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			Chapter One

			WRONG GUY. SHE stopped short on the sidewalk and stared down the way, past the shoe store, collectibles boutique, and gourmet treats shop. For a split second, Taylor thought she saw Grant’s face on another man. Happened to her all the time. Every time her gut tightened with anticipation and turned to stone with profound disappointment when she discovered it was just her mind playing tricks on her again. Besides, he wouldn’t want to see her anyway.

			The familiar face in question turned to her. Grant’s brother, Seth, stood on the sidewalk with a little girl atop his shoulders. The smile Taylor remembered from days gone by. It notched up to megawatt when he spotted her. The initial tidal wave of unease at seeing him for the first time in more than eight years dissipated into flutters. Like him, she weaved her way through the other ­people shopping and going to dinner downtown. The twinkling lights wrapped around and up the tree trunks and bare branches lining the street faded as Seth drew closer. She dismissed their cheerful glow, like she’d dismissed Christmas a few weeks ago. She didn’t want to think about that lonely ­couple of days.

			“Damn, Taylor, you’re even more beautiful than I remember. How are you?”

			“That one’s a dollar, Daddy,” the princess piped up, holding out her small hand. Seth dug in his pocket and pulled out the cash and slapped it into her palm with a good-­natured grumble.

			For the first time since she came back home to Fallbrook, she smiled.

			Taylor leaned up and accepted the peck on her cheek. “I’m just fine.” She gave Seth’s wide shoulders a squeeze before stepping back and gazing up at the child holding onto his head. “Looks like time’s been sweet to you. Who’s this?”

			“My five-­year-­old, Maggie.” Seth smiled up at his little girl and she beamed a matching smile down to him. “Maggie, this is Taylor, a very good friend from high school.”

			“It’s nice to meet you,” Taylor said, waiting for the old hurt to rise up, but it didn’t. Maybe this is how things were always meant to be. That thought shifted her memories of the past and changed the way they looked. Old hurts and disappointments turned to sweet memories of puppy love and random acts of recklessness. “That’s the prettiest tiara I’ve ever seen.”

			“I’m a snow princess.” Maggie beamed.

			Taylor settled her gaze back on Seth’s face; his eyes were alight with pride. “She’s beautiful.”

			“Like her mother,” he said automatically. She caught a glint of unhappiness in his eyes that told her while his daughter may be the sparkle in his eye, his wife had lost some of her shine.

			At one time, a long time ago, that might have made her happy. Not now. She’d moved on. Seeing him with his daughter and the gold band firm on his finger made her understand that sometimes good-­bye has a lot more good in it than she’d thought when she caught him cheating.

			Well, maybe it wasn’t cheating at all. They’d always made better friends than anything more. Another girl had turned his head, and Taylor discovered her heart belonged to someone else. Someone she’d never thought would ever look at her in that way, until he did.

			“How’s the family?” What she really wanted to ask was, “How is Grant?”

			She didn’t, but held her breath and hoped he’d say something, anything about his older brother. Who’d avoided her like the plague since she’d returned nearly a month ago.

			“Everyone is great. Amy is in the diner with my other daughter, Millie, getting hot chocolate.” His eyes turned soft with sympathy. “Sorry about your grandmother.”

			“Thank you,” she whispered, trying not to think about how alone she felt now that she lost her grandmother.

			Raised in this small Colorado town after her parents died tragically in Kansas when a tornado ripped through their neighborhood, she adored the woman who took her in and loved her with her whole heart and always made her feel safe and never alone. Home again, she felt out of place. Old friends felt like strangers after so many years.

			“How are things at the grocery store and ranch?” he asked.

			“I’m making repairs and upgrades. Grandma left some things undone over the last ­couple years. I should have come back more often.”

			“Too busy building your career after college, I guess.”

			“You get lost in work, the days go by, and before you know it, years have passed. Look at you. I come back and you’re a husband and father of two, all grown up.”

			“It happens. What about you? Did you get married?”

			“Not even close,” she admitted, thinking again about Grant, and what they’d shared. It had never been anything more than a one-­night stand. For him. The ache in her chest swelled. No, she’d never found anyone who made her feel like he did, which is why every guy came and went in her life like they walked through a revolving door.

			“Well, judging by the buzz around town, everyone knows you’re back, even if you have been keeping to yourself. I’m sure you won’t spend too many nights home alone.”

			“Nothing wrong with a quiet evening, especially when you work as much as I do.”

			“I heard you kept your job and set up an office in the grocery store. I don’t know how you do it. Two full-­time jobs, plus fixing up your grandmother’s place.”

			“I’ve got good ­people working the store, and I enjoy fixing up the house and property. It’s not so bad.”

			“Judging by the car you’ve been racing around town in, you must be doing pretty well for yourself.”

			Embarrassed, she only smiled. She loved the Porsche. The one splurge she allowed herself when success finally came at the end of several years of struggling to make the business profitable.

			“So, what is it you do?” he asked.

			“I work for a marketing company doing graphic arts. Computer programming. Stuff like that.”

			Seth gave her another of his famous smiles. “Stuff like that, huh? I heard you own half that business and it’s booming.”

			“We do okay.”

			In college, her roommate majored in marketing. She’d majored in computer graphics design and programming. They started their own website, making advertising materials for small businesses. Soon, the business grew and they hired a few employees. Now, they had twenty-­seven staff members, plus her and Carrie. Taylor could work anywhere, especially since Carrie kept the office running like a machine. She missed her friend these last few weeks and hoped to make a trip back to Denver soon. Once things settled down here in Fallbrook, she’d commute back and forth as needed, maybe spending a ­couple days a week in Denver. She’d have to find someone to take care of the horses at the ranch before she could even think about leaving for an extended period of time.

			Again, she thought of Grant. Neighbors, in any other circumstance, she’d simply ask him to take care of the horses in her absence. Not in this case. She couldn’t face him. Obviously, they weren’t meant to share anything more than one night together. He’d made that clear when he refused to speak to her about it, sent her on her way, and literally mounted up, turned his back on her, and rode away.

			“You always were a quiet one. Maybe that’s why we always got along so well. You never ran your mouth a mile a minute like all the other girls.”

			“Mommy talks all the time.”

			Seth rolled his eyes. “Yes, she does.”

			“Things are good for you. You’ve got the two girls, and I hear you’re still working at the family ranch.”

			“Grant runs the place. I’m just the hired help.”

			Seth made it sound like a joke, but Taylor understood. Grant had always been the serious one, looking after his younger brother and the ranch when their father left them and their mother in the middle of the night. Grant became the man of the house at fourteen and took his responsibilities seriously. When their father left, chasing dreams and a younger skirt, the ranch had been in financial ruin, but somehow Grant turned things around.

			Town gossip confirmed the ranch was prospering. From what she’d seen every day when she drove past the large spread, he’d certainly made something out of next to nothing.

			“Oh, come on. You and Grant were always close. I can’t imagine that’s changed.”

			“He wasn’t happy when I married Amy. He brooded about it for months. I know things between you and me—­”

			“Ended because you wanted something better. Something right,” she said and placed her hand on his arm. His smile softened when he looked at her.

			“Not better. Well, yes, better,” he added on second thought. “But that doesn’t mean that what we had didn’t matter.”

			“Let’s chalk it up to rose-­colored glasses. In the moment, we thought we had something. When we both looked more closely, we realized we wanted something else. We were young and having fun.”

			“No hard feelings?”

			“None. Friends?” she asked, hoping to put an end to the past, this awkwardness between them, and move on to the future.

			“Friends,” he confirmed. “We always were, even if I messed things up for a while.”

			The door to the diner opened and Amy walked out with a cup holder in one hand and her daughter’s hand in the other. She still looked beautiful. The girls shared their father’s smile and hazel eyes, but they had their mother’s creamy skin and dark hair. Seth stood just at six feet. Judging by the girls’ long legs, they’d top their mother’s five-­foot-­six frame in the coming years.

			Amy didn’t smile. Instead, her eyes narrowed, and she turned to the man walking out the door behind her. They exchanged a few words and for the first time in years, Grant locked eyes with her. The initial burst of shock on his face quickly turned to a deep frown, and he glared.

			“I’m so happy we had this chance to talk,” she told Seth, hoping to make a graceful exit before Grant and Amy closed the short distance between them. “I’m heading out. Maggie, I’m so pleased to meet you.”

			“Stay,” Seth encouraged. “We’re headed over to the park for the annual children’s winter play. They’re doing Rumpelstiltskin.”

			“Thanks, but I can’t. I’ll see you soon.”

			Unwilling to face Grant standing in the middle of the sidewalk with Seth and his family, she leaned up and gave Seth a kiss on the cheek and a smile before she turned and tried not to appear to be rushing away in shame and humiliation.

			Grant had made it clear years ago she didn’t belong anywhere near the Devane family. She didn’t want to hear it again. Still, she wondered why he’d been so adamant about making her go away.

		

	
		
			 

			Chapter Two

			GRANT STOPPED SHORT of running into Amy on the way out of the diner. He held tight to his coffee, afraid he’d spill it on her or Millie.

			“What the hell is she doing with my husband?”

			Grant followed Amy’s line of sight and spotted his brother with Maggie atop his shoulders, and the woman who’d haunted his dreams, both waking and in sleep.

			“Taylor.”

			He didn’t realize he said her name until Amy turned her heated gaze on him. “Do something. It’s bad enough he talks about her all the time. I won’t let her sweep in and turn him away from me.”

			Like you turned Seth away from Taylor all those years ago.

			Grant held his tongue because what he’d done after wasn’t much better. Still, he’d paid dearly for giving in to his need for Taylor by letting her go. She didn’t know that. He’d made sure she didn’t know it. To this day, he still called himself a jackass every time he looked in the mirror.

			Amy and Seth had hit a bad patch these last few months. The strain in their relationship hadn’t quite eased, even with all the holiday cheer. The last thing they needed in the middle of their marital slump was a beautiful redhead with a smile that could fell a man at twenty paces.

			Amy nudged him in the gut. “Get rid of her.”

			The last thing Grant wanted to do is make her go away. Then she stood on tiptoe and kissed Seth on the cheek, gave him one of those soft smiles that tied Grant in knots, and turned to leave on her own.

			Grant’s feet moved faster than his brain and carried him forward. Luckily, his mind started working when he caught up with Taylor.

			“What do you think you’re doing?”

			“Going home,” she answered without turning to look at him. Forced to stare at the back of her, his gaze settled on her gorgeous ass. He lost track of why he followed her for a second—­or two.

			“Grant, man, come on. The play starts in fifteen minutes. We need to get a decent seat so the girls can see,” Seth called from ten steps behind him.

			“In a minute. I have something to say to Taylor.”

			At the sound of her name, she stopped beside her car, and her head fell. She stared at the ground and waited for him to speak. For the life of him, he didn’t know what to say. All the things he wanted to say got dammed up in his throat.

			She probably wouldn’t want to hear them anyway.

			Without a word, her head came up. She unlocked her car door, opened it, but didn’t get in. Instead, she stood behind it, making it a shield between them. He hated that she thought she needed the barrier. It also made him smile, because nothing would keep him away from her if she gave him even the slightest hint she still belonged to him.

			So far, nothing registered on her face or in her eyes. She’d locked herself away from him. He needed to find the key. That one small thing that would tell him how to proceed.

			“Well, what did you want to say?” she prompted, an almost imperceptible tremble in her voice.

			“What are you doing here?”

			“I live here,” she defended herself, though he didn’t know why she felt the need.

			“I mean, what are you doing with Seth?”

			“I ran into him.”

			“He’s married and has two children.”

			“Yes, I know. Your nieces are beautiful.”

			“He married Amy because he loves her.”

			“I certainly don’t need the reminder.”

			He hated putting that hurt look on her face, but she masked it well. The remark hurt her tender heart and that wasn’t his intention. He hurt her once, but that was one too many times in his book.

			“It’s just that he and Amy are having some trouble right now. They’ve just started to get back on track. They don’t need you interfering.”

			“Here I thought saying hello, how’s the family, was just good manners.”

			“Taylor.”

			“Grant.”

			He sighed and said without thinking, “Hello. How’s the family?”

			“They’re all dead. Thanks for asking.”

			The woman turned his heart to mush and shut off his brain and revved up another part of his anatomy. Ever since she came home, he couldn’t sleep, work, eat, anything without thinking about her. With her standing in front of him, he didn’t know if he should kiss her or tell her to leave, before she killed him with wanting or ruined his brother’s marriage.

			“I’m . . .”

			Sorry died on his lips when Seth clamped his hand on his shoulder and turned him around.

			“Let her go, man. Everything is fine. We made up.”

			“What the hell does that mean?” His anger flashed. If Seth thought for one minute he could make up with Taylor and build a life with her, he had another think coming. Grant would see him in a grave before he let him leave his wife and family to marry Taylor.

			“Dude, relax. We worked things out. She forgives me for what happened.”

			“Seth,” Taylor called. “Really nice to see you again. We’ll catch up later.”

			Grant turned and caught the glare she sent him. It may have been nice for her to see Seth, but not him. No, he’d made a jackass out of himself when all he really wanted to do is talk to her—­and take her to bed. God, did she have to look that good in her white sweater and black leggings? His mouth watered just thinking about how well the sweater hugged her curves. Her reddish-­blonde hair hung well past her shoulders. He remembered the softness of it against his skin.

			“Good-­bye.”

			He hated hearing her say that word the last time. It irritated him even more now, because she made it sound just as final.

			The slam of the car door definitely ended this botched reunion. He’d spent the last three weeks trying to figure out a way to approach her. He’d flubbed it up, big-­time.

			“Real nice, man. What is with you? You’ve always had some strange dislike for her.”

			No, he liked her. He loved her.

			“What did she ever do to you?” Seth asked.

			She turned my world upside down and left me alone in my misery.

			“You need to get yourself a woman.” Seth slapped him on the back. “It might improve your sour mood.”

			“I already have someone.”

			Well, maybe not yet, but he aimed to fix what he broke, and soon. Because no matter his good intention years ago, he couldn’t live without her anymore.

			“Who is the mystery woman?”

			“Drop it,” Grant warned. He didn’t want to get into his relationship, or lack thereof, with Seth in the middle of the street with half the town scattered about them. Grant didn’t want to tell Seth he slept with the girl he dumped for Amy. Seth may not have wanted Taylor, but they were brothers, and he’d crossed a line.

			“Is that what you do with all those twenties you put in your jar? Hookers and strippers are not a relationship.”

			Grant smacked Seth on the chest and gave him a lighthearted shove. “Shut up. It’s not like that, and you know it.”

			“I know you spend too much time working and not enough time living. You’re four years older than me, yet I’m the one with the wife and kids. Don’t you want that, too?”

			The girls rushed them. Maggie went straight for Seth, and he scooped her up and plopped her on his shoulders again. Grant grabbed Millie and did the same. They walked as a family toward the park. Seth backed off and spoke softly with Amy, knowing Grant wouldn’t say anything more until he was ready.

			Grant thought of Taylor, home alone while the whole town gathered for the play. He wanted to go and be with her, but he needed time to think of the perfect way to approach her and make her understand what really happened all those years ago.

			He adjusted Seth’s oldest on his shoulders, and she giggled when he tickled her. How did he get the heavier load? Well, he’d been carrying the brunt of the weight all their lives. Maybe it was time he had more than a prospering ranch to show for it.

			What would it be like to hold his own green-­eyed, red-­headed daughter or son in his arms?

			First, he’d have to get Taylor back into them.

		

	
		
			 

			Chapter Three

			GRANT STOOD HALF hidden behind a stack of detergent boxes in the middle of Taylor’s grocery store with a basket in his hand, staring at her working in her office. She looked tired with her hair twisted and clipped up at the back of her head, tendrils of red and gold fire escaping here and there to trail along her face and shoulders. She slumped in her seat in front of her computer, and then pulled herself up straight and rolled her head from side to side, working out the kinks. He’d like to slide his hands over her shoulders, rubbing out her sore, stiff muscles, and kiss his way up her throat and take her sweet mouth, devouring her with one of those kisses they shared only in his dreams these days.

			“You should tell her how you feel,” a voice whispered in his ear from behind.

			Startled, he turned and found Taylor’s best friend from high school. He ran into Rain all the time, but avoided asking her about Taylor, despite the fact she sometimes dropped information about her, like exploding M–80s, just before they parted ways. They’d exchange innocuous pleasantries, then bang: “By the way, Taylor opened her own business in Denver.” So close, but still too far away.

			He thought Rain knew what happened between him and Taylor, but never asked. He appreciated the bits of information she gave him too much to jeopardize receiving it by saying something stupid.

			“I’m sorry, what?”

			Ignoring his intentional misunderstanding, she went on. “You’ve wasted enough time. Too much time. Tell her how you feel. You’ve waited all these years. Did it not occur to you she’s waiting for you?”

			“You don’t know what you’re talking about.” Maybe she did. He hoped that maybe she’d talked to Taylor about him and knew what Taylor really wanted.

			He didn’t want to admit to anything without knowing for sure.

			“You wait and she waits and nothing happens. Make it happen,” Rain coaxed.

			“Mom,” Rain’s daughter, Dawn, called, walking down the aisle with her sister Autumn beside her. Both girls held boxes of cereal to their chests, arms wrapped around their prizes.

			“Girls, you remember my friend, Grant.”

			“You played baseball with Dad,” Dawn said.

			“I sure did, honey. He was the best.”

			Everyone in town knew Brody and Rain’s story. How they fell in love, Brody made a stupid mistake, and left Rain, never knowing about his girls, and how Rain ended up with Autumn, Brody’s daughter by another woman.

			Grant gave Rain a look that said, “Haven’t heard from Brody, huh?”

			She barely shook her head, but the sadness in her eyes told him how much she wished she could say yes. If for no other reason than to tell Brody about his beautiful daughters.

			“Will I see you at the Valentine’s Sweetheart Dance in a ­couple of weeks?” she asked.

			“Only if you promise me a dance,” he said.

			“You’re on,” she said.

			He smiled but looked down at the girls. “I meant you two.”

			They beamed at him, though Autumn’s smile was much more shy than her bolder sister’s. “Yes,” they both squealed.

			“It’s almost spring. I can’t wait to see you two out on the field, playing softball with Seth’s Millie and your uncle Owen again.”

			“We can’t wait to see Mom pitch again.”

			“Rain sure does have a wicked arm,” he confirmed, remembering seeing her play in high school when he used to hang out with Owen and Brody, though those two got into far more trouble than he ever did, being stuck on his ranch most of the time.

			Rain followed his gaze to Taylor, even though he hadn’t meant to give himself away by looking at her.

			“We’ll see you soon,” Rain said, drawing the girls away and walking straight for Taylor’s office. The two women embraced. Taylor’s gaze found his and her hand came up in a kind of wave, but then she stood back from Rain, smiling and exclaiming about how big the girls had gotten, and the moment passed.

			Maybe he should make her dinner. She didn’t look like she’d been getting much sleep, or any decent food, judging by the can of soda and bag of tortilla chips on her desk. He could call the store and ask if she’d bring him a gallon of milk on her way home. He’d surprise her, and they’d have a chance to talk in private and clear the air.

			He wished he had the confidence that simply telling Taylor how he felt would set everything right and bring her back into his life for good.

			“I’M SO SORRY about your grandmother.”

			Taylor embraced her dear friend and held tight, needing the comfort. Work and running the store did nothing to ease her grief, or the growing sense of loneliness.

			In that moment, her gaze found Grant, staring at her from the cleaning-­supplies aisle. She waved before thinking better of it.

			“Thank you, Rain. I’ve meant to find you at home or at your father’s garage to say hello.” She’d purposefully kept to herself since returning home, giving herself time to grieve before she faced her old friends. Taylor stood back and stared down at the two beautiful girls. “They get bigger every time I see them.”

			“By the minute,” Rain confirmed.

			“Is Owen still in town, helping you out with the girls?”

			“You’ll see him at the Valentine’s Sweetheart Dance.”

			“I will?”

			“Yes, you will. You can’t hide away on the ranch and in this office forever, you know.”

			“I’m not sure . . .” She hadn’t even considered going. As a business owner in the community, she should probably attend.

			“Nonsense. You can’t spend every minute of the day working. You need to have some fun. I do love what you’ve done with the store. The new beauty counter is awesome.”

			They stared out Taylor’s office door to the new makeup counter she’d created. Several young girls sat sorting through all the new products she’d ordered. The skin-­care specialist she’d hired from the local cosmetology school helped the girls pick out eye shadow colors and taught them how to do their makeup. It was a huge hit.

			“We used to dream of having something so fancy in town when we were in high school.”

			Rain smiled. “You begged your grandmother to do something like this for years when we were kids.”

			Taylor fell into past memories and lost herself for a moment. Rain’s face swam in front of her. Tears gathered in Taylor’s eyes and fell down her cheeks.

			Rain pulled her close and hugged her, whispering, “Someone watches over you.”

			Taylor wiped her eyes and thought of her grandmother. “Thank you for reminding me.” She glanced back to see if Grant still lingered in the store.

			“Maybe he’ll come back.” Rain winked, letting her know she’d caught her staring at Grant.

			The thought of Grant watching over her made her insides warm, but she didn’t admit anything to Rain. Up until now, no man had made her want marriage and children and a shared life. She shook her head and ruthlessly tried to block thoughts of Grant and her together out of her mind. Never going to happen. He didn’t want her.

			“So, you will be at the dance,” Rain said, making the decision for her. “See you soon.” She put her hands to the girls’ backs and ushered them out of her office to the checkout line.

			Maybe Grant would ask her to dance, hold her in his arms, and tell her he’d made a terrible mistake.

			You wish.

		

	
		
			 

			Chapter Four

			WHAT AM I doing here?

			Grant left a message at the store, asking if she’d drop off a gallon of milk on her way home—­no matter what time, he’d added. How did he know she worked late most nights?

			Why didn’t he order grocery delivery like everyone else?

			That’s why she started the ser­vice.

			Okay, so she lived next door. Technically. Three acres of land separated them. A hell of a lot more than dirt and grass stood between them. So what was she doing sitting in her car outside his house?

			She had to admit, the place looked good. Her favorite azaleas were planted along the front porch. Two giant hydrangea bushes flanked the stairs. Their spindly branches spiked up, bare this time of the season, but in the spring they’d be full and gorgeous. Purple poppy mallow lined the path. Grant had certainly made a few changes since she’d been gone. She had to admit, he’d chosen well. The rest of the spread looked well tended. The beautiful horses in the pastures stood as testament to Grant’s love and devotion to them and this land.

			He swore he’d make something out of the nothing his father left behind. He’d certainly done that, but more, he’d proven his father wrong. Grant wasn’t nothing, but he’d had to do this to prove it to his father, and himself.

			He’d made his success and so had she, in a different way. They weren’t the same ­people they’d been so long ago. The kid Seth didn’t want turned into a woman in Grant’s strong arms, but she’d become so much more, living on her own and making her own way. Their good-­bye hadn’t been easy, but if she’d stayed, she’d have missed out on so much and been a different version of herself. She liked who she’d become, but always wondered in the back of her mind what she’d have been if she’d stayed with Grant.

			She’d have planted desert four-­o’clocks, too.

			She stepped out of the car and scanned the property, spotting the plant along the side of one of the barns and smiled. It always amazed her how much she and Grant had in common, despite their four-­year age difference. He’d been so easy to talk to, and then he’d shut her out. She’d always wondered why.

			The wondering kept her up at night and alone.

			The porch light came on just as the sun fell behind the mountains, casting a grayish-­purple glow over the property. She’d made it just in time. She’d drop off the milk and be home before it got truly dark. She’d do the chores and feed the horses, then finish painting the kitchen and spare bathroom.

			She walked the plant-­lined path to the porch steps and pulled her sweater closer. The milk jug weighed down her right arm. About to knock, the door opened, and Grant stood smiling at her, looking better than any man should. His hazel eyes did a quick sweep from her feet to her head, leaving everything in between hot and needy.

			“I wondered how long you’d sit in your car, staring at the house instead of coming inside.”

			“If you knew I was here, why didn’t you come out and get this?” She held up the gallon of milk.

			He took it. “Thanks. What do you think of the flowers?”

			“They’re beautiful. Most of them are my favorites.”

			“I remember.” She gave him a suspicious look, which only made him smile. “Come in, and I’ll get you some money.”

			“It’s okay, really.”

			“You’ll go bust in no time if you give away food for free.”

			“I don’t think one gallon of milk will break the bank.” Despite her words, she followed him through the living room to the kitchen. The smell of spaghetti and fresh-­baked garlic bread filled the spacious and bright room. Her stomach grumbled.

			“When’s the last time you ate a decent meal?” Grant put the gallon of milk in the fridge, but not before she saw the other nearly full one beside it.

			Suspicious, she watched him closely. He tried to come off casual, but the way he kept staring at her said something else entirely.

			“I had a granola bar an hour ago.”

			“What did you plan for dinner, cereal out of the box?”

			“Since you don’t actually need that gallon of milk, I can take it with me and have it with my cereal.”

			His eyes went wide. He let loose a nervous laugh and shook his head in self-­mockery. “Busted.”

			“What is this all about?” she asked, her stomach tied in knots being this close to him again.

			“I’m inviting you to stay for dinner.”

			“You could have asked me on the phone without dragging me out here with this ruse.”

			“You would have said no.”

			“You don’t know that.”

			“I dragged you out here because I do know it.”

			He went to the sideboard and grabbed his wallet. He fished out five bucks and handed it to her. She stuffed it in her purse. He took a twenty, folded it in half and tossed it into the vintage two-­gallon pickle jar nearly filled to the brim with nothing but twenties.

			“You should put that in the bank. There must be ten grand in that jar.”

			“Over twelve thousand at this point.”

			“This place must make you a decent living. Why are you saving your money in a jar?”

			“Every Saturday I put twenty bucks in the jar. That way, I never forget what I really want.”

			“What if someone steals it?”

			“No one comes out here.”

			“What are you saving to buy?”

			“It’s not about saving. I can afford to buy the thing I want, but this is a way to make me remember sometimes doing the right thing can cost you everything, and maybe bring you everything you ever wanted.”

			“What? I don’t understand.”

			“I hope soon you will.”

			“If this is about what happened between us—­”

			“This is about us. Period. Stay and have dinner with me. I owe you an apology for the other day.”

			Grant took a chance and reached out to cup her cheek in his hand. “I’m real sorry about your grandmother. I liked her a lot and miss seeing her at the store and at your place.”

			Her eyes immediately filled with tears, and she leaned into his palm. “I miss her every day.”

			With a swipe of his thumb over her smooth skin, he wiped away the single tear that fell from her lashes.

			“Don’t cry, sweetheart. You’re going to be okay.”

			He hadn’t realized he’d stepped so close to her until she planted her hand on his chest and pushed him away. Turning, she said, “I have to go.”

			He snagged her hand and held firm. “Stay. I made dinner. You’re hungry.” As if to prove it, her stomach grumbled. Loudly, making him laugh. “Give me a chance to make it up to you. I was an idiot yesterday.”

			“Only yesterday?” she asked, a grin brightening her face and sad eyes.

			“We’ll debate it over dinner. Come. Sit.” He pulled her across the kitchen and into the adjoining dining room. He’d left the lights off and a handful of candles burning on the table amidst the platter of spaghetti and meatballs, bread basket, and salad bowl. They cast a soft glow over the room and her surprised face. He kept his grip on her hand, so she wouldn’t bolt, and used his other hand to grab the bundle of red roses lying on the table. He held them in front of her.

			“Grant, what are you doing?”

			“What I should have done a long time ago. I’m sorry for the way I handled things between us. I had no right, or cause, to hurt you the way I did.”

			“But you did have a reason.”

			“Smart and beautiful.”

			“Flattery won’t get you out of answering.”

			“Not flattery. Truth. I owe you that and a lot more.”

			She took the seat he held out for her and waited for him to sit after serving her. He didn’t speak, but stared at her until she took a bite. Her eyes fell closed as the first taste sent her into heaven. He was right. It had been a long time since she’d had a decent meal. She needed to take better care of herself.

			“That’s good.”

			“Having you here is better.”

			“Grant.”

			“I love the way you say my name.” He poured her a glass of wine and smiled, happy this had gone better than he thought. She hadn’t protested dinner with him. The way she kept looking at the roses told him she appreciated the gesture. Glad he stopped for them, he hoped everything else he’d done made her happy, too.

			“The last time we spoke—­”

			“I made the worst mistake of my life. Eat,” he ordered, hoping to keep her here long enough for him to explain and make her understand.

			“You made it very clear you didn’t want me anywhere near you ever again. Now you lure me out here under false pretenses, give me flowers, and make me dinner.”

			“No and yes.”

			“Excuse me.” She picked up her wineglass and took a deep sip.

			He made her nervous. The last thing he wanted her to be was nervous around him. Once, they’d been able to talk about anything. Then, she’d seen him as her boyfriend’s brother. Not a man who wanted her. He never let her see that side of him, until one day he couldn’t hide it anymore.

			“I never said I didn’t want you near me.”

			“You ordered me to leave.”

			“Those were my exact words. I didn’t want you to stay here . . .”

			“Right.” She looked around the table and let her gaze fall on him. For the first time, he felt like she really looked at him. “So what the hell am I doing here now?”

			She tossed her napkin on her half-­eaten plate of food, scooted her
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