

      Nash rolled his eyes. “Unless there’s a dragon on your e-reader.”

      Olivia’s heart clutched at the words. Charlie was a fantasy reader, the age of her target demographic. She wanted to ask if he’d read any of her books, but didn’t. She didn’t want to connect her identities together. Livie Sanchez, her pen name, was all about dragons and brucans. Olivia Gonzalez was all about Ella Mae. Carmen Hall, her birth name, wasn’t about anything anymore. For safety, she would stay hidden forever. She was Olivia for now and for always.

      Olivia lowered her gaze to the baby bag she carried as she searched for her phone.

      Nash handed her his. “I’ve unlocked mine and plugged in your name. Just add your number and then I’ll have you.”

      A shiver of desire ran through her at his innocent words. She’d love to be had by a man like Nash. Kind. Great dad. Sexy as hell.

      But that wasn’t what he meant.

      It didn’t mean she couldn’t have a little fantasy in her life. Not like the fantasy adventures she wrote for middle schoolers and young adults. This fantasy would be all about romance.

      And remain very, very private.

      When she returned the phone, their fingers brushed and caused more shivers. More desire. She was officially ridiculous.

      When she felt her phone buzz, she had to contain another shiver. She had his number now, too. Not only was he a sexy man, but he was also the only person in her contacts aside from her lawyer and a police officer back in New York.

      Nash smiled softly. “We’ll probably spend tomorrow getting settled at the farm, but we’ll text you in a day or two to see if you want to visit.”

      She definitely wanted to visit.

      Nash ordered a box of cinnamon buns to take to the farm, and Olivia grabbed a single bun to go. The diner was closing
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