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Dear Reader,


I’m so happy to be able to share the first in my Once Upon a Western series with you. I’ve loved both fairy tales and westerns for as long as I can remember, so what’s a girl to do? Write western romances inspired by classic fairy tales, of course. I hope you enjoy Melody and Justin’s story, my version of Cinderella and her prince set in the Paradise Valley of Montana.

I love hearing from readers, so please contact me through my website at www.trishmilburn.com to let me know how you liked Her Cowboy Prince. And if you’d like to be informed when new books are coming out, where I’ll be appearing, and other fun news, sign up for my newsletter at www.trishmilburn.com/about-trish/newsletter-sign-up/

I’m also active on social media. All the handy links are on my website.

Happy reading!

Trish Milburn


Chapter One


Honestly, the things she found in garbage cans. Melody Shaw shook her head at what looked like a deflated blow-up doll wearing a red bikini, then emptied the trash can into the larger bag on her housekeeping cart. It would be one thing to find the doll in a guest room, though still odd, but the fact that someone had stuffed it into the trash can in the vending area left her with so many questions. After all, the Peak View Hot Springs Resort wasn’t exactly a pay-by-the-hour establishment. The guests ran more toward vacationing families of considerable means and couples celebrating special occasions by splurging.

Once upon a time, this was the type of place she might have stayed while on vacation. But that was a lifetime ago.

A lifetime a part of her still held out hope she might possibly be able to reclaim.

But not today. Her immediate future held tasks decidedly less life-altering.

With a sigh, she pushed her cart toward the wing of the building that housed the offices for the resort as well as the Peak View Ranch, which surrounded the resort for miles in each direction. She covered her mouth as she yawned. Normally she just worked in the evenings, but she’d agreed to fill in for a daytime housekeeper who had called in sick that morning. Though she’d tried to take a nap in between her shifts, it was hard to sleep when her next-door neighbor was playing one of those first-person-shooter video games hard core. Thin walls in her apartment building meant she heard every rat-a-tat-tat of his virtual weapon as well as each sound of frustration when his character had gotten killed.

“Don’t do that, girl. You’ll get me started.”

Melody smiled at Ken, the night security guard. “Sorry. Long day.”

“Tell me about it. I had to be up at the crack of dawn this morning to drop off my daughter at the school for a band trip to Billings.”

“Then we are in the same tired boat.”

“Yes, ma’am.”

As Ken continued on down the hall in the opposite direction, his last two words rang in her ears. There was nothing unusual about them. Heck, any time she went to the grocery store or the bank, she was every bit as likely to hear the same. But something about the way he’d said the phrase reminded her of how she used to hear it from almost everyone around her on a daily basis.

Why in the world was the past accompanying her like her shadow tonight? Granted, there wasn’t a day that went by during which she didn’t think about it, ponder the possibility of reclaiming what she’d lost, but a heavier feeling settled in her chest now. The same sense of loss she’d felt when she’d stepped away from the life she’d always known and began another six months ago.

For the umpteenth time, she reminded herself that it did her no good to dwell on the past. Unless something drastic happened to change her current situation, she needed to keep her thoughts and focus directed firmly in front of her—which now meant the cleaning of the office wing. As she turned the corner to where the five offices stood in a row down one side of the hall, she drank in the quiet and solitude.

After cleaning the bathrooms, she started on the offices. Thankfully, she never found anything startling or puzzling in the trash there. Though it was dark outside now, during the day these offices had a gorgeous, expansive view of the Absaroka Mountains to the east. It honestly was like looking at a panoramic postcard come to life. The first four offices went quickly, so she headed for the closed door to Justin McQueen’s office. If it was locked, she could go home and face-plant in her bed for the rest of the night. She was so tired that she didn’t think even Marty’s gaming would keep her awake.

But when she tried the knob to the door, it turned. Okay, she could do this. Justin McQueen, eldest son and head honcho, hadn’t wrecked his office during the entire time she’d worked here, so she hoped he hadn’t chosen today to start. She’d still be home within the hour, hugging her pillow as if it was the love of her life.

And maybe he’d been in the room recently enough that she could still enjoy a whiff of his spicy cologne. The scent didn’t overpower like those worn by men who didn’t understand that a little went a long way, but the first time she’d smelled it everything female in her had stood up and taken notice. It was rare for cologne to affect her that way, but whatever Justin McQueen wore was a definite winner in her book. It didn’t hurt that he was extremely easy on the eyes either. She might not be able to get involved with anyone, but she could still look.

She flipped on the light as she entered the office. When someone moved in her peripheral vision, she yelped. Her free hand went to her chest, where her heart was doing its level best to beat its way to freedom, while her other hand gripped the doorknob so hard she might very well crush it.

Justin McQueen looked nearly as startled as she was, plus a bit confused to boot. She watched as a piece of paper fell back onto the desk from where it’d been stuck to his face. His ridiculously handsome face.

“I’m sorry,” she finally managed to say. “I didn’t know you were in here. I’ll come back later.”

“No, no,” he said, then rubbed a hand over his face as if he could wipe away the foggy aftereffects of sleep. “It’s okay. I’m sorry I startled you. I obviously need to go home if I’m conking out at my desk, probably drooling on myself.”

Melody didn’t move, unsure whether she should wait for him to leave.

He decided for her, motioning her in. “I don’t want to hold you up. Actually, you can just skip in here if you want.”

By the time he said that last bit, she was already in the room. So she dumped the trash as he stared at the array of papers on his desk. After she replaced his trash can, their eyes met.

Oh my, his eyes are pretty.

They were the kind of dark brown that brought to mind the word decadence. Combined with his dark, wavy hair and the five-o’clock shadow he had going on, she wondered if he might be the sexiest man in all of Montana. She certainly wouldn’t bet against it. Why couldn’t he have at least one obvious flaw?

“Can I ask you a question?”

It took way too long for his words to sink into her addled brain, and when they finally did, all she managed to say was, “Huh?”

Thankfully, he didn’t seem to notice her sudden attack of dim-wittedness.

“If you don’t mind, I’d like to pick your brain for a moment.”

“About what?” Despite the fact that she did her best to keep a low profile, to not be noticed, her curiosity got the better of her. And, quite possibly, the sudden desire to soak up the pure handsomeness of him a few moments longer.

“If you were to offer something new to guests, what would it be?”

Why in the world was he asking her, of all people, such a question?

“I’m not sure I’m the best person to ask.” She hated playing the “I’m just a maid” card when, in truth, ideas started firing in her mind as soon as the words left his mouth. It was how she was wired and she missed using that part of herself. Not much call for marketing and business savvy while mopping and vacuuming.

“You might be surprised,” he said. “I’m too close to the question, and you are more likely to hear what guests are saying. Plus, I need a fresh perspective.”

“Maybe one of your brothers or your dad could help you.”

“Not likely. Roman is too busy saving lives, and Wesley…well, let’s just say this isn’t his thing.”

She noticed he didn’t mention his dad. Was that because the man was still in mourning? She’d heard from her co-worker Lynn that the elder Mr. McQueen’s wife had died the previous year and he’d taken it very hard, that he hadn’t been the same since. Was that why she saw the recognizable signs of stress and fatigue in Justin even though he likely tried to hide them? How many times had she looked in the mirror and seen the same thing during her father’s illness and the horror her life had become after his passing?

Feeling empathy and a sudden hint of kinship with Justin, she let down her guard enough to give him an actual answer.

“What about some sort of old-fashioned Christmas package targeted at single people who might not have family to visit?”

People like her.

His gaze locked with hers, and it was all she could do to not gasp. When was the last time someone had really looked at her? And to have it be someone as handsome as Justin McQueen threatened to knock her off her feet, as completely silly as that might sound, especially considering it wasn’t the first time she’d attracted the attention of a good-looking man. She’d been a different person then, however. And the man had never looked as if he had strolled out of a movie about ruggedly handsome cowboys.

“I really like that idea,” Justin said. “You might have saved me.”

That seemed like an odd overstatement, but she allowed herself to enjoy the warmth that filled her at hearing his compliment.

“Glad to help.”

She itched to offer to expand on her idea, but she’d already drawn too much attention to herself. Her new life required she keep a lower profile than she was used to, so much so that she had to remind herself every single day that she was no longer Melody Redmond, heir to Redmond Pharmaceuticals. That Melody had ceased to exist when someone had taken a literal shot at her, nearly erasing her for good. When she’d discovered that her stepmother’s and stepsister’s ties to a Ukrainian crime family led officials to believe she’d continue to be a target, she’d been faced with the toughest decision of her life.

The old Melody disappeared as soon as she agreed to enter the Witness Security Program and walked out the other side a completely different person. The only thing she’d brought from her old life was her first name because she’d been afraid she’d give herself away by not answering to a completely different one. Luckily, the practice was pretty common, even if someone like her—someone who hadn’t committed a crime—entering witness protection wasn’t.

“Well, I better leave you to it,” she said.

“Before you go, do you happen to like chocolate?”

Was this the night of unexpected questions or what?

“Um, yes.”

Justin opened a desk drawer and pulled out a box of high-end chocolates. Her mouth watered at the mere thought of how they would taste on her tongue.

“Vendors send thank-you gifts sometimes, but I’m allergic to chocolate.” He extended the box toward her.

“Wouldn’t you rather give them to some of the other staff?” She gestured in the direction of the offices down the hall.

When he smiled, he somehow got even more drop-dead gorgeous. “You’re a member of the staff, Melody.”

Even though this wasn’t the first time she’d seen Justin or even spoken to him, it was still a bit startling that he actually knew her name. Granted, she was wearing a nametag, but he hadn’t looked at it.

She smiled, hoping it didn’t look as awkward as it felt. “Well, in that case…” She extended her hand and accepted the box. “Thank you.”

“You’re welcome. Glad to know they’re going to someone who will enjoy them.”

Oh, she would at that. She doubted she’d make it home before biting down into the scrumptiousness she could no longer afford. She couldn’t exactly access her money from before since the government had floated the story that she’d died. And the initial funds they’d given her for living expenses had ceased when she got a job.

She could have tried to find a higher-paying, professional position, but those types of careers came with more attention—exactly what she was trying to avoid. If her stepsister, Angelica, had hired someone to take her out for her part in sending Angelica’s mother Jane to prison, Melody doubted she’d let something as minor as a couple of time zones stop her from finishing the job if she found her.

Chocolates in hand, she gave Justin another quick, shaky smile. “Well, good night.”

“Good night. And thanks again for the idea.”

Feeling more unsteady than she could blame on her lack of sleep, Melody forced herself to exit the office at a normal pace. It wasn’t until she had stored her cart, clocked out for the evening and was sitting in her little hatchback that she felt as if she could breathe normally again.

She leaned her head back against the headrest and closed her eyes. One more day of a life she hadn’t chosen completed. But today had come with a couple of bright spots she hadn’t expected—a smile from a handsome man and a box of delicious chocolates. The former was over in a matter of moments and the latter wouldn’t make it the rest of the week, even if she managed not to scarf them all down without coming up for air.

Melody glanced at the box lying on the passenger seat and decided to try to make the chocolates last, one per day so she’d have something to look forward to after her shifts. She opened the box and took a moment to inhale the scent of rich chocolate. Not able to resist any longer, she chose one and bit down.

Flavor exploded across her tongue, making her taste buds stand up and start singing. Tears suddenly pooled in her eyes at the thought of how she’d once taken such rich, silky pleasure for granted. Never again.

[image: *]*

Despite the fact that he’d fallen asleep at his desk and nearly scared a member of the housekeeping staff half to death, Justin found himself staring at where he’d written the words “Old-Fashioned Christmas for Singles” on a notepad and circled it several times. He knew the idea had loads of possibilities but he was too tired to brainstorm them at the moment. Maybe if he slept on it, he’d wake up with all kinds of great ways to make Melody’s idea a profitable reality.

The tone for a new text had him grabbing his phone and noting the message was from Wes.

Have you seen Dad today?

Justin sank back in his chair, trying not to assume the worst. He had typed the first few characters of a reply that, no, he hadn’t seen their dad since breakfast that morning, when another text from Wes hit his inbox.

Never mind. He just walked in the door.

Justin resisted the urge to ask if their dad had been drinking. Asking wouldn’t change the outcome, and he already had enough on his mind.

The Peak View Ranch and Hot Springs Resort was one of the most successful businesses in this part of Montana, and it was his job to keep it that way. The Peak View’s location in the Paradise Valley a few miles north of Yellowstone National Park drew people from all over the world. The land had been in the McQueen family since shortly after Montana became a state. The resort had been attracting visitors since before Justin and his brothers were born.

But his mother’s death the previous year hadn’t just shaken their family. It had also set his dad on a path that had the potential to endanger what Tom and Annette McQueen spent decades building. A path that was leading to a lot of late nights and perpetual stress for Justin. Even taking a horseback ride across the ranch didn’t totally clear his head anymore. Sure, he had brothers who could help share the burden, but he’d chosen not to tell them that their dad was evidently taking some heavy losses at the poker table. Justin was the oldest, and Peak View’s finances fell into his wheelhouse.

Sure, they all knew their dad had not been himself since their mother’s death, but none of them had. Roman had tacked volunteer work at a free medical clinic in Livingston onto his work at his office and the hospital. Wes spent his nonworking hours partying with friends. And Justin fell asleep at his desk trying to keep everything from falling apart.

The gambling and drinking was a more recent addition for his dad. It was as if during the first several months after his wife’s death, Tom McQueen had been numb. And now he was looking for anything that would help him stay that way.

But something had made Justin reach out to Melody, someone he’d only ever spoken to in passing. The question had been out of his mouth before he’d even thought about it, how it might look. She’d appeared surprised but not so much that he worried she’d somehow deduce the truth.

Heck, his own brothers hadn’t figured it out. And at least for now, he planned to keep it that way. He still hoped that his dad would find his way out of this new stage of grief and back to the man he’d been before. The irony was that Justin’s mom would know just what to say. Justin’s talents, however, ran more to ranching and business than psychology. And Lord knew his dad would flee the country before he consented to grief counseling. Honestly, they all probably would.

With one last look at the notepad, he stood and left the office. After saying good night to Ken and Callie at the front desk, he headed outside. He stopped to take a deep breath of fresh air. As he looked up at the sky, he couldn’t make out many of the stars because of the lights illuminating the parking lot and glowing from inside the building, but he knew a short distance down the road he’d be able to see countless specks of light blanketing the sky, illustrating just how small he and the rest of humanity were in the universe. How small their problems were even though they might loom large on a personal level.

He shook away his sudden bout of philosophy and headed for his truck. Movement in a small gray car caught his attention, causing him to stop. It took a moment for him to recognize Melody, then another to realize what she was doing—taking a bite of one of the chocolates he’d given her. He wasn’t close enough to see her expression, but he got the distinct impression that she was enjoying herself.

Justin smiled, glad he’d been able to make someone’s day. Before she noticed him and thought he was a creepy stalker, he continued on to his truck.

But as he drove toward home, he found his thoughts drifting back to Melody. In spite of the housekeeping uniform, there was no denying she was pretty with dark hair and blue eyes that, if he had to identify a shade, looked like Montana’s big sky in the spring.

It hit him just how little he knew about her, about several of his employees. Maybe he could make the effort to engage more with everyone who worked for his family. He hoped he hadn’t ever come across as the type of boss people hated. He’d never gotten that vibe, but then it had taken a while for him to see the truth about his dad and he lived with the man.

Despite being dog-tired, he pulled over at the spot he liked for stargazing, halfway between the resort and the highway. He turned off his headlights and cut the engine before stepping out. After a few moments, his eyes adjusted and the heavens spread out as far as he could see. There were so many stars they’d be impossible to count. He remembered how he and his mom had tried doing just that when he was young. He liked imagining his mom up there smiling down at him, giving him strength to tackle each new day. He just wished she could send him some much-needed wisdom about how to help his dad.

The sound of an approaching vehicle drew his attention just as headlights popped over the small hill behind him. He should get in his truck and head on home, try to get some fraction of a full night’s sleep, but he wasn’t quite done examining the stars yet. He liked being outside after being cooped up in his office for hours. It reminded him of his childhood, when he’d spent almost all his time outdoors. Only school and his mom forcing him and his brothers inside at night had kept him under a roof. Once the car passed, he’d indulge for a little longer before driving the final few miles to the house.

A small car drove past. He didn’t recognize it until the brake lights came on. For a few moments, he thought Melody might drive on, but then she put her car in park and stepped out.

“Is something wrong with your truck?” she called out.

“No. Just stopped to admire the stars.”

“Oh.” She looked up at the sky. “It is pretty.”

“You’re welcome to share this prime stargazing spot.” He had never thought about offering to share this slice of earth with anyone, but the words had slipped out and weren’t followed by any regret.

He expected her to decline, but after a brief hesitation she cut the engine and the lights on her car. She stood next to her driver’s side door, not moving any closer to him. Was she concerned about being out here alone with him? Or was she simply waiting for her eyes to adjust to the darkness?

“It really is beautiful,” she said after several long moments of silence. “It’s easy to forget just how many stars are up there until you are standing someplace like this. There’s something oddly peaceful about realizing how small you and your problems are in the massiveness of the universe.”

How many times had he had a similar thought? Too many to count.

“My mom used to say something similar,” he said. “Whenever I was upset about something, she’d take me somewhere out on the ranch. We’d lie on a blanket and look up at the sky, and she’d point out constellations and teach me their names. She’d tell me how her father had taught her. He’d started learning about the stars when he was serving overseas in World War II. He said that despite being so far away from home, he liked thinking about how my grandmother and his parents could look up and see the same stars. Then she’d end up saying something like, ‘Imagine how small we look to some little boy living out there on some other planet.’”

Their conversations beneath the stars had never seemed like life lessons, but somehow her messages had always sunk in. What he wouldn’t give to be able to talk about the stars with his mom again. But he’d stopped doing that well before her passing. He’d gotten older, interested in other things, too busy with girls and working alongside his dad on the ranch to spend time staring at stars and wondering if there was anyone out there looking back.

“She sounds like she was a wonderful woman,” Melody said, closer than she’d been before.

Justin glanced over to find that during his musings on the past, Melody had moved to the front of his truck.

“She was.” He took a breath as he shifted his gaze from Melody back to the sky. “What about your parents? Did they take you stargazing?”

He sensed more than saw her tense. How he could detect such a thing without her being right next to him and fully visible, he didn’t know. It was as if something changed in the air between them.

“A couple of times, maybe, but nothing like what you described. But then, I’d say this is probably one of the best places in the world to contemplate the stars.”

He glanced at her to see her face lifted toward the sky. She seemed as if she’d drifted away to someplace farther away than even those tiny pinpricks of light.

When he realized he wanted to know more about her, he wondered why. Was this just one of those rare moments of lowered guard that sneaked up on him sometimes? Or was there something about Melody that drew him, something he’d not noticed before in their more limited interactions?

“I can’t disagree with you there.” Though at the moment, the stars were not what held his attention.

Melody must have sensed his gaze on her because she shifted hers toward him and took what appeared in the dim light to be an involuntary step farther away.

He almost apologized, but he didn’t want to admit he’d been staring at her profile.

“Maybe we can have some stargazing opportunities with the Old-Fashioned Christmas,” he said, hoping the shift back to the topic of work would calm any worries she might have suddenly developed about him.

“I bet people would like that.” She took another step toward her car. “Well, I better get home. Thanks for sharing your stargazing spot.”

“You’re welcome. Feel free to use it anytime.” He added a hint of a laugh at the end to hopefully put her at ease.

He caught her quick smile illuminated only by starlight before she offered a final good night and returned to her little car. He hoped he hadn’t spooked her or made her regret stopping.

Justin watched until her red taillights disappeared before he lifted his gaze back to the sky as if the stars would suddenly spell out the answers to all his problems.


Chapter Two


An explosion woke Melody, causing her to sit straight up in bed with her heart racing. Had they found her? She looked frantically around her bedroom, but it wasn’t in smoking, fiery shambles as she expected. In fact, everything looked completely normal, bathed in enough darkness to tell her it was still night outside. A quick glance at the clock revealed the time to be 1:17 a.m. She’d only been asleep a couple of hours and had to be up again in less than four.

Well, she didn’t have to be up at five, but that’s one habit she’d kept from her old life when she’d moved to Montana. Running helped her get used to the drastic change in climate as well as work off her frustrations and any stress eating. Plus, her body was just used to being active as a new day broke, as it had been when she’d started her workdays much earlier. And by going running so early, she was able to explore her new hometown before the businesses opened and the sidewalks were filled with locals and tourists who might possibly recognize her despite the steps she’d taken to change her appearance.

And, yes, she didn’t want to change things too much in case the stars aligned and she was able to go back to Atlanta and her old life.

Thinking of stars reminded her of why she’d had such a hard time falling asleep after arriving home. For a few moments standing beside the road with Justin, staring up at the seemingly endless canvas of stars, she’d experienced a moment of true peace. It hadn’t lasted long, but it had made her feel as if everything was going to be okay. And if Justin McQueen hadn’t been standing on the side of the road, she wouldn’t have stopped and got to experience that beautiful moment.

But then she’d glanced at him to find him watching her. In the darkness she hadn’t been able to discern his expression, but she hadn’t sensed any danger. At least not the kind a woman alone on the side of the road with a man she barely knew might experience. It had been the flicker of temptation to fully accept her new life, to stop dreaming of reclaiming what was rightfully hers. Temptation to completely become Melody Shaw, including any personal relationships she might be able to form.

Common sense had thankfully pushed aside that moment of temptation, reminding her that even if she was never able to resume her previous life she’d do well to keep her relationships casual—for the sake of those around her as well as her own.

The sound of another explosion drew her attention back from what had been to what was—Marty attached to his gaming system again. Okay, this was ridiculous. Not caring how scary her bed head might look, she stalked out of her apartment and straight to Marty’s door. Trying to remember that he was always friendly when she saw him and he’d helped her carry in her dining room table, she knocked on the door. When he didn’t answer, she bit down on her frustration and knocked louder.

On the other side of the door, the noise went silent. To his credit, Marty looked apologetic when he opened the door and saw her standing there.

“I’m sorry,” he said. “I’ll turn it off.”

He looked so much like a chastised little boy in that moment that her frustration ebbed. “Don’t you ever sleep?”

Marty shrugged. “Sometimes. Just have insomnia and it’s not like there’s anything else to do around here at this hour.”

He wasn’t wrong there. Logan Springs didn’t exactly have anything one might call nightlife. “Maybe try reading.”

“Not much of a reader.”

“Perhaps invest in a set of headphones, and we’ll all be happy.”

“Yes, ma’am.”

There was that “ma’am” again, but this time it made her feel old.

“Melody,” she said.

“Huh?”

“You don’t have to call me ‘ma’am.’”

“Oh, okay.”

She shook her head because despite her limited interaction with him, she liked the kid. Well, he wasn’t really a kid, but probably was a decade younger than her own thirty-two years.

“I’m going back to bed now. No more blowing up the world tonight, okay?”

“Got it.”

But when she crawled back into her bed, sleep remained elusive. She stared at the ceiling and thought again about Justin looking up at the stars. Had he stopped there specifically to think about the mother he lost? The ease with which he’d shared the story about her led Melody to believe that was the case. The heavy weight of loss descended on her chest. She knew all too well what it felt like to lose a parent. She’d learned that lesson as a twelve-year-old when her mom had died in a car accident. Fate had refreshed her memory two years ago when her father had been ripped from her. Yes, he’d been sick, but the cancer hadn’t been what killed him. No, that had been Jane, the stepmother who’d hidden her evil until it was too late to stop her. The woman who’d thought the cancer was taking too long to rid her of her husband and her ability to take over Redmond Pharmaceuticals.

But Jane was now paying for that evil as she sat in a federal prison for the murder of Stuart Redmond. Unfortunately, Melody was paying the price as well because Jane had already struck the blow that robbed Melody of absolutely everything meaningful in her life. Though Melody still breathed, Jane had stolen her life as well. Tricking her father into signing a new version of his will, which left Melody out completely and gave control of Redmond Pharmaceuticals to Jane and her daughter, Angelica, had only been their first step.

Melody rolled over and punched her pillow hard. She’d never been a violent person, but what Jane and Angelica had done to Melody and her father had caused her to have way more thoughts of doing violence than she was comfortable having.

With a curse, she got out of bed and paced through her less-than-luxurious eight hundred square feet. She needed something, anything, to take her mind off the past. Her gaze lit on the box of chocolates Justin had given her. To heck with making them last. She grabbed the box and curled up under a blanket on one end of the couch. Part of her wanted to sit outside and peruse the night sky by herself, but even though it was early October, it was still way too chilly for her Southern blood to sit outside in her pajamas. She didn’t want to think about how cold it was going to get in the dead of winter. Her blood threatened to ice over in her veins just thinking about it. Why couldn’t WITSEC have set her up in a nice Southern California location?

With a sigh, she opened the box and lifted another of the chocolates to her mouth. She needed to stop dwelling on the negative. It wasn’t going to change anything. Sure, her life wasn’t what she’d choose, but she was alive. And that might not be the case if she’d stayed in Atlanta. Though no one had been able to prove it, there was no doubt in her mind that her stepsister, working in conjunction with Jane and quite possibly their family back in the Ukraine, had ordered the hit on Melody. Pure, dumb luck was the only reason she hadn’t died that day. If she hadn’t had a cold and sneezed at exactly the right moment, the bullet would have hit her in the head instead of whizzing past it.

Shivers raced down her spine at the memory of how close she’d come to dying.

She bit into yet another chocolate as she forced her thoughts away from things she couldn’t change. The image of Justin McQueen waking up with paper stuck to the side of his face made her smile. She closed her eyes and replayed their entire interaction—how friendly he was, how he’d genuinely seemed to like the idea she’d given him, and just how devastatingly handsome he was. Even given how sparsely populated Montana was didn’t explain how Justin McQueen was still a single man. He was the kind of catch women dreamed about. At least he was based on what she’d witnessed.

Determined not to down the remainder of the chocolates in one night, she put the lid back on the box and tossed it onto the coffee table she’d bought at a yard sale over the summer. She wondered what her former employees would think if they knew she shopped at yard sales and thrift stores now. They’d also be shocked, as she had been, to find out she actually enjoyed it: the thrill of the hunt for a good bargain.

She’d even started refurbishing older, unloved pieces of furniture thanks to the countless hours she’d lain in front of HGTV feeling sorry for herself. After a lot of trial and error, her little apartment was gradually feeling more like a home instead of a cube of sorrow. A very different type of home than what she’d grown up in or where she’d lived in Atlanta until her life had disintegrated, but a home nonetheless. Just because she still wanted her old life back didn’t mean she couldn’t make the most of the one she had at the moment.

Finishing a new piece gave unexpected boosts to her mood, so much so that she spent her free time poking around sales and shops in search of the source of the next boost. She supposed upcycling was her drug of choice. Definitely better than a number of other ways she could have dealt with her grief and anger.

She stretched out on the couch and stared at the ceiling, imagining she could see constellations there instead of dull white paint. She allowed herself to imagine what it would be like to lie on a blanket in a field stargazing with Justin. But that would be a bad idea for a whole host of reasons, among them the fact she doubted the crown prince of Logan Springs would be the least bit interested in someone who cleaned his toilets. Oh, and the fact that she could never tell him who she really was or why she was cleaning those toilets in the first place.
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“You are staring,” someone whispered next to Melody’s ear, making her jump so much she knocked her housekeeping cart into a large potted plant that probably cost more than she now made in a week.

Lynn Kramer laughed as if she’d just seen the funniest thing ever, and Melody feared it was the look on her face at being caught staring out the window toward where Justin McQueen was talking to his younger brother Wes. How long had she been looking out the window? She honestly had no idea.

“So which one strikes your fancy?” Lynn asked, motioning toward the McQueen brothers.

Melody shook her head, but couldn’t come up with a convincing lie. “They’re both good-looking.”

“That they are.” Lynn crossed her arms and gave a sigh that said she wouldn’t mind having a McQueen man of her own.

That thought caused a twist of jealously in Melody’s middle though she had absolutely no right to feel that way. She didn’t understand it because she hadn’t really thought about Justin in any sort of object-of-attraction way since starting at Peak View. Sure, she hadn’t been so blind that she didn’t recognize the fact that he was one of the most handsome men she’d ever seen and he wore nice-smelling cologne, but she supposed her mental space was too occupied with trying to adjust to her new life and not screwing up by accidentally revealing her true identity.

Had two short conversations been all it took to change her thinking?

She had to stop thinking that way because it only led to something else she couldn’t have. The key to crafting a new life that she could eventually be satisfied with, perhaps even take pleasure in, was to accept the fact that there would be no romance in her life. She understood that other people who’d been given new identities had gone on to have relationships, even get married and have children, their families none the wiser. But she couldn’t imagine doing that, lying every single day until she died about who she really was. Couldn’t imagine the betrayal a family would feel if they ever found out the truth.

Maybe the difference between them and her was that she’d never been a criminal who’d traded testimony against someone higher up the bad guy food chain for protection and a new identity. She’d only gone into witness protection when she’d seen the looks on the faces of the people who were experts on organized crime, when they’d told her in grim, vivid detail what could happen to her if she stayed in the public eye. Not even any private security she could hire would totally protect her.

Angelica already had Melody’s company and her family’s legacy, and she or someone in her family was more than willing to take her life as well though no one had been able to prove any connection. At least not yet. Melody lived every day hoping Angelica would screw up and incriminate herself.

Melody mentally jerked herself back to the present. She pulled her cart away from the pot she’d run into and headed toward the hallway.

“Did I say something wrong?” Lynn asked, falling into step beside her.

“No, just have work to do. Last time I checked, this place doesn’t clean itself.”

“You don’t want to answer my question.”

“What question is that?”

“Which one were you staring at? And why? I’ve never seen you express interest in anyone in the entire six months you’ve been here.”

“And I’m not now. Was just admiring the view.”

“I saw that.”

Melody rolled her eyes. “Of the mountains.”

“Uh-huh. I believe that not at all.”

Not wanting Lynn to keep going down the path she was heading, Melody searched for some way to divert the conversation. Maybe giving her a partial truth would work.

“I’m not looking for romance in my life. I’m still getting over a bad relationship.” Sure, it wasn’t a romantic one, but Lynn didn’t have to know that. And it was technically true. She couldn’t imagine a worse relationship than those she’d had with Jane and Angelica.

“I’m sorry,” Lynn said, her teasing completely gone. “I know what that’s like.”

A part of Melody wanted to ask what had happened to Lynn, why she was a single mom, to commiserate, but she couldn’t truthfully reciprocate personal details. Instead, she gave what she hoped was a sympathetic look then indicated she needed to get back to work.

“Hey, I’m having a little birthday party for Jessie this weekend. Want to come have some cake and keep me sane while my house is filled with half a dozen seven-year-old girls?”

Lynn looked so hopeful that Melody couldn’t flat-out refuse her.

“I’m not sure. I’ll let you know.”

A pang of guilt hit her middle when she saw Lynn’s expression dim with the realization that Melody was brushing her off. She hated the feeling and suddenly wondered if being so standoffish and living the life of a near hermit would actually draw more attention and questions than if she acted more normal. Plus, damn it, she missed being able to do things with friends.

“You know what, cake sounds great.”

“Really?”

“Sure, why not?” She was surprised to find that she meant the words. While she couldn’t have anything like a serious romantic relationship, a casual friendship shouldn’t pose any threat. As long as she was careful, hanging out with Lynn might actually alleviate some of the loneliness in her life. She got the feeling it might even serve the same purpose for Lynn.

“Great!”

Melody’s mood lifted to see the other woman so happy over something so simple. After Lynn headed home, and with her shift over, Melody found herself humming as she cleaned a conference room that had been used by a group of real estate agents earlier in the day. As she picked up a brochure one of them had left behind, she noticed a picture of an adorable little log home with a stunning view. She imagined filling it with her rejuvenated creations, sitting on the porch with a steaming mug of hot chocolate and maybe even a happy rescue dog at her feet.

She huffed out a little laugh at the scene, so unlike anything she’d had in Atlanta. There she’d worked long hours so had no pets. She’d had a condo in the city with a view of other buildings. Odd that she’d never minded it then but now the expansive view of the mountains and the valley below was what she thought of when she imagined comfort and peace.

Maybe she was just beginning to accept that this place was her home now and she needed to make the most of it. Would it make more sense than looking backward, hoping to get her old life back?

Sure, Angelica and Jane were both being monitored in case they made a mistake, slipped up enough to implicate themselves in her attempted murder. Jane was already in prison for one count, but Angelica had somehow evaded being incriminated. Even so, Melody knew with every fiber of her being that her stepsister had almost certainly played a role in the coup that had left Melody fatherless and nearly dead, with no claim to the company her father had built. She dreamed of Angelica finally screwing up and ending up in a cell identical to her mother’s. Imagined being able to go back to Atlanta and reclaim what was rightfully hers and trying to undo the damage that had been done to her company and its image.

But maybe she shouldn’t hold her breath. Hadn’t she already accepted that her former life was always going to be lived by someone else now? Hadn’t her decision to enter witness protection cemented that? If she lived her life as if any day she might be able to pick up where she’d left off, she feared she’d have no life at all. That’s how she’d been living since arriving in Montana, bitter and walled off from those around her. Maybe she was allowed to have new dreams, ones that belonged to Melody Shaw, not Melody Redmond, no matter how much she was going to always mourn the former. Maybe those new dreams could eventually be moving into a little home of her own with a pretty view that gave her some solace.

For an indulgent moment, she imagined Justin McQueen sitting beside her on that little porch, his hand reaching down to scratch their dog on the head before looking over at her with open affection.

Shaking off the crazy daydream—at least the part involving the heir to the largest ranch and resort in the Paradise Valley—before it rooted itself too firmly in her mind, she folded the brochure and put it in her pocket before getting back to work. But as she threw away trash, cleaned mirrors and vacuumed floors, her mind started churning, coming up with ways she might ever be able to afford her own slice of Big Sky Country.
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Justin took a big swig of coffee as he entered his office, needing the kick of caffeine to push the fog out of his head. After a full day of work at the resort the day before, he’d spent a couple of hours out on the ranch helping to check on the herd after hearing reports of a mountain lion sighting. He’d finished the day by working on updating financial records with a nightcap of fixing a toilet that had decided to spring a sizeable leak after eleven o’clock.

At least his dad hadn’t gone out the night before, which meant that he hadn’t managed to lose any more money playing poker. It had presented an opportunity for Justin to talk to his dad about how destructive his actions were becoming and how difficult it was for Justin to hide them, but the fact his dad was home and lent a hand with the toilet repair made him think maybe the conversation wasn’t necessary. Plus, what he’d told Melody was true. His mom had been the one with the way of getting a point across in a way that the person could receive it. Justin was pretty sure he hadn’t inherited that talent.

Sure, he’d mentioned the gambling and drinking in passing before, but his dad had waved it off as nothing to worry about, just a way for him to get his mind off of things.

Part of Justin understood. After all, he’d never seen another couple more in love than his parents had been. That his mom had been taken too soon made him a mixture of angry and sad, as well, but he didn’t have the luxury of drowning his sorrows and checking out. Someone had to keep the family’s businesses running and be the public face of the Peak View, all without letting on to anyone that anything was wrong. The last thing any of them needed was word getting out about his dad’s escalating bad habits. That would definitely be bad for business.

He acknowledged that if things progressed or went on for too much longer, he’d have to loop in his brothers and present a united front to their dad—for his dad’s sake and so that the monetary losses didn’t begin to truly endanger their businesses. But for now, he didn’t want to bother Wes and Roman when he thought he could handle things on his own. After all, they were getting on with their lives and he didn’t want to jerk them back into the deeper sorrow right alongside their dad.

He sank into his chair, already tired before the day had begun. A slip of paper atop his desk drew his attention. He grabbed it but didn’t recognize the feminine handwriting. It didn’t belong to Nadine, who was the head of human resources and had the office three doors down the hall.

Had another idea about the Old-Fashioned Christmas. Sleigh rides across the ranch if there’s enough snow.

Melody hadn’t signed the note, but since no one else knew about the proposed event yet, she had to be the one who’d left it. As he stared at the slip of paper, it gave him another idea. He was already on his feet before he remembered that Melody wouldn’t be at work this early.

Sinking back down into his chair, he pulled up the employee records on his computer and searched for her phone number.

For some reason, his heart beat a bit faster as he dialed her number and waited for an answer. Why did he feel…nervous? It had to be because he thought her idea had definite potential to bring in extra business but he knew he needed help to pull it off, especially considering Christmas would be knocking on their door before they realized it.

“Hello?”

“Melody?”

“Yes,” she said, an obvious tentativeness in her response.

“It’s Justin McQueen.”

“Oh…hello.”

“Don’t worry,” he said, detecting concern in her voice. “I’m not calling for a bad reason. I was just wondering if you’d be available to come in a bit early today.”

“Um, sure.”

She had to be questioning why he was the one calling her.

“I got your note. Another good idea.”

“Oh, yeah, came to me while I was watching a movie.”

“I’d like for you to work on this project with me if you have the time. We’ll pay you for the extra hours, of course.”

Silence greeted him from the other end of the call, and he wondered if she was searching for a way to refuse without endangering her job.

“It isn’t mandatory, but I have a feeling you’d be good at this.”

“I suppose I could help brainstorm a bit if you think it would help.”

“I do.”

Thankfully, despite how hesitant she’d sounded when agreeing to lend a hand, Melody showed up an hour earlier than normal that afternoon. He was on the phone when she arrived at his open door wearing her housekeeping uniform, so he motioned her to one of the chairs on the other side of his desk. She didn’t immediately step inside, and he wished the local politician on the other end of the phone call would shut up so he could talk to Melody before she bolted. Because that’s exactly what she looked as if she was about to do.

“Sounds good, Charlie,” he said, wedging a response into the space between Charlie Green’s words. “Listen, I’ve got an appointment and have to run. I’ll talk to you soon.”

Charlie made just enough of an affirmative response that Justin didn’t feel as if he was hanging up on the man, and then did exactly that.

He sat back in his chair and ran his hand over his face. “Lord save me from long-winded politicians.”

Melody smiled a little at that, and it was amazing how much it changed her appearance. Not that she wasn’t pretty without the smile, but seeing it made him glad that he’d been the one to bring it about. She was always pleasant enough in their brief exchanges, but it suddenly hit him that he’d never seen her laugh, didn’t remember ever seeing a full, bright smile from her. He hoped that wasn’t because she didn’t have reasons to smile.

Get it together, man. She’s here to help you with work.

“Have you ever organized an event before?”

She seemed to think for a moment before shaking her head. “Not much call for that in the janitorial trade.”

He remembered then that there had always been something about her that said she wasn’t in the right profession. Not that he’d given it a ton of thought, but the idea had made occasional appearances in his mind. Maybe she had a talent for organization that she’d never realized. Perhaps that talent would help them both.

“Listen, I’ve liked both of the ideas you’ve given me, but I’ve got so much else on my plate that I could use help pulling this together. The planning and framework stuff. Maybe even the execution.”

“Are you sure you wouldn’t rather have Nadine or someone else help you?”

“They didn’t come up with the idea in the first place. You did.”

Melody laced her fingers together and studied her hands for a couple of beats before she nodded. “Sure, it sounds interesting. And, to be honest, I’ve had a couple other ideas.”

He smiled. “Great. Let’s hear them.”

The next hour passed in what felt like a handful of minutes. He hadn’t realized so much time had elapsed until Melody scooted forward on her chair as if to leave. A glance at the clock showed that her shift was about to start.

“I hope you find something useful in all that,” she said, nodding at the tablet in front of him that was now filled with the stream of ideas that had flowed from Melody’s mind almost faster than he could get them down.

“Are you kidding? This is great. You definitely missed your calling.”

“Happy to help.”

“I’m glad to hear you say that because I’d like to keep working together to make all this,” he said, tapping the list, “a reality.”

“I’m not sure how I can help any further.”

“I have the distinct feeling that you’ll be better at this than I am.”

“Don’t you usually have someone else handle this kind of thing?”

“Nadine schedules the meetings held here, and Erica manages the spa, but we haven’t had an events coordinator since early in the year. The previous one went on maternity leave and didn’t come back.”

“And you didn’t replace her?”

“Haven’t gotten around to it.” That and not having to pay the salary for that position helped create a cushion in case his dad’s gambling debts became more of an issue.

He watched Melody’s expression. She seemed conflicted, as if she wanted to say yes but wasn’t sure she should.

“As I mentioned, you’ll get paid for the extra hours of work, unless you already have another job and don’t have the time.” He really hoped that wasn’t the case. Now that he had the idea for the Christmas event in his head, how it might help not only the bottom line but possibly his father’s loneliness as well, he wanted to run with it. But he hadn’t been lying when he said he needed help.

“It’s not that,” she said, still sounding hesitant.

“Then please say yes. It’ll be a lot of work, but it’ll be fun, too.” And Lord knew he could use a little bit of fun in his life right now.

She lifted her gaze and he saw in her eyes the moment she made the decision.

“I think you’re right. Let me know when you want to meet and I’ll be here. My normal shift starts at four during the week. And I sometimes take extra shifts on the weekends if someone needs a day off.”

Not wanting to leave it hanging and risk her changing her mind, he asked that she come in a couple hours early the next day. She agreed then headed out the door to start her shift.

When he was alone again, he sat back in his chair and closed his eyes. And realized that he felt better than he had in months. A little lighter, with a bit more hope that things might be looking up. He chose not to examine too closely that maybe that was because he was going to be spending time with a pretty woman, one he wouldn’t mind getting to know better.


Chapter Three


Melody spent her shift alternately brainstorming more ideas for the Old-Fashioned Christmas event and wondering if she’d lost her mind agreeing to help out. Sure, the extra hours of income wouldn’t hurt, and the part of her that enjoyed organizing and being creative was excited to have something to do again.

But she found herself oddly nervous around Justin, and she didn’t think it was only the probably irrational fear that he’d find out her true identity. Even if he had seen her on TV at some point during Jane’s trial or during the news coverage of the attempt on her own life, she’d totally changed the style and color of her hair. Gone were her long, blonde waves, replaced by a black bob cut to about halfway down her neck. And her housekeeping uniform looked nothing like the stylish attire she’d worn back when she was the face of Redmond Pharmaceuticals after her father fell ill.

And yet, she’d never been particularly nervous around attractive men. She’d been on dates with a few, worked with others, but every time she was in close proximity to Justin, her body seemed to buzz with some weird combination of excitement and unease.

As she headed home, she wondered if she’d be able to quiet her mind enough to sleep.

The sight of someone walking along the side of the road startled her, and she veered toward the middle of the empty highway. She glanced over as she passed the man. Recognition hit and she applied the brakes, wondering why her next-door neighbor was walking way out here. In the rearview mirror, she noticed Marty’s steps slow then halt.

She pulled over and got out. “Hey, Marty. It’s Melody. What are you doing out here?” Sure, there wasn’t much traffic, especially this time of night, but that didn’t mean he couldn’t be hit and no one find him for hours or maybe even days.

“Oh, hey,” he said, heading toward her. “My car died a ways back.”

How long had he been walking? She’d already driven a couple of miles since pulling out from the Peak View’s long drive, and there were still another couple of miles to their apartment complex in Logan Springs.

“Hop in before you freeze or get attacked by a bear.”

Marty laughed, as if the thought of either of those things happening was highly amusing.

Once they were inside the car and heading toward home, she glanced over at the younger man. Even in the dim light, she saw how tired he looked.

“Why didn’t you call for a tow truck?”

“Can’t afford it right now.”

If he couldn’t afford a tow, chances were he wouldn’t be able to afford fixing whatever was wrong with his car.

“Maybe a friend could tow the car back to the apartment?”

“Yeah, I’ll call someone in the morning.”

Okay, it wasn’t her problem to solve. Marty might seem like a kid sometimes, but he was a grown man.

“Were you coming home from work?” She thought he worked somewhere in Livingston. A broken-down car would be less of an issue if he had a local job, but Logan Springs, while a quaint little tourist town, didn’t have a thriving job market. Still, it might be worth his time to ask around, especially if he didn’t have reliable transportation.

“Yeah. No idea how I’m going to get to work tomorrow.” He let his head fall back against the headrest.

“Maybe a friend or family member can give you a ride.” Though why hadn’t he called them for a ride home?

“Maybe.” He didn’t sound too convinced. “But thank you for the lift. I appreciate it.”

“You’re welcome.” An unexpected warmth filled her chest. It felt good to help someone again.

That brought back memories she did not want to experience right now, especially when she couldn’t do anything to change the situation that had caused them.

“So, where do you work?”

“A grocery store up in Livingston, in the stockroom.”

“Are you from this area?”

Why in the world was she asking the kinds of questions that could lead to the same ones directed back at her?

Because saying nothing felt really awkward, and she had a lie about her background at the ready if she needed it. No matter how ugly it felt every time she had to share her concocted background.

He shook his head, and she would swear she felt a wave of sadness come off him.

“Grew up in Helena.”

“You still have family there?” Maybe they could help him out of his current jam.

“As far as I know.” Well, that didn’t sound promising.

Thankfully, they’d reached the apartment complex, a two-story structure that was comprised of twelve apartments. They got out of the car in awkward silence and headed for the second floor.

“Thanks again for the ride,” Marty said as they paused outside her door.

“No problem. Good luck with your car.”

He nodded and headed toward his own apartment looking both younger and older than what she assumed was his actual age. He seemed sad and perhaps defeated, so much so that it tugged at her heart. If he needed to escape into his gaming tonight, she wasn’t even going to complain. She’d done her fair share of escaping into watching television when the real world got to be too much, when she was just too mentally tired to do anything else.

When she stepped inside her apartment, she dropped her purse on the couch and went straight to the box of chocolates she’d left on the kitchen counter. Another long day behind her, another delicious reward.

She sank down on the couch, kicked off her shoes and rested her feet atop a pillow she placed on the coffee table. The box of chocolates in her lap, she turned on the TV. She needed to watch something to unwind and to take her mind off the fact that she’d agreed to work with Justin despite how being near him made her feel off-kilter. But damn if she wasn’t excited about it at the same time. She’d been in Logan Springs for half a year now and no one had recognized her. Maybe she could relax her vigilance a little.

As she flipped channels, looking for something mindless and entertaining, she pulled the blanket she kept on the back of the couch over her. But instead of a romantic comedy or interesting home décor show about making something fabulous from cast-offs, what jumped out at her was her stepsister’s face.

Her entire body tensed and her stomach knotted. She should just keep flipping the channels, try to forget what she’d seen, but she knew from experience that was impossible. Instead, she upped the volume enough that she could hear what the newscaster was saying.

“Redmond Pharmaceuticals CEO Angelica Stenovia made headlines again today when it was announced the company would be raising the price on the cancer drug Chenarix. The drug, which was developed under the leadership of former CEO and company founder Stuart Redmond, had been seen as a major step forward in the fight against certain types of cancer. But while the late Redmond had a policy of balancing profits with affordability for patients, that does not seem to be the top priority for Stenovia. The price for the drug will be going up five hundred percent in a move billed as a benefit to shareholders.”

A huge lump formed in Melody’s throat as she continued to watch the report, which included interviews with patients who were no longer going to be able to afford the drug, which likely meant their cancer would come back with a vengeance and kill them. She wanted to scream, wanted to lash out by throwing everything breakable in her apartment against the wall, really wanted to rip every hair from Angelica’s head.

Everything her father had built was being destroyed piece by piece in moves designed to wipe the Redmond legacy of a kinder, gentler pharmaceutical company from people’s memories. Now the name would be known as the company that killed people for obscene profits. It didn’t matter that her father was dead, that she was no longer in the picture—Angelica was determined to make them pay for putting her mother in prison.

It didn’t matter to Angelica that Jane deserved to be in that cell and to never take another breath of free air again. Melody believed that Angelica either knew about what her mother had planned to do or took an active part in the plot to kill Melody’s father and take over the company. She—and the police—just couldn’t prove it.

The chocolates suddenly tasted chalky and bitter, as if she were eating cocoa from a can, so she replaced the lid on what remained, clicked off the TV with more force than necessary and stalked out the front door. Before she reconsidered, she went to Marty’s door and knocked. He looked surprised when he opened it to find her there.

“It wasn’t me,” he said, holding his hands up, palms out. “I don’t even have the gaming system on.”

“No, I’m not here for that.” She extended the box to him. “I thought you could use these, if you like chocolate, that is.”

He looked confused. “You got me chocolates?”

She smiled a bit at the thought that he might think she was flirting with him. “You seemed like you had a rotten day. And don’t get too excited, there are only a few left. I’m not crazy enough to give away all my chocolates.”

“Well, in that case…” He accepted the box. “Thanks.”

She nodded. “Good night.”

“Good night.”

After Marty shut his door, Melody found she didn’t want to go back inside. It was as if the air in her apartment was infected now with thoughts of what she’d lost, with the anger even thinking about Jane and Angelica caused to boil within her.

Instead, she stood at the railing that ran the length of the second-floor walkway and stared out toward downtown Logan Springs. She couldn’t see the variety of inviting shops and eateries that lined Main Street from here, the businesses that catered to tourists heading to and from Yellowstone National Park to the south. Couldn’t see the library that she frequented, or the row of little antique and second-hand stores on one of the back streets that weren’t the tourist-invitation face of the town but which she liked to peruse.

Though Logan Springs was night-and-day different from Atlanta, she could have ended up in a lot worse places. It wasn’t as if the government gave those going into witness protection a brochure of posh communities to choose from. When it was a matter of life and death, you were happy to land anywhere if you still had a heartbeat.

Still, she supposed she’d always miss the city she’d lived in her entire life, the life she’d loved, the friends she’d left behind without a word. Did they still mourn her because of the story that had been concocted and fed to the public that she’d died overseas following Jane’s trial? Had some of them guessed she was actually still out here in the world but nonetheless lost to them? She wondered how many of the employees who’d worked for her and her father had left Redmond, either because Angelica had purged them or because they couldn’t stomach what she was doing to the company.

A sudden breeze whistled around the corner of the building, causing her to shiver and matching her mood. She dreaded the coming winter, the blizzards and temperatures not fit for human habitation.

She tried to shove away all the negative thoughts and focus on the fact that maybe she had something to actually look forward to now, the creation of something that would make people happy. She wondered if the planning of the Christmas festivities would make her happy in the process. If she could remember what that felt like.
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Justin’s dad slipped quietly in the front door a little after midnight, looking like a teenager sneaking in past curfew. When his eyes met Justin’s, he halted.

“You’re still up.”

Justin gestured to the laptop he held. “Catching up on some work.”

His dad hung up his hat and moved closer. Justin caught a whiff of cigarette smoke. Considering the fact that Tom McQueen didn’t smoke and never had, it was a safe bet his dad had been out to another poker game. Justin hated the idea that more money for which his dad had worked hard his entire life might have been lost.

“You work too much,” his dad said.

“Someone’s got to do it.”

His dad couldn’t hide the way his body stiffened at the obvious dig that he hadn’t been pulling his weight lately. Yes, Justin was always in charge of things at the lodge, but Wes had told him that their dad was a shadow of his former hardworking self out on the ranch, too.

“Dad, we need to talk.”

“I’m tired. And you need to get some sleep, too.” He started toward the bedrooms.

“Stop.” Justin set the laptop on the coffee table and stood. “Did you lose again tonight?”

“If I did, it’s my money to lose.”

“Not always. And even if it was, I’m worried about you.”

“I’m a grown man. I can take care of myself.”

“Maybe once. Lately, you’ve been doing a pretty poor job of it.” Justin didn’t bother trying to hide his frustration.

His dad turned back toward him, his facial features hard and unyielding. “I don’t tell you how to live your life, so I expect the same from you, especially in my own home.”

Behind the anger, Justin glimpsed pain, understood its source. “This isn’t healthy, Dad. We all miss Mom, but—”

“Good night.” His dad spun and stalked down the hall.

Justin didn’t follow. He knew doing so would just lead to a full-on fight. Instead, he cursed under his breath and dropped back into the recliner. He had no idea how to get through to his dad, how to make him realize that his new, self-destructive habits weren’t going to help him deal with his grief. They were just making things worse.

His own anger welled up inside him. Why did he have to be the only one who didn’t get to escape his grief? He’d lost the same person that his dad and brothers had, but he had to hold himself together, maintain responsibility for the family legacy. He couldn’t even escape into work the way Roman did because around every corner of the resort, the ranch, this house was another reminder of his mom, the most important woman in all of their lives.

He closed his eyes and tried to will some of his frustration away. Visions of another woman drifted into his thoughts. If he and Melody could make the Christmas event a big success, it could give him more time to figure out how to get through to his father. He couldn’t help thinking that working with her might also distract him from his worries, even for just an hour or two a day. It was more of a reprieve than he had now.

He began to drift toward sleep.

In the next moment, something startled him awake, and it took a few foggy moments to realize it had sounded like a door. Maybe Wes had come home from the music hall or the company of some lovely female who’d fallen for his good looks and easy charm. But as he blinked, Justin realized that it had been more than just a few minutes since he’d fallen asleep. From the look of the early light coming in the front window, he’d spent the entire night in the recliner. Despite the obvious passage of time, it felt as if he’d been asleep a max of fifteen minutes.

With a groan, he got to his feet and went to look out the window. Wes had indeed come home, though Justin had no idea when. Nevertheless, he’d dragged his butt out of bed the same as always to get to work running the ranching operation. And standing next to him was their father, outfitted for a day of manual labor. Maybe Justin confronting him the night before had resulted in the desired effect after all. Man, he hoped so.

He felt better after a shower, at least well enough to tackle another day, and headed toward the front door. He’d grab breakfast and coffee at work.

When he stepped outside, he was surprised to see Wes waiting for him. Alarm bells clanged in his head when he saw the look on his brother’s face.

“What’s wrong?”

“Did you know Dad’s gambling?”

Justin walked to the edge of the porch and looked out toward the stables. “Did he tell you that?”

“No, I heard it from Parker last night.”

Parker Varton, local sheriff’s deputy and Wes’s best friend since the days when they both still believed in Santa Claus.

“Was this conversation in his official capacity?”

“No. More of the ‘You better watch after your dad’ variety.”

Justin sighed.

“So you did know,” Wes said, no longer posing it as a question.

Justin nodded. “I’ve tried talking to him about it, but he won’t listen.”

“How bad is it?”

“Could be worse. Could be better.”

“Damn. Mom would blister his ears if she saw him like this.”

“If Mom were still here, he wouldn’t be like this.”

“What are we going to do?”

“I wish I knew. It’s not like we can ground him.”

Hoping the answer would fall out of the sky into his lap, he headed to the resort. He tried to bury himself in paperwork, phone calls and meetings, but he wasn’t able to push his concerns completely out of his mind. When someone knocked on his office door, he realized he’d been staring at his computer without really seeing the words in the email for who knew how long.

“Come in.”

Melody poked her head in, making him aware that somehow the entire morning had elapsed.

“Is this a bad time?” she asked. “I can come back later.”

“No, come on in.” Finally, something interesting to focus on.

“Are you okay?”

Her question surprised him, and when he met her eyes it appeared it had surprised her as well.

“Yeah, why?”

“Uh, no reason.”

He didn’t believe that, but he didn’t continue to push for an answer. “You ready to get to work?”

“I guess.” She opened a file folder he hadn’t noticed she held when she came in and took out several sheets of paper. “It might be easier if we could spread these out on a conference room table.”

He stood. “Lead the way.”

They crossed the hall to the executive conference room, and Melody began to lay out the various sheets of paper. He glanced at them and the headings she had centered on each one. Events. Décor. Special Packages. Entertainment. Food and Beverage. Each sheet had several sub-heads with bulleted lists. He’d thought she probably had a talent for this sort of thing, but he’d never expected her to be this prepared.

“When did you do all this?”

“I couldn’t sleep last night, so it was either this or staring at my apartment wall. I figured this was more productive.”

“I’ll say.” He picked up the sheet that detailed her ideas for events every day starting a week before Christmas and continuing through Christmas Day. In addition to the sleigh rides and a visit from Santa, she had a new Christmas tree being decorated each day. Add to that a gingerbread-house-building contest, homemade candy making, ornament making, classic movie marathons shown in the media room, holiday-scented spa treatments, carolers from local church choirs, snowman-building contests, Secret Santa gifts for all the guests, and a big Christmas Day meal, and he felt as if he really was being dropped into some idyllic, Rockwellian holiday.

“I don’t know how much will be possible or what your budget is, but I just put down everything I could think of.”

“Thank you.” He realized how much deep gratitude was behind the words when Melody looked up at him with curiosity in her beautiful blue eyes. “Been a while since we launched anything new around here, and I think this has a lot of potential.”

She nodded as if she understood.

“Of course, the staff decorated the resort last year, but my family and I…”

“Made it through the holiday by trying to ignore it as much as you could?” Her response wasn’t harsh. Rather, it sounded as if it wasn’t a guess but the voice of experience. “I lost my mom when I was a kid,” she said, likely realizing her comment caused questions to form in his mind. “The first Christmas after that, we didn’t even put up a tree.”

“I’m sorry.” At least he’d had his mother during his entire childhood, though he’d give anything to have her back, even for just a little while. Long enough to tell her again that he loved her, that she’d been the best mom anyone could ask for. Long enough that she could set his dad on a better, less self-destructive path.

She shrugged a little and shook her head, which gave her a momentary look of vulnerability that made him want to reach out and give her a touch of reassurance. But he kept his hands to himself and refocused on the work she’d done. He wondered if he should do a little gambling of his own, roll the dice by undertaking everything she’d suggested. He wanted to believe it would pay off big, but there was no way of knowing that for sure.

They’d been working for about an hour, making a priority list of all the ideas she’d come up with plus the handful he tossed in, when his stomach suddenly growled loud enough that it sounded as if a grizzly had wandered into the room.

Melody laughed. “Sounds like someone hasn’t eaten lunch.”

It took him a moment to process her words because the sound of her laugh and the way the smile transformed her appearance stunned him. She should smile more often and he barely caught himself before he told her exactly that.

“I guess I need to eat or start scaring the guests. How about we go have some lunch?”

“I’m fine. I ate before I left home.”

“I hear they have chocolate cake as a dessert special today.”

“You go ahead. I’ll just work a bit here.”

He got the sense she wasn’t saying something but was definitely thinking it. “Okay, out with it.”

“What?”

“I’ve never seen someone who says she likes chocolate fight so hard to not have chocolate cake.”

She turned toward him and crossed her arms, looking way more authoritative than a housekeeper.

“I don’t think you want to be seen in the restaurant with a staff member who cleans the toilets.”

He winced. “You think I’m a snob?”

She shook her head. “No. But your resort caters to a certain level of clientele. It would be off brand for the owner of the resort to be sitting in the Pinnacle with someone wearing this,” she said, gesturing to her uniform.

He wanted to disagree with her, but he remembered that the reason for working with her in the first place was to help the resort’s bottom line. And damn if she didn’t have a point.

He picked up the receiver on the phone in the middle of the table. “I’m not doing this because I’m embarrassed to be seen with you.”

After he ordered some lunch, including peach cobbler for himself and a slice of chocolate cake for Melody, to be delivered to the conference room, she shook her head.

“You didn’t have to order me any cake. I said I was fine.”

“And I firmly believe that there is a separate section of our stomachs reserved for dessert. Even if we’re full from a meal, there’s always room for cake.”

A faint smile softened her face. “I like how you think.”

“I have a halfway decent idea every now and then.”

“You underestimate yourself. It takes more than a handful of brain cells to run an operation like this.” She gestured at their surroundings.

“I think a lot of it was just learned through osmosis. Happens when you literally grow up in a business.”

He’d swear the light on Melody’s face dimmed before she lowered her gaze back to the plans in front of her.

“What about you? Where did you grow up?”

“Oh, nowhere near as exciting as this.”

This time he laughed. “While I love this place, I’m not sure ‘exciting’ is the correct way to describe it.”

“Okay, charming then.”

That more accurately described Logan Springs, and was what the local tourist bureau wanted to convey.

He was about to ask her about her background again, but Tina from the restaurant arrived with his order. As the young woman entered the room, he didn’t miss the curious look she aimed at Melody. Or the way Melody squirmed in her chair under the perusal. Maybe there was more to her not wanting to be seen in the restaurant than concern for the image of the resort.

And he was surprised by how much he wanted to find out that reason, and more, about Melody Shaw.


Chapter Four


Melody changed up her normal routine during her shift. After seeing the way Tina had looked at her when she’d delivered Justin’s order from the restaurant, she chose to avoid the lobby and dining area of the resort until the daytime staff went home. The level of curiosity in Tina’s gaze had been palpable, as if she thought Melody might be gold digging or at least brownnosing. It was the kind of attention that she didn’t need. But how was she going to avoid it if she planned to keep helping Justin with the Christmas festivities? Should she tell him she’d changed her mind, that he should have Nadine or someone else pick up where she’d left off and run with it?

She hated the thought of abandoning the project, one that had given her something new to look forward to instead of the usual roteness of most of her days. Something that used skills she feared had atrophied.

Her mood lifted when she stepped inside the spa building. The lovely, calming scent of lavender had her closing her eyes and inhaling slowly. Oh, how she missed an occasional spa day to relax and rid herself of the stresses of daily life.

“That’s the look I like to see on people’s faces.”

Melody opened her eyes to see Erica, the head of the spa staff, smiling at her.

“It always smells wonderful in here.”

“You should come in for a massage or spa treatment sometime. I’m a firm believer in a bit of pampering.”

“Sounds nice.” And expensive. She’d seen the rate charts while cleaning. “And I stay pretty busy.”

“Yeah, I hear you’re taking on more duties.”

Melody’s mouth fell open a bit in surprise before she could stop it, causing Erica to laugh.

“Sorry. Word spreads pretty fast around here.”

Melody sighed and started pulling supplies from her cart to clean the windows. “It’s nothing, really. I was just asked my opinion on some ideas for Christmas events. I guess Mr. McQueen wanted a fresh perspective.”

“Mr. McQueen? Nobody calls Justin that. It’s reserved for his dad, although a fair number of people, especially long-time employees, just call his dad Tom. I’m surprised you haven’t picked up on that as long as you’ve been here.”

“I didn’t want to sound disrespectful.” Or like she was overly familiar with Justin.

Erica waved off Melody’s concern. “We’re pretty casual with each other around here.”

Now that she thought about it, the atmosphere among the employees of all levels seemed to be friendly and almost like a small community within a small community. But it was hard to keep secrets in that type of environment, and she had one monster of a secret.

“So what’s being cooked up for Christmas?” Erica asked.

“Nothing is certain yet. We just talked about some ideas centered around an old-fashioned Christmas.” She shared a few of the possibilities, curious if anyone else would be as enthusiastic about them as Justin seemed to be.

“Sounds great. Like a Currier and Ives Christmas card come to life. Let me know if you need any help, and I’ll start thinking about specials we can run in the spa.”

“Okay, thanks.”

“Oh, and feel free to turn the music on in here if you want. You can peace out while you work.” She headed for the exit. “And give some thought to the spa day. Nothing like it to make you feel like a new woman.”

Melody wondered if she looked so tired and tense that Erica felt it her duty to suggest spa treatments. Chances were she was only being nice, but Melody still wondered if she’d recognize herself if she looked in a mirror. Maybe she’d take Erica up on her suggestion. She imagined her muscles relaxing, her mind drifting as she absorbed the sensory stimulation. Spa days had been just what she needed when the stress of her former life had built to a certain level. It made sense the same would be true now, but as Melody Redmond she’d not had the additional stress of worrying about how to afford a trip to the spa.

She waited a few minutes after Erica left before she turned on the music and let it wash over her in soft waves. For a few moments, she stood with her eyes closed and soaked in the atmosphere, pretended that all the horrible things that had happened to her over the past couple of years were nothing more than a bad dream. After taking a long, deep breath, pulling as much peace into her lungs as she could, she opened her eyes and got to work.

As she cleaned, she considered buying some essential oil air fresheners for her apartment. If she couldn’t afford a spa day, at least her home could smell like a spa.

After stretching out her work in the spa as long as she could, she turned off the music and headed back toward the lodge. She scanned the parking lot and didn’t see Justin’s shiny black pickup. Its absence should help relax her further, but a part of her wouldn’t have minded seeing him again. As they’d worked together that afternoon, she’d been impressed by his business sense. Why, she wasn’t sure, because it wasn’t as if the resort ran itself. But he just seemed like such a…cowboy.

Even though he was the head of a profitable enterprise, he still dressed in jeans and cowboy boots. The only time she ever saw him in a tie, it was of the bolo variety. But that seemed to be common in Montana. In all the magazine articles she’d seen featuring successful businesspeople across the state, their attire paid homage to their locale more than Georgia’s ever could. Local business owners looked as if they could go from the boardroom to the rodeo to a barbecue without ever changing clothes.

She’d seen employees of the Peak View Ranch riding horses from time to time, even Wes McQueen, but she’d never seen Justin astride a horse. She imagined he’d cut an impressive figure, a hero straight out of a classic western. Even his last name screamed cowboy to her ears.

Her thoughts drifted back to memories of watching old black-and-white westerns with her dad. Her mom hadn’t been a fan, instead enjoying cooking shows and foreign films. But Melody had been fascinated by the stories in those westerns, like life on an entirely different planet. More than anything, she’d enjoyed the special time with her dad.

She pressed her lips together and blinked several times, wondering if she’d ever get to the point where thoughts of her dad didn’t bring tears to her eyes.

As she went about the rest of her work, she instead focused on the ideas for the Christmas events. Even if she decided to remove herself from the official planning, she could pass her thoughts on to Justin and he could choose whether to use them. But the more she considered it, the more she didn’t want to quit. She loved envisioning how all her ideas would come to life. It reminded her of the Christmas charity event she’d helped to organize a number of years before. The looks of pure delight on the faces of those little kids had been absolutely priceless as they’d walked through the constructed winter wonderland. She wondered how Justin would react if she suggested he incorporate a similar charity event in the midst of all the guest-centered activities. It wouldn’t hurt to ask, so she mentally put it on her to-do list for the next day as she clocked out at the end of her shift.

As she headed home, something made her stop at the spot where she’d watched the stars with Justin. She turned off the headlights and the engine, then stepped out of the car. The absolute quiet was striking, something she’d only ever experienced one other place, during a trip through the Australian Outback when she’d been in college. Even in a town as small as Logan Springs, it was never totally quiet. The mechanical noises of civilization were ever-present, sounds she’d not thought much about when there had been exponentially more of them in her life.

But here, in a slice of the country most Americans would never even see, she could understand why some people never wanted to live in a city. She looked up at the starry sky and felt as if she was staring at the infinity of the universe, a connectedness that made her understand why Justin liked this spot, why he probably felt close to his mother here.

When she heard a howl in the distance, she retreated to the safety of her car and continued the drive toward home. She’d barely turned onto the highway when her headlights illuminated someone hitchhiking.

“You have got to be kidding me.” With a shake of her head, she pulled over and waited for Marty to walk up to the passenger door. She rolled down the window. “Get in.”

Marty sank into the seat, looking embarrassed.

“I take it you haven’t gotten your car fixed,” she said as she pulled back out onto the road.

“No.”

“So you’ve been hitchhiking to and from work?”

“Yes.”

Though she wasn’t old enough to be his mom, she suddenly felt like mothering him. She hated the idea of him hitchhiking on such a lonely stretch of highway, especially at night.

“That’s dangerous, you know.”

“If I don’t work, I can’t save up enough to fix my car.”

“Is it still sitting where you left it?”

He shook his head. “I, uh, got it towed.”

While that sounded good on the surface, there was something in his voice that made her wonder what he wasn’t saying. And she felt in that moment that he was every bit as alone as she was, which made her heart ache for him.

By the time she pulled into the parking lot for their complex, she’d made a decision that she hoped she wouldn’t regret. When she switched off the ignition, she stayed seated.

“Thank you, again,” Marty said as he reached for the door handle.

“Wait a minute.” She gave her decision one last consideration before looking over at him. “I want you to borrow my car until you get yours fixed.”

“I couldn’t do that.”

“Yes, you can, but you’ll have to drop me off and pick me up from work.”

He stared at her for a long moment. “Why would you do that for me? You don’t even really know me.”

“Call it gut instinct.” Something that had served her well throughout most of her life, despite how that life had turned out.

She wasn’t sure in the dim light, but she thought she saw the sheen of tears in his eyes.

“I don’t know how to thank you,” he said, sounding as if he had a lump in his throat.

She smiled. “Just don’t wreck my car, and we’re good. And, I don’t know, maybe you can teach me to play those video games you’re always playing. I could use an outlet to get rid of frustration sometimes.” On a gaming system, she wouldn’t have to worry about stumbling upon Angelica’s face and wanting to put her fist through the screen.

Marty looked down at his hands, picked at a cuticle. “I’ll take good care of your car.”

Trying to lift his mood, she asked, “You don’t think I’m too old to be gaming, do you?”

He shook his head. “It’s not that. I, uh, had to sell my gaming system to afford the tow.”

“Oh. I’m sorry to hear that.”

He directed a weak smile in her direction. “I doubt that.”

“No, really. I know how much you must enjoy gaming.”

He shrugged. “It’s something to do.”

Melody didn’t buy his “It’s no big deal” act. She got the sense that the gaming system was just the latest loss Marty had endured. She’d never had any siblings, but she found herself wanting to hug him and take care of him like she might a younger brother.

Not wanting him to feel any more self-conscious than he probably already did, she pulled the keys from the ignition and opened her door. As she walked toward the building, Marty followed. When she reached her door, she stopped and made eye contact with the young man.

“I know it doesn’t seem like it now, but things will get better. Sometimes life just decides to throw more than our fair share of crap our way.”

He nodded, but she could tell he was having a hard time believing her words. To be truthful, sometimes she had a really hard time believing them herself.
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Justin was finishing up a meeting with his brothers, catching up on the various aspects of the Peak View operations—ranch and resort—when Melody appeared at his office door. He’d been on the verge of telling Wes and Roman about his dad’s financial situation, but Melody’s arrival cut the conversation short.

“Hey,” he said, smiling at her.

“I’m sorry. I didn’t realize you were in a meeting.”

“We’re finished.” As Justin stood, he caught a glimpse of a look that passed between his brothers. What was that silent conversation about? Did they know about his dad without him divulging the truth? After all, Wes had heard about the gambling. And they’d all seen their dad tossing back a few more beers than was typical over the past few months.

But neither of them said anything as they stood as well.

“Melody Shaw, have you met my brothers?”

She shook her head. “Not officially.”

“Wes, Roman, Melody is helping out with the Christmas festivities I mentioned.”

“How did this guy rope you into doing his work for him?” Wes asked with a nod toward Justin.

“He just asked,” she said.

“Huh. And here I thought I was the one with the charm.”

“Don’t you have work to do?” Justin asked as he gave his middle brother a playful shove toward the door.

Roman extended his hand to Melody. “It’s nice to meet you. Sounds like you’re going to give us a great event.”

“It’s nice to meet you, too. And I’ll help where I can.”

“See that,” Justin said to Wes. “Roman has actual manners.”

Wes just smiled in that way that showed he was the brother who got in the lion’s share of mischief. He leaned toward Melody as he approached the door.

“Don’t let him work you too hard. Just because he’s a workaholic doesn’t mean everyone else has to be.”

“I’d threaten to make you run the entire place for a while,” Justin said, “but I don’t want us to go bankrupt.”

Roman, to his credit, placed his hands on the back of Wes’s shoulders and shoved him toward the hallway.

Justin shook his head as he listened to his brothers head off to their respective jobs. “Sorry about that. Wes can be a bit full of himself sometimes.”

“No need to apologize.”

He noticed she didn’t come any further into his office. “We need to go to the conference room again?”

She shook her head. “I keep thinking maybe Nadine or someone else would be better for you to work with on the execution. It might go over better.”

“What makes you say that?”

Melody took a couple of steps into his office but didn’t sit. Instead, she gripped the back of one of the chairs. “Don’t you think it’ll look odd to the rest of the staff to have a housekeeper working on something like this, and with the boss?”

“Did someone say something to you?”

“No. I just know that companies have a hierarchy, and the top and bottom levels don’t usually mix.”

Justin crossed his arms and leaned his hip against the side of his desk. “Where are you from?”

The area between Melody’s eyes scrunched. “What?”

“Before you came here, where did you live? I can tell you aren’t from Montana originally.”

“Um,” she said, fidgeting. “Little Rock, Arkansas.”

“What did you do there?”

“I worked in housekeeping at a hotel.”

“A big chain?”

Her head tilted the slightest bit. “Yes. Why?”

“Because you sound like you’re speaking from experience, and that’s just not how we do things here. Granted, I don’t routinely hang out with all the employees, but I’d like to think I’m not seen as an elitist.”

“No, no. That’s not what I meant.” She sounded horrified that he’d even think that.

“Then you have nothing to worry about. In fact, come with me.” He didn’t give her time to decline, instead heading out the door and down the hallway. As they passed through the lobby of the lodge, he paused to greet a couple of guests and said hello to Bridget at the front desk, suddenly self-conscious that maybe he’d inadvertently slighted someone.

When they reached the dining room, almost empty at this time of day, he led the way back through the kitchen to the office of his dining manager, Colleen Jenkins. The door was standing open so he poked his head in.

“Got a minute?”

Colleen looked up from her computer. “Sure. What’s up?”

He turned and motioned for Melody to enter the office ahead of him. “You know Melody Shaw?”

Colleen nodded. “We’ve met. She had kind things to say about my tiramisu.”

“The best I’ve ever tasted,” Melody said.

“Melody is the brains behind a new series of Christmas events and a holiday package we’re going to be offering this year. I drafted her in a moment when I was convinced there were no ideas left in my head. She was kind enough not to tell me no. I’ve got a couple of things to take care of, so I thought maybe you two could work on the food and beverage part of the planning if you have time now, Colleen.”

“Are you kidding?” She aimed her friendly smile at Melody. “You’ll be saving me from scheduling. I swear it’s like putting together a jigsaw puzzle while blindfolded.”

“Great,” he said. “I have complete faith the two of you will come up with something that will blow the guests’ minds.”

He did his best not to laugh at the stunned look on Melody’s face as he turned toward the door. But as he walked back through the kitchen and caught a glimpse of the look on some of the faces of the staff, it hit him that maybe Melody hadn’t just manufactured or imagined that some of the people on his payroll might think him working alongside her was odd, even suspect.

As he proceeded back toward his office, he realized that all the looks he’d seen had been from the female employees. Did they think there was more than a professional relationship between him and Melody? That she was using him to advance?

Maybe he’d been too hasty in burning a quick path to Colleen’s office with Melody in tow.

After Nadine stopped him to sign some papers, he retreated to his office and sank into his chair. Instead of diving into the work stacked on his desk, he stared ahead at nothing in particular. Could some of the staff think that Melody was making a play for him? He wished he could let them all know that wasn’t the case, but would saying something just make them believe their original assumptions all the more?

Besides, what would be wrong with them being together anyway? He’d never been one to only associate with certain “classes” of people. He felt as if class structure caused more harm than good in the world. And Lord knew the next time he got involved with someone, it sure wasn’t going to be with someone only interested in his money and position. He’d made that mistake once and didn’t plan a repeat.

Justin shook his head and forced himself to open a file folder on his desk. But no matter how much he tried to focus on the vending contracts inside, the more his thoughts drifted to Melody and how he wouldn’t mind getting to know her as more than an employee. But she’d not once indicated she was interested in such a relationship. In fact, she’d evidently tried to pull away from even the appearance of one. Not to mention that he was her boss and making a move could be seen as sexual harassment if it was unwanted.

He sighed. Best to just focus on work and family. He had enough on his plate without adding possible romantic complications to the pile. He needed to remind himself that the last time he’d gone down that road hadn’t turned out so well, and nothing indicated that traveling it again would turn out any better.


Chapter Five


“You look like you got jolted with a cattle prod.”

Probably because that’s how she felt. Well, how she imagined contact with an electric cattle prod would feel.

Melody shifted her gaze from the now empty doorway to Colleen. “Sorry we barged in on you.”

Colleen waved away her concern. “Please, planning for a Christmas event sounds way more exciting than anything I had on my docket today.”

“Really? I’ve always imagined you in here conjuring fabulous dishes with culinary magic.”

Colleen laughed. “I like that image, but no. There’s more to running this kitchen than menu prep.”

“Oh, I know. There’s always more to a job than meets the eye.”

“You sound like you know what you’re talking about.”

Melody remembered she was supposed to be a housekeeper, not anyone with vast knowledge of business structures and an array of careers.

“Just seems like common sense.”

“So, tell me all about this Christmas extravaganza.”

Melody shared all her thoughts related to the daily events and what they might require from the kitchen—a selection of holiday cookies and cakes, hot chocolate and spiced cider, flavored popcorns for the movie viewings, and finally the big Christmas Day meal.

“This sounds fabulous,” Colleen said. “You’re a natural at this. No wonder Justin recruited you.”

“It was just a coincidence,” Melody said, deliberately suppressing her true self, the one who had been planning events and naturally taking the lead since she was literally in elementary school. “I happened to be emptying his trash when he was looking for an idea of something new to offer the guests. I may have watched more than my share of holiday Christmas movies over the years.”

“Whatever the case, I’m excited to work with you on this.”

“Same here.” It was true. She saw in Colleen a bit of a kindred spirit. The other woman ran her kitchen the way Melody and her dad had run Redmond—expecting hard work and dedication from employees but also giving them a reason beyond just a paycheck to want to give their all. A vision and a belief that they could bring something positive into others’ lives. When Melody thought about it, a stay at Peak View was simply another way to benefit one’s health. Excellent food, relaxation in the spa and hot springs, bountiful fresh air and an escape from reality and the pressures of everyday life. Maybe all those things would help stave off the need for many of the drugs that Redmond Pharmaceuticals manufactured. Especially at the elevated prices now attached to those products.

“You okay?” Colleen asked.

Melody nodded, annoyed that she’d let Angelica’s actions dampen her mood. “Fine.”

“Because for a minute there, you looked as if you could break a baseball bat with your teeth.”

Melody smiled, trying to make light of what Colleen had seen. “Sorry. Had a passing thought about a non-work frustration.”

Angelica was way more than a frustration, but she couldn’t share that with anyone here. That was one of the hardest parts of her new life—not having a single person she could talk to about what she was really feeling inside and why.

“Well, I better let you get back to work.”

“I’ll pull some ideas together and get back with you to ask what you think.”

“I’m sure it’ll be great. You’re the expert, after all.”

Melody debated not returning to the executive office wing, but she didn’t want to draw extra attention or questions by hanging out in the break room until her housekeeping shift started. When she headed down the corridor that led to Justin’s office, she found him in the conference room.

“How’d it go?” he asked as she entered.

“Great. I swear I could taste gingerbread cookies and smell cinnamon by the time we finished.”

He looked up from where he had several papers spread out in front of him and smiled. Did he have any idea how sexy he was when he did that? From what she heard through the grapevine, Wes was the flirt of the McQueen clan. But if someone were to ask her which of the brothers was the most attractive, her answer would be Justin, hands down. The man honestly ticked off all the items on her list for what attracted her physically.

She hated Angelica anew because the situation Melody found herself in because of her stepsister made any attraction she felt toward Justin a moot point, even if his reciprocating her interest was a possibility.

She motioned toward the papers on the table. “What do you have there?”

“What I like to call divide and conquer. There’s a lot to do to make this Christmas package a success, so I divided up the tasks so we can all hop right in.”

Good, if she focused on work, maybe she’d stop thinking about how darn good-looking Justin was and how her co-workers might be speculating about them.

When they began to wrap up ahead of her regular shift, they’d made good headway in contacting everyone who would need to pitch in to make the Peak View Old-Fashioned Christmas a success. As she folded her list of tasks and shoved it in her pocket, she noticed Justin watching her.

“What?”

“I’m sorry if I was too pushy earlier when we went to see Colleen. I think I know why you were concerned before that.”

She lowered her eyes, wishing she had another piece of paper to fold. Wishing she could escape the room.

“And I’m sorry if I’ve made you uncomfortable in any way or caused you to feel as if I forced you into this project. If you want to quit at any point, I won’t stand in your way.”

The sincerity in his words caused her to look up at him. That same sincerity was there in his dark eyes.

“Thank you. I appreciate that.” She considered taking the out he offered, but the truth was she didn’t want to. She’d always loved Christmas, but it had been a lonely affair since her father’s death and her ouster from her life. She realized she wanted to find the joy in Christmas again, and if she could bring that same joy to other people who were alone, all the better. “But I’d like to continue working on this, if that’s okay.”

He smiled, causing her heart to beat a little faster. “Great. Because I don’t think I can run this show by myself.”

She couldn’t deny the thrill that went through her that not only would she be working alongside Justin for the next couple of months but also that someone actually needed her again. But the truth was she needed this more than Justin McQueen would ever need her.
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Justin looked at the figures for what he estimated the Christmas festivities were going to cost and told himself it would be worth every penny. Sure it was a new venture and it was dependent on enough singles booking to be a success, but it was different than so many Christmas events held at resorts. He couldn’t deny the business side of his brain wondered if they should ditch the whole singles aspect and open it to everyone, but he’d asked for different and Melody’s idea was exactly that.

And abandoning the singles aspect would defeat the purpose. Well, one of the purposes. Yes, he needed this to be profitable, but perhaps more important was Melody’s vision to give those who had no one with whom to spend the holidays a reason to look forward to Christmas, a way they could be surrounded by holiday cheer instead of depressing loneliness.

And he was totally going to use the opportunity to give his dad something to focus on besides booze and card games, so he headed outside to wait for both his dad and Melody.

As he waited, he spotted one of the guests wrestling with a spare tire and went over to help. The guy looked to be around his dad’s age but nowhere near as strong.

“Looks like you could use an extra pair of hands,” Justin said as he approached.

“You’re right there. I remember this being a lot easier.”

Justin wondered how many years it’d been since the man had been faced with changing a flat tire.

“You sure have a beautiful place here,” the man said as Justin made quick work of removing the flat and putting on the doughnut spare.

“Thank you. I’m glad you like it.”

“If it was up to me, I’d move out to the country like this. But my wife wouldn’t want to leave her friends in Portland, not that I blame her.”

“Well, we’re glad to have you here any time you need the getaway.” Justin stood and placed the flat tire, jack and tire iron in the trunk before shutting it. “You take that tire to Ollie’s in Logan Springs, and he’ll fix it good as new.”

“Thank you.”

As the man drove away from the resort, Justin’s dad pulled into a space at the side of the lodge where the employees parked.

“What’s the big mystery?” he asked as he approached Justin a few moments later.

“Let’s wait until Melody gets here.”

“Melody? That the gal you’re working with on the Christmas stuff?”

Justin nodded.

“Something going on there?”

Justin eyed his dad. “What makes you say that?”

His dad shrugged. “Heard you were spending a lot of time with her.”

“Because of the Christmas events. These types of things don’t plan themselves.”

“I hear she’s pretty.”

“You seem to be hearing a lot of things.” He resisted the urge to shift the conversation to how Melody wasn’t the only one who was the object of speculation.

His dad actually chuckled a little, and it was so good to hear that Justin decided he’d take whatever teasing his dad could dole out then deal with Wes later. Because, no doubt, that was who’d been running his mouth.

He shifted his gaze at the sound of an approaching vehicle. His pulse jumped a bit when he recognized Melody’s little hatchback, but he did his best to not show any outward sign. His mood soured when he saw that Melody wasn’t driving, however. Instead, a young guy was at the wheel, and when he pulled to a stop at the curb, Melody hopped out and waved as the guy drove away.

Evidently the Peak View gossip didn’t travel as far as his office because he had no idea she was seeing someone. Maybe they even lived together. Damn it, why did he care? Hadn’t he told himself that being attracted to an employee was a bad idea anyway?

“That her?”

He glanced at his dad. “Yeah.”

His dad made a vague “huh” sound that Justin wasn’t able to interpret. Not that he had time because when Melody saw him, he waved her over.

“Hey,” she said as she drew close and darted a quick look toward his dad.

“Melody Shaw, this is my dad, Tom McQueen.”

Melody shook the hand his dad offered. “Nice to meet you, young lady.”

“You too, sir.”

“Now maybe my son will tell us what the devil we’re here for.”

Melody looked confused as she shifted her eyes to Justin.

“I had an idea last night, one I thought Dad could help out with.” He refocused on his dad, not wanting to think about all the questions running through his head about the guy Melody had been with. It wasn’t any of his business. “While the main Christmas week package is targeted toward singles, people who don’t have family to spend Christmas with, we’re having some events open to the public. I thought we could build a miniature Christmas village out here, something people could walk through while they sip their hot drinks, listen to carolers. Local craftspeople and artisans could dress up in costume and sell their wares.”

“Sounds like a ton of work,” his dad said. “Don’t you have enough planned already?”

Was this a voice of reason or his dad simply not wanting to be involved because he’d left holiday cheer in the rearview mirror?

“I think it sounds wonderful.”

Justin tried not to grin like a fool. The tone of Melody’s voice said all he needed to know—that she truly did like his idea.

She walked past him and scanned the lawn behind where he stood, evidently creating the village in her mind’s eye before turning back toward him and his dad.

“It has the potential to be a really great annual event, creating goodwill with the community while you host other events to draw guests from elsewhere. You know what they say, go big or go home.”

After a few more enthusiastic comments from Melody, his dad agreed to lead the maintenance staff in the building of the tiny village. Reluctantly, but he agreed.

“I’m going to draft your brother to help, too, whether he likes it or not,” his dad said as he headed back toward his truck.

“Good. He needs something to keep him out of trouble,” Justin replied with a little laugh.

But when he glanced back at Melody, his laugh faded. With an exciting new project to hopefully bring in more customers during a week when they usually weren’t at full occupancy, and his dad’s agreement to help hopefully keeping him away from self-destructive habits, Justin ought to be on top of the world. But questions about Melody’s companion plagued him. Questions he had no right to ask.

To keep from asking them anyway, he turned toward the lodge. Keeping any hint of feeling out of his voice, he said, “I’ve got some calls to make. Feel free to use the conference room this afternoon.”

Then without making eye contact with her, he walked away before he took leave of his senses and did something stupid that would torpedo the Old-Fashioned Christmas before they’d even celebrated Halloween.
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Was it her imagination or was Justin irritated? He’d seemed excited about his Christmas village idea, but as soon as his dad had taken his leave it was as if Justin’s mood did a screeching one-eighty. Nevertheless, she followed him into the resort’s lodge. His long strides took him farther away from her with each step, so she stopped trying to keep up. As he’d suggested, she veered into the conference room to tackle her to-do list while he retreated to his office.

But as she called local churches to arrange for carolers and researched the requirements for showing classic Christmas films in a public setting, her gaze kept lifting to the doorway. But Justin was never there. It remained empty until she looked up to see Nadine standing there instead.

“Hey, got a minute?” Nadine asked.

“Sure. Do you need the room?”

“No. You’re fine. I just wondered if you needed help with anything. I love Christmas, so I’d be happy to pitch in.”

“Do you have any ideas for who we could get to play Santa and Mrs. Claus?”

“I do, actually. My grandparents. I’ll give them a call and have them swing by.”

“Whenever is convenient. I don’t want them to have to make a special trip.”

“They go out to lunch every Wednesday anyway, so I’ll suggest they eat here and you can meet them. They’ve played Santa and Mrs. Claus in a few Christmas parades over the years.”

“Sounds great. My to-do list thanks you.”

“Anything else?”

With Justin playing hermit in his office, Melody decided to take Nadine up on her willingness to help. Partway through the afternoon, Erica joined them to pitch her ideas for holiday spa packages.

“Those sound so fabulous that I think I want to book one for every day,” Nadine said.

Melody couldn’t argue with that. An aromatherapy massage and facial sounded like pure heaven. As she imagined the scents of the season filling the peaceful environs of the spa, another idea came to her.

“What if we combined a spa package with lunch in the dining room?”

Erica nodded. “I like it.”

Melody picked up the phone and dialed the extension for the kitchen. A few minutes later, Colleen joined them, bearing a plate of petit fours.

“This is why you always make friends with the chef,” Nadine said as she picked an almond pound cake petit four from the plate. “Colleen, if I weren’t already married, I’d be tempted to propose. Brad might take exception to it, though.”

Melody laughed along with the rest of the women, and it felt remarkably good. She’d had powerful little to laugh about over the past couple of years. And she’d missed hanging out with girlfriends, laughing and enjoying decadent desserts that she’d spend the next week running off. Something lightened inside of her chest, as if a chunk of her loneliness was breaking off to be replaced by what could possibly be budding friendships.

“You look like you need one of these,” Colleen said, shoving the plate toward Melody.

“Don’t mind if I do.” She selected a beautiful lemon petit four and bit down. “Umm. Nadine might be married, but I’m not.”

Everyone was still laughing when Justin appeared in the doorway, causing an extra jolt to hit Melody’s heart.

“Is this a work meeting or a party?”

“Nothing says it can’t be both,” Erica said as she extended the plate to Justin.

Melody noticed he took one of the raspberry-flavored cakes. Did the man have any clue that he looked more delicious than anything even Colleen could create? She shook off those thoughts, knowing they couldn’t go anywhere.

“Though it might not sound like it, we have actually gotten a lot of work done,” she said.

“I’m calling it now,” Nadine said. “This is going to be a huge success and an annual event. Melody is being wasted on housekeeping.”

“I wouldn’t say that.” Melody didn’t like how that made her feel, even though she knew Nadine meant it as a compliment. But she thought about how hard she worked, how hard Lynn and her other co-workers in the housekeeping department worked to keep the place looking beautiful and inviting for the guests. She wished she could go back in time and double the tips she’d given to every housekeeper at every place she’d ever stayed.

“You know, Sandra’s position is still open,” Nadine continued.

“That it is.” Justin glanced at Melody and she forced herself not to react, though there was something in his gaze that made her want to squirm in her seat.

“You all are forgetting that I’m not qualified for something like that,” she said, the lie tasting bitter on her tongue.

“I think we have evidence to the contrary,” Erica said, gesturing toward the scattered papers and the tablet Nadine had retrieved from her office when they’d started brainstorming advertising ideas.

To try to divert the conversation, Melody checked the time. The afternoon had gone by so quickly. Time really did fly when you were having fun.

But allowing herself to even think about moving up to a position more in line with her experience wasn’t a good idea. It would just make her sad and angry because she couldn’t afford the kind of exposure that type of position would likely bring, even if it wasn’t on a national scale. The risk was just too great when she didn’t know the extent of Angelica’s reach or determination.

“Thanks for all your help,” she said to the other women as she stood. “My housekeeping cart awaits.”

She’d grown accustomed to her job, made a sort of peace with it. At least she had until she found herself standing with her hands on the handle of her cart filled with cleaning supplies. The wonderful buzz of brainstorming still filled her, and the last thing she wanted to do was scrub toilets and mop floors.

But it’s what paid her bills, what had allowed her the opportunity to work on the Christmas events in the first place. With a sigh, she backed the cart out of the storage room…and ran right into none other than Justin McQueen.

“Oh, I’m so sorry.” She spun toward him and found herself much too close, looking up at a face that took her breath away. Feeling his hands wrapped around her arms. But somehow she found the sense to step away, to put the cart between her and Justin. “I should have been looking where I was going.”

Either it was her imagination or Justin looked every bit as stunned by their unexpected contact as she was, but after a long moment he shook his head. “No harm done.”

“Can I help you with something?”

He smiled. “I’d say you’re already helping me plenty.”

She relaxed a little, though she still wondered why Justin was outside the housekeeping storage area.

He rested his hands on the opposite side of her cart. “But I was wondering if you might be interested in the events coordinator position.”

She couldn’t believe her ears. A part of her, a very big part, really wanted to say yes. But she remembered that her current position was better suited to staying out of the public eye. Now she wondered if she should have said no to working on the Christmas festivities at all, no matter how much she was enjoying it.

“That seems a bit premature, wouldn’t you say? The Christmas events could be a colossal flop.”

“You don’t really believe that.”

No, she didn’t, but then again she had no experience in the hospitality field, no first-hand knowledge of businesses in such a small locale that depended on summer tourists for the bulk of their revenue.

“Let’s just see how things go, okay?”

He appeared as if he wanted to press her for more of a commitment, but to his credit he simply nodded. “But when the Christmas week events are a huge success, promise me you’ll agree to discuss this again?”

“Okay.” Sure, she was kicking the proverbial can down the road, but he’d caught her off guard. Her life could totally change by then. But if she was still in Montana at Christmas, she at least now had a couple of months to figure out a way for her refusal of the position to be more permanent. And it was possible the event would indeed flop, and then Justin would be stupid to bring up the topic again.

“Well, I won’t hold you up any longer. Don’t want to get you in trouble with the boss.” He grinned before turning and retracing his steps down the hallway.

The sound of voices behind her made her realize she was still staring at Justin. She jerked her gaze away and pulled the cart the rest of the way through the doorway just as one of the waitresses from the restaurant walked by, giving Melody a curious look.

As soon as the other woman was out of sight, Melody took a moment to close her eyes and inhale a long, deep breath. Though Logan Springs was way more remote than anywhere she’d ever thought to live, now she was wondering if it would have been better if she’d been resettled in the back end of the Alaskan bush. Surely there she wouldn’t be dangerously attracted to her boss and aching to grab the most interesting professional opportunity her new life was likely to offer her.


Chapter Six


When Justin rolled up to his house after work, he noticed that his dad’s truck wasn’t there. Though he could literally be any number of places, including out on the ranch, Justin wondered if he was somewhere more likely to have poker chips or free-flowing beer. Wes didn’t appear to be around either, and Justin had zero interest in scrounging up dinner for himself. Instead, he turned around and headed right back toward the resort.

He told himself it was simply to get something to eat in the restaurant, that it had nothing to do with knowing that Melody was still in the building, but that wasn’t totally true. He wasn’t sure why, but something had changed that night in his office when she’d given him the idea for the Old-Fashioned Christmas. Maybe he’d seen her in a new light, or maybe she’d offered him something to focus on besides the trouble with his dad. Whatever had initiated it, he found himself more attracted to her each day. When he’d reached out to steady her when she’d collided with him, something damn near electric shot through his entire body.

But he had to be careful. If she didn’t reciprocate, he didn’t want her to feel threatened or pressured in any way. That shred of common sense had saved him earlier when he’d followed her to the storage room. At the last moment, he’d claimed he was there to ask her about the events coordinator position, but that hadn’t been the reason he’d shown up in time to get hit by her cart. A crazy part of himself he hadn’t known resided within him had planned to ask her out.

He made the turn back onto the highway and gripped the steering wheel harder. If he were smart, he’d go into town instead. This time of year, the restaurants, including his cousin Lena’s café, could use the business. But Lena was way too perceptive, and she’d know at first glance that something was bothering him and would make it her mission to get him to spill the beans. He was too tired to fend off her questions.

Maybe he needed to make time in his schedule to go on a date. But who in the world would he ask? It wasn’t as if Logan Springs was a single person’s playground. He’d only been on a few dates since Caroline had left town two years before, none of them repeats. Nothing had clicked, and he quite honestly got tired of trying.

But then along came Melody Shaw, and suddenly he wanted to try again. If only she didn’t work for him, he would have already asked her out.

As he parked in front of the lodge, he considered the wisdom of going back into the building. Chances were it would have been smarter to stay home, even if he only ate sliced cheese with crackers for dinner. Even so, he found himself stepping out of his truck and heading toward the restaurant and a hot dinner he didn’t have to cook.

“I thought you went home,” Colleen said as she met him on her way out.

“Decided not to torture my stomach with my own cooking tonight.”

A small grin tugged at the corner of her mouth. “This wouldn’t have anything to do with a certain housekeeper, would it?”

If he’d been eating in that moment, he would have no doubt choked. His brain frantically searched for an appropriate response.

“No, we don’t meet again until tomorrow.”

Colleen crossed her arms. “So you’re not interested in her?”

He forced himself to play dumb. “I mentioned the events coordinator position to her, but she said she didn’t want to discuss it until after Christmas.”

“Justin McQueen, that isn’t what I was talking about and you know it.”

He sighed and rested his hands on his hips. “Anything else would be inappropriate.”

“Why?”

“Because I’m her employer.”

Colleen rolled her eyes. “I didn’t say force her. You can politely ask her out, making it clear she’s under no obligation to say yes.”

“Not a good move when there’s no indication she reciprocates the interest.”

“Oh, there’s interest.”

There was? Damn if a shot of adrenaline didn’t race through his veins. And it must have shown on his face because he saw the wicked smile form on Colleen’s face before she laughed. Then she spun and threw a wave over her shoulder.

“See you tomorrow.”

She was going to drop a bomb like that then just laugh and walk away? With friends like that…

He shook his head and resumed his trek to the restaurant. After he got his dinner to go, he made his way back to his office. He didn’t see Melody anywhere, and that was for the best. The last thing he needed was to see her before he was able to expel the thoughts Colleen had put in his head.

As he ate, he dug into some of the never-ending work that landed on his desk. Running an operation as large as Peak View didn’t really make for a lot of free time. Before he realized it, his food was gone and several hours had passed. The yawn that overtook him was what prompted him to actually look at the clock on his computer. Time to really pack it in for the night. Hopefully his dad would be home, free from the scent of beer and cigarettes, and, if Justin was lucky, back to his old self. He wasn’t holding his breath, but he could hope.

As he exited the building, he was surprised to see Melody sitting on one of the benches out front. Her eyes widened when she noticed him.

“You’re here late again,” she said.

“Yes, my work continues to refuse to do itself.”

She smiled at that. “If you figure out how that works, let me know. And you can sell the secret for a pretty penny.”

“So are you waiting for your ride?”

“Yeah.”

He realized he’d hoped she would reveal details about the younger man he’d seen drop her off, but no such luck.

“Want some company while you wait?” What did he think staying would accomplish? If she was waiting for her boyfriend, did Justin think he’d intimidate the guy? And for what purpose? He wasn’t the type to try to steal another man’s girlfriend. But it was too late to take back his offer without drawing suspicion.

“You’ll be waiting a while. Marty had to work late.”

“Marty, that’s your boyfriend?”

She laughed at his question. “Heavens, no. He’s my neighbor. His car broke down and he works up in Livingston. Just helping him out.”

Justin did his best to not let his relief show. “That’s nice of you.”

She shrugged. “No big deal.”

“Well, there’s no sense in you sitting out here that long. I can give you a ride home.”

She looked startled by his offer. Was that a good or bad thing? Why wasn’t he better at reading women instead of evidently being hopeless in that area?

“I wouldn’t want to inconvenience you.”

“I don’t think a quick trip into town is exactly an inconvenience. But if it makes you uncomfortable, don’t feel pressured to accept.”

“It’s not that. I just…” She paused, then shivered as the breeze shifted. “On second thought, a ride would be nice. Thank you.”

He smiled. “You better get used to a little bit of chilly weather if you’re going to survive winter in Montana.”

She stood, pulling her purse onto her shoulder. “That obvious, huh?”

“I’ve seen it before, lots of times.”

“Did any of those people freeze solid?”

“Not that I’m aware of.” As he headed toward his truck, she fell into step beside him.

“So why did a Southern gal move to Montana?”

“Just ready for a change, and it’d be hard to find a place more beautiful.”

“That’s true. I feel fortunate to have grown up here.”

“I can’t imagine what that was like, living on this ranch your entire life. It’s like something out of a western.”

“You like westerns?” That surprised him for some reason, though he couldn’t say what he thought she might like instead.

“I used to watch them with my dad when I was growing up.”

He heard a familiar sadness in her voice. “He’s gone now?”

“Yes, both my parents.”

“Any siblings?” he asked as he opened the passenger door of his truck for her.

She slipped into the seat. “Nope, only child.”

“There were times I wish I’d been an only child.”

She smiled. “I heard the same from friends with siblings, but you’re lucky.”

This time he saw the sadness in her expression, loneliness. The reason she’d suggested an old-fashioned Christmas for people who’d be alone for the holiday made total sense now. She was alone in the world, in a new place where it could at times be hard to fit in. People in Logan Springs were used to the people who’d grown up in the area and tourists passing through. It wasn’t often that the permanent population went up.

As he made his way around the truck then climbed into the driver’s seat, he thought how nice it would be for the Christmas events to be a success not just for the Peak View’s finances but also for the woman who was putting so much effort into them. Again, something tickled his brain, telling him that there was more to Melody Shaw than her housekeeping uniform would indicate.

“So, where to?” he asked as he slid his key into the ignition.

She indicated that she lived in the small apartment complex in town. As he drove away from the resort, Colleen’s assertion that Melody was interested in him replayed in his head. Was he a complete fool for even entertaining the idea of asking her out on a date? The last thing he wanted to do was make her feel uncomfortable. And he sure didn’t want her to abandon working on the Christmas plans because of it.

“So what do you think of Logan Springs so far?”

“It’s nice,” she said. “Everyone’s been friendly.”

“It pays to be in a town that caters to tourists.”

“True, but they seem genuine. I think that Lottie, this lady who runs Second Time Around, was a Southerner in a previous life.”

“Oh, I know Lottie. But then it’s hard to not know most of the people in a town this size.”

“I suppose so.” She sounded as if she didn’t have a lot of experience in that area.

“Not used to small towns?”

“Not really. But at least there’s no rush-hour traffic here like there is in Little Rock.”

Her being from Arkansas explained the accent. But it wasn’t the type of stereotypical Southern accent so often shown in movies. Something about her sounded polished, which just served to make him more curious about her.

“No, but there are traffic jams in the park during the summer due to wildlife sightings.”

As they passed his stargazing spot, Melody pointed out the window. “I stopped here again the other night. It really is a great place to check out the stars. You forget how impressive the sky can be when you’re surrounded by artificial light all the time.”

“Yeah. One of the reasons I don’t think I could ever live in a city. Plus, too noisy.”

He glanced over in time to see her nod. “When I first moved here, I actually had a hard time sleeping because it was so quiet.”

He turned onto the highway and headed toward Logan Springs. “I guess every place has its pros and cons.”

“True.”

“Have you had the opportunity to do much exploring since you’ve been here?”

“I drove through the park one day, a few short walks along the river. I may have fallen in love with the little bakery in town. I swear they must put something addictive in everything they make.”

He laughed. “Yeah, it’s called sugar.”

“Well, it’s evil.”

“I’ll be sure to tell my cousin that.”

She glanced over at him, confusion on her face.

“My cousin Dinah owns it. Her sister, Lena, owns the Big Sky Café.”

“How many cousins do you have?”

“Four.”

“All local? And do they own all of downtown?” There was a hint of humor in her last question, for which he was glad. He knew that it could look as if his family did own all of Logan Springs to those looking for a reason to dislike the McQueens, but Melody, thank goodness, didn’t seem to be among them.

“Yes and no. Brandon runs a river outfitter, but Matt is a park ranger in Yellowstone.”

“How’d he swing getting posted so close to home?”

“He didn’t initially. He worked three other places before he got back here.”

The drive to Logan Springs was too short. This was the first time he’d felt as if Melody had relaxed around him, and he was already turning into the parking lot for her complex. Instead of just stopping long enough for her to get out, he pulled into an empty space and put the truck in park. He wasn’t even looking at her and he’d swear he could feel the tension make a reappearance. Maybe this was a mistake, the biggest he’d ever made. And yet…

“Well, thanks for the ride,” she said as she reached for the door handle.

“Can I ask you something?”

She paused and looked over at him. “Sure.”

“You’re under no obligation to say yes. It won’t affect your job at all. But I was wondering if you’d like to go out sometime.”

For a few seconds that seemed to stretch like taffy, she didn’t say anything, didn’t move. He was pretty sure she didn’t even blink. But then she lowered her gaze.

“I don’t think that’s a good idea.”

He sighed. “Because we work together.”

“Yeah. I like to keep my life simple, and that runs the risk of complications.”

She wasn’t wrong, but he felt more disappointed than he’d anticipated. But he was a man of his word and he’d never been one to press, not asking a woman out more than once. He wanted nothing to do with anyone playing hard to get, and he didn’t get the impression that’s what Melody was doing anyway. Even though he hadn’t known her long, she didn’t seem the type to play games. Not like some women he’d known and thankfully no longer had in his life.

“Okay. I’ll see you at work tomorrow.”

“It’s Saturday. I’m off on the weekends.”

“Oh, yeah. I lose track of the days sometimes. Monday, then.”

She nodded but hesitated for a moment before opening the door. “Thanks again for the ride.”

“Anytime. Have a good night.”

Not wanting her to think he was scary in any way, he left before he could even see which apartment was hers. All the way home he cursed himself for listening to Colleen. He could deal with rejection. He just hoped he hadn’t torpedoed Melody’s involvement with the Christmas plans while he was busy getting rejected.
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Melody’s blood was still humming when she shut her door behind her. Justin McQueen had asked her out, and there’d been a sizeable part of her that had wanted to say yes. What woman wouldn’t? He was handsome, nice, successful. What wasn’t to like?

She leaned her head back against the door and closed her eyes. If only she didn’t have to live a lie, she would have said yes in a hot second. But then, if she didn’t have to live the lie chances were she would have never met him.

Was work going to be super awkward now? She hoped not because she’d been enjoying going to work more in the past few days than she had in the previous six months. And it honestly wasn’t just because she got to see Justin. Though it was a job that had to be done and she did it to the best of her ability, janitorial work was killing part of her. The part that needed more of a challenge, some excitement, some creativity and the ability to help people. Since the moment she’d agreed to help Justin with the Christmas planning, that part of her had come alive again and she didn’t want to lose it.

She’d just play it cool, act as if he’d never asked her out. Taking a deep breath, she pulled out her phone and texted Marty that she’d gotten a ride home. Then she tossed the phone on the kitchen counter and grabbed a soda from the fridge. No need to worry about the caffeine because there was no chance she was going to sleep anytime soon, not with Justin’s words still banging around in her head.

She picked up the remote but hesitated, not wanting to risk seeing Angelica on TV again. Pacing the entirety of her apartment took about half a minute. After chugging a couple more swigs of her soda, she tried working on her latest refurbishing project—a chest of drawers she wanted to use to store her increasing collection of rehabbing supplies. But even that couldn’t hold her attention. Finally giving up distracting herself, she took a nice, long shower and went to bed. And proceeded to stare at the ceiling while imagining all the things that might have happened if she’d given Justin a different answer.
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Though she’d been convinced she’d never fall asleep, Melody did at some point. She distinctly remembered seeing three a.m. come and go, but her fatigue must have finally pulled her under. Consequently, she now had less time than she’d planned to go in search of a present for Lynn’s daughter and make it to the birthday party. She considered calling to say she couldn’t attend, but she’d already bailed on one potential relationship. Fostering a friendship with Lynn seemed way less dangerous than indulging in anything more than a working relationship with Justin.

She shoved away the memory of him asking her out and headed downtown. Thankfully, Marty didn’t have to work today and her car was her own again. If she knew her neighbor at all, he’d stayed up late and was going to sleep half the day away.

Having not ever met Lynn’s daughter, she hadn’t a clue what the girl liked. She was crossing her fingers that something affordable would jump out at her. After browsing through a couple of the shops on Main Street, the ones targeting tourists, she inevitably found herself on her favorite street in town. Alpine Street was filled with antique shops, junk stores and places like Lottie’s that fell somewhere in between.

“There’s my favorite customer,” Lottie called out the moment Melody walked in, causing the little bell above the door to jingle. “Got that chest of drawers done already?”

Melody shook her head as she approached the counter. “No, I’m in need of a birthday present for a seven-year-old girl and I’m afraid I’m clueless.”

“Well, you know what I always say.”

“That you’ve got something for everyone.”

Lottie motioned toward the vast array of items filling the shop, literally to the ceiling in some spots. “Take a gander. If you decide you still need help, holler.”

Melody couldn’t help but smile. Hearing Lottie’s accent made her happy and homesick at the same time. Though the homesickness wasn’t quite as acute as it’d been the first time she’d wandered in and met the other woman.

She headed off into the heart of the store, trying to put herself in the mind of a seven-year-old girl. What did kids even like now? She hadn’t been around many in recent years other than the occasional interaction with an employee’s child or during company-sponsored events. She hadn’t even really given much thought to children of her own. Work had always seemed uppermost in her mind, and there’d never been a romantic relationship serious enough to cause her to consider long-term commitment and starting a family.

As she meandered, she spotted the occasional antique toy but was aware enough that Jessie likely wouldn’t be a fan. The appreciation for older things came with age. Seven years old wasn’t that age.

But then she spotted a small wooden box about the size of a lunch box. Someone had painted it a pale pink and added “My treasures” on the top in a flowing black script. What little girl didn’t have treasures she wanted to save? Melody smiled as she remembered some of her own, things that would only have meaning to her. A pretty, smooth rock she’d found in the creek when her family had visited the Smoky Mountains in Tennessee, one of those little valentine cards from a boy she’d liked in third grade, a shamrock necklace she’d won during a school carnival that ended up turning her neck nearly as green as a real clover.

“Whose birthday is it?” Lottie asked as she came near to add a small lamp to a nearby table.

“The daughter of a co-worker.”

“It’s good you’re making friends, settling in.”

Melody stared at Lottie, wondering what had made her make such a comment.

“Don’t look so surprised,” Lottie said. “Nobody comes into my store as often as you do who has a boatload of friends to hang out with.”

“I happen to like your store.”

“And I’m glad you do, but you forget that I was once the newbie transplant in town, too. I know how hard it is to wedge oneself into a place where everyone knows everyone and they all grew up together. Most of them anyway.”

“Why did you move here?”

“Let’s just say I was ready for a big change that was far away from South Carolina. I came out here to work in the park one summer and never left. Had some pretty lean years, but I was determined to make it work.”

It sounded as if Lottie had been running from something as well. Seemed the West was still the place people went when they wanted to start over.

“Want me to wrap that for you?” Lottie asked, suddenly changing topic and nodding toward the pink box.

“Please.” Melody followed as Lottie made her way back toward the front counter. As she passed a table full of boxes of jewelry, she noticed a necklace with—no lie—a little green four-leaf clover. It was so startling to see after she’d just remembered her shamrock necklace that it almost seemed like a sign. She didn’t typically believe in such things, but she grabbed it nonetheless.

“Well, that didn’t last long,” Lottie said when Melody placed the necklace on the counter. “Just got that at an estate sale yesterday.”

“It’s not really my style, but it sort of called to me.”

“And who among us couldn’t use a bit of luck?”

Melody smiled, thinking that it was going to take a lot more than any luck afforded by a necklace for her to have any hope of reclaiming her life. No, she needed to stop thinking like that. It would just lead to more heartbreak if Angelica never slipped up and gave the feds a reason to arrest her, some evidence that she was working with members of her crime family.

Even if that happened, it might not be enough for Melody to be safe to emerge from hiding from the Stenovia family—which had long arms, lots of eyes and a penchant for disappearing people even if no one could ever prove it. Angelica’s downfall might never happen, so she had to get on with the business of living her new life. And if a little clover necklace made her feel a tad more ready to do that, it was money well spent.


Chapter Seven


Melody expected to see little girls in princess dresses bouncing around Lynn’s house, hopped up from too much sugar. What greeted her was an array of superheroines in costume.

“What, you didn’t expect Supergirl to greet you at the door?” Lynn asked as she walked up behind the cape-wearing child.

“I was expecting tiaras and princess dresses.”

When the little blonde Supergirl made a face of disgust at the very idea, Melody couldn’t help but laugh.

“Jessie, this is my friend from work, Melody.”

Jessie smiled, waved and said, “Hello,” before running off to join a miniature Wonder Woman, Batgirl, Scarlet Witch and a few others Melody didn’t recognize.

“I should have told you,” Lynn said. “Jessie is more comic books and less princesses in towers.”

“And I see the crowd is giving equal time to both DC and Marvel.”

“Well, you’re already ahead of me because I don’t know which is which.”

Melody caught herself before she let slip that she’d had a lot of years of training by watching the DragonCon parade weave its way through downtown Atlanta, right past the Redmond Pharmaceuticals headquarters.

“I like a good movie where the women kick butt, too.”

“Amen to that,” Lynn said as she ushered Melody inside the small, modest house. “I could use some super powers about right now.”

“Is something wrong?”

Lynn waved away the question. “You didn’t come here to hear me whine and moan.”

“I believe I came here to help you stay sane and eat cake.”

“True.” She motioned for Melody to follow her into the kitchen. “Though if we sneak any of this cake before the birthday girl, I might be disowned by my daughter.”

“Then I guess you have time to tell me what’s bothering you.”

Lynn sighed. “This calls for an adult beverage.”

Melody took a seat on a barstool as Lynn poured them both a glass of pinot grigio.

Lynn sat on another stool and glanced toward the living room before saying, “It’s Jessie’s father. Not only did he claim he forgot her birthday, but he also has conveniently forgotten his child support payments for the past three months.”

“I’m sorry.”

Lynn shrugged. “It comes as no surprise, but I still feel like my hair is going to catch fire every time I hear another one of his pathetic excuses.”

“Is there anything I can do to help?”

“Know any hit men?”

Melody’s chest tightened, the panic of that day she’d been shot at swamping her.

“Oh, honey,” Lynn said as she placed her hand on Melody’s arm. “I’m just kidding. Man, the look on your face.”

That remembered fear, the knowledge that someone had tried to kill her, wasn’t easy to shake off.

“Nothing Steve has done is bad enough to warrant anything like that. He’s just so darn frustrating.” Lynn pointed toward the squealing coming from the living room. “But those girls in there are more mature and responsible than he is. I blame his mother. She babied him, still does. What he needs is a good kick up the posterior.”

Melody managed to smile at that even though the chills running down her back still lingered.

Jessie and a couple of her cohorts ran into the kitchen. “Can we have cake now, Mom?”

“That sounds like a good idea,” Lynn said, giving Melody a wink.

Melody’s mood lifted when the kitchen was invaded by half a dozen chattering, costumed girls. As Lynn handed out cake and ice cream, Melody listened as the girls exchanged thoughts on which superheroine was strongest, which houses gave out the best candy at Halloween, and how a boy named Dillon at their school was so mean he was destined to grow up to be a supervillain. As they started tossing out possible villain names for him, Melody darn near choked on her cake.

“They certainly have big imaginations,” she said when Lynn finally rejoined her at the bar.

“You have no idea. I feel like one day I’m going to wake up and they will have taken over the world, their own all-girl crime-fighting team.”

“Well, good for them. We need more women running things.”

“I’ll drink to that.” Lynn took a big swig of her wine.

The kids made quick work of their cake then sped out into the backyard to stage a mock battle. Melody tried to remember when she was that happy and carefree.

“So no more about the men in my life. I want to hear about yours,” Lynn said.

Melody schooled her face before she turned toward Lynn. “What?”

“All that time you’re spending with Justin McQueen is causing quite the buzz around the resort. What tantalizing things are happening over there in the executive wing?”

Melody lifted a brow. “You mean besides deciding who will play Santa and Mrs. Claus during the Christmas week festivities?”

“Oh, come on, I’ve seen how you look at him, and word is there have been some looks going the other way, too. So I think I deserve the scoop. Or do I need to ply you with more wine to get the good stuff?”

Melody sighed and redirected her attention toward the sliding glass door that led into the backyard. What she wouldn’t give for a cape and the ability to fly away right that moment.

“Come on. I can almost see the thoughts spinning in your head.”

“He asked me out.” She should have kept that tidbit to herself, but she realized how desperately she wanted a girlfriend to talk to so she wasn’t just trapped with conversations with herself in her head.

“What!?” Lynn knocked over her glass in her excitement, spilling wine across the countertop. “Oh, crap.”

Melody grabbed a handful of Supergirl napkins and tossed them atop the spill. Lynn hopped up, quickly cleaned up the mess, then stood across from Melody.

“Tell me everything.”

Melody considered the wisdom of sharing more with Lynn. After all, she didn’t know her that well. What if she gossiped to everyone at work? Spread it all over town? But she was so tired of holding in every single thought and feeling for fear that Jane and Angelica’s goons would somehow find her and finish the job they started.

“There’s not much to tell. He asked me out. I said no.”

“Why would you do that?”

“Because he’s my boss, for one. And I’m not looking to get involved with anyone.” She tried not to think about how that could lead to a lonely existence. No, she didn’t need a man to be complete, but keeping a wall around herself and not even entertaining the idea of dating caused an ache in her chest.

“Honestly, one of the most eligible bachelors in the county—probably the state—asks you out and you’re like, ‘Nah, I’ll pass.’ Did you fall off a horse onto your head?”

“It’s not as simple as you make it out to be.”

“Why not?”

“I just don’t want to get involved with anyone right now.”

Lynn shook her head. “You’re not interested in him at all?”

“He’s nice, and I appreciate the opportunity to work on the Christmas events, but that’s it.” No matter how much a part of her might wish that she could at least examine if there could be more. There was an appeal to fully immersing herself in her new identity, going about her new life collecting fulfilling relationships of all kinds. But she just couldn’t get past the lying. Yes, she was here forming a budding friendship with Lynn, but that wasn’t the same as a romantic relationship.

“Well, I might think you’re a little crazy, but I’m not exactly the best authority on men.”

“Your ex should have his wages garnished.”

Lynn just laughed. “It’s hard to garnish something that doesn’t exist.”

“He doesn’t work?”

“On occasion, but he gets paid under the table.”

Melody had the urge to find this guy and jerk a knot in his tail. Or give him a good, swift kick in the ass. Honestly, it was as if some guys thought women produced the children all on their own.

Talk of men fell away as the girls came swarming back inside insisting it was time to open presents.

“I’m not sure mine is going to go over well,” Melody said to Lynn. “It might be too, um, pink.”

“She’s not opposed to pink. As she likes to say, ‘It’s just a color, Mom.’”

Melody smiled. “Blink a few times and your daughter is going to be running the world.”

“Good! Maybe I can kick back and get a weekly massage from a hunky masseuse then. Erica really should get some gorgeous guys to work in the spa.”

The unwrapping of gifts commenced with much squealing and jumping up and down. Melody found herself oddly nervous when Jessie got to her present.

“If you don’t like it, I’m sure you can exchange it for something else.”

But Jessie’s grin when she saw the box caused warmth to spread through Melody.

“Awesome!” Jessie said. “I can keep all my cards in here.”

Melody thought Jessie meant her birthday cards, but then she saw the look on Lynn’s face. There was such heartfelt love for her child there. Lynn noticed Melody watching her.

“She’s kept every card I’ve ever made her,” Lynn said.

“They’re pretty. Would you like to see?” Jessie asked.

“Sure.”

When Jessie returned bearing a shoebox, Melody expected to see construction paper cards with simple drawings and sweet words. What she saw were a wide assortment of gorgeous, three-dimensional cards, all of which obviously took a good bit of time, care and talent to construct. She glanced over at Lynn.

“You made these?”

“Yeah. It’s fun. I always liked art class in school.”

“These are beautiful. You should totally start a business making these.”

Lynn scoffed at that. “They’re just cards.”

“Which you could get good money for.” To prove her point, Melody retrieved her phone and pulled up a sample online shop with handcrafted greeting cards.

“People will pay that for a card when they can get them at the store for a lot cheaper?”

“These,” Melody said, placing her finger on a card that had a collection of little colorful birds sitting on a wire and sliding it toward Lynn, “have a lot more heart and soul than anything mass produced.”

Lynn shook her head. “I wouldn’t even know where to start.”

“I can help you.”

Lynn gave her a curious look that made Melody fear she’d given too much away.

“You have experience with this kind of thing?”

“No, but how hard could it be?”

It wasn’t exactly a lie. Even though one of her friends back in Atlanta crafted the most heavenly scented candles and sold them online via the same platform she’d just showed Lynn, Melody hadn’t had anything to do with the setting up of her shop. Sure, she’d given her some marketing tips, but that was different.

“I suppose it couldn’t hurt to try.”

A new wave of excitement rushed through Melody. This combination of helping others and innovative business thinking was definitely the kind of thing that made her feel alive, as if she was living her true purpose. First Justin and his need for a new event to bring in customers, and now helping a single mom with a cute kid and a deadbeat ex. Life in Logan Springs was giving her more to look forward to than she could have ever imagined.

As the girls played and then settled in to watch a movie, Lynn and Melody got to work. By the time Melody said she needed to head home, Lynn not only had an online shop with a cute logo but also several items listed for sale based on the cards that Jessie had saved over the years. And Jessie’s precious collection had migrated from the shoebox to the treasure box Melody had bought her. When Jessie gave her a big hug, Melody had to unexpectedly bite her lip to keep it from trembling. It made her realize how long it’d been since anyone had touched her in any sort of affectionate way. She hugged Jessie back, soaking up the feeling like a desert soaking up rain.

Lynn accompanied Melody to the front door. “Thank you, for everything.”

“It’s nothing. I mean, you gave me cake, ice cream and wine.”

“Your help means more than you can imagine,” Lynn said, more serious than usual. “I would have never thought of launching my own business. And even if the thought had crossed my mind, I doubt I would have made the leap.”

“Well, I’m glad I was here to give you a push.”

“Right off the cliff,” Lynn said with a smile. “Now it’s my turn. If Justin McQueen ever asks you out again, say yes. I don’t care what’s in your past that’s making you believe you can’t.”

Melody’s mouth fell open in shock before she could stop it, but she tried to pretend it hadn’t.

“You don’t have to tell me,” Lynn said. “Everyone is entitled to their secrets. But there’s more to you than you want people to see.”

Melody shifted her weight, wanting to flee out the door.

“Don’t worry. I won’t say anything to anyone. You’re just a good person, so you deserve to be happy.”

“I’m happy.”

“Part of you is happy, the part that likes to work on things like Christmas events and launching online businesses. A bigger part looks sad when you don’t even realize it.”

Lynn was getting way too close to the truth, as in trampling all over the top of it. “I’m fine. Thanks again for inviting me. I had a nice time.”

Lynn didn’t press any further, instead giving Melody a quick hug and saying she’d see her at work Monday. Melody forced herself to walk at a normal pace to her car and maintain the speed limit on the way home. It wasn’t until she was in the confines of her apartment that the full impact of Lynn’s words hit her. She might be taking steps toward accepting her new life, finding moments of happiness, but she was a long way from completely happy, from living a full, rich life that didn’t have a cloud of loneliness and loss hanging over it.

She thought about what Lynn had said, that if Justin asked her out again that she should say yes. Even though she knew in her core that it would be wrong to do so, would make any lies she had to tell even harder to forgive, she couldn’t deny that a part of her wanted to do exactly as Lynn suggested, consequences be damned.
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Justin looked up from where he was cleaning his saddle with leather conditioner to find his brother Wes coming into the barn.

“Look who’s playing hooky,” Wes said, then grinned.

“I don’t live at the resort, you know.”

“Could have fooled me. And I hear that you’ve got even more of a reason to work late these days.”

Justin knew exactly what Wesley’s teasing tone was getting at, but he wasn’t about to acknowledge it. “The Christmas events will take a lot of work, but if all goes as planned it’ll be a boon to the resort’s bottom line.”

“Doesn’t hurt that your co-organizer is pretty either.”

Justin sighed. “Does everyone not have anything better to do than gossip, especially when there’s nothing to gossip about?”

“Are you sure about that?”

“Positive.”

“Whatever you say, big brother.”

Justin kept his attention on his work as Wes led his horse, Hercules, out of his stall and set about saddling the big bay.

“So, if this Christmas stuff isn’t going to get you a date, at least it’s giving Dad something to do other than go gamble his money away,” Wes said.

Justin’s hand stilled atop his saddle. How much did his brother know? How much had Parker told him? How much had he just guessed but guessed accurately?

“That’s my hope. I keep thinking he’ll come out of this dark place he’s in.”

Any hint of teasing slipped away from Wes’s face. “Me, too. But, damn, if I loved a woman the way he loved Mom, I can’t imagine what it’d be like to lose her. I mean, it’s awful enough losing Mom.”

Though the sound of their mother’s voice had begun to fade from Justin’s memory, in that moment he remembered it clearly and experienced a sharp pain in his chest.

“Makes you wonder whether it’s worth it,” he said.

“Falling in love?”

Justin nodded.

“Yeah. Maybe casual relationships are the way to go.”

But the sound of that rang hollow to Justin, no matter how much sense it might make after seeing the type of grief his father had endured, was still enduring. He wasn’t like his brother, able to amble from one woman to the next.

“But you haven’t even had one of those in a good long while,” Wes said, not totally giving up his original topic of conversation.

“And you seem to think I should ask out an employee.”

“Maybe. Or at least somebody. You haven’t done more than have a drink with someone since Caroline left town.”

“Can’t say I was anxious to get back into the dating scene after the way that turned out.”

“That’s exactly why you should go out, have some fun—to forget her.”

“It’s not like I sit around thinking about her.” Honestly, he couldn’t remember the last time he’d given more than a passing thought to his ex-girlfriend or her reaction when she figured out he wasn’t ready to get married. She’d shown her true colors then.

“Good. Because that woman wanted to marry your bank account and not you.”

“Gee, thanks. I feel like such a catch now.” Though Wes’s assessment was spot-on.

Wes shrugged. “What are the odds you’d get a gold digger twice in a row?”

Melody didn’t strike him as one, especially when she’d refused to go out with him, but how could he know for sure? After all, she wasn’t likely a woman of means if she was working a housekeeping job and lived in a small apartment. Still, no matter that he hadn’t known her long, she just didn’t seem like the type.

“Well, if I attract more than one, I’m officially going to die an old, cranky bachelor.”

Wes laughed. “I’m picturing you as our family’s version of Clive Dunbar.”

“My future keeps getting brighter by the minute.” Clive Dunbar was ninety if he was a day, drove the same old pickup that Justin had seen him driving his entire life, and had an opinion on everything whether you wanted to hear it or not. Justin was pretty sure that the word cantankerous was invented to describe him.

“I hear a good woman can keep you from becoming a crusty old fart.”

“You were a pest when you were a kid, and some things never change.”

Wes just grinned wider, as if he was fulfilling his greatest purpose in life.

But after his kid brother rode out to check on some repairs being made to some fencing on another part of the ranch, Justin couldn’t stop thinking about how he might end up alone if he wasn’t careful. And he honestly couldn’t decide whether that would be better than the possibility of loving and losing someone as his dad had. He wouldn’t wish that kind of grief on anyone, the kind that made a person search for anything to dull the pain and make him forget. But there was a glimmer of hope in that his dad seemed at least interested in helping out in the building of the small Christmas village. Maybe if he could keep his dad busy with that and other projects, he’d finally leave his self-destructive tendencies behind him and really start to live again.

Justin decided if he still believed in Santa Claus, that would be the only item on his Christmas list. Or maybe he’d ask for two things. Melody Shaw changing her mind about going out with him wouldn’t be a half-bad gift either.


Chapter Eight


Five days. That’s how long it had been since Melody had seen or talked to Justin. She didn’t think it was a coincidence that it’d also been five days since he’d asked her out and she’d declined. She continued to come in early and work on the Christmas events, each day wondering if she was on the verge of being fired. Justin had said there was no pressure, that she was under no obligation to say yes to a date, but still she worried. If she lost her job, she had no idea what her next step would be, especially during the slow season when there weren’t as many service industry jobs available. And her fabricated background didn’t make her look qualified for any higher-level positions, even if she decided to go that route.

She took a big swig of her coffee as she walked toward the building where the pieces for the Christmas village were being built. The sounds of hammering and a saw meeting wood greeted her as she approached, and the first person she saw when she entered the open double doorway was Justin’s dad. He sat on a bench holding his own coffee cup and rubbing his temples.

When he finally noticed her, the tinge of red in his eyes and the fatigue she saw on his face told her he’d had a rough night. She’d swear he looked older than he had only a few days ago. She knew he was still grieving his wife, but she also recognized the signs of someone who’d been drinking too much. One of her college suite-mates had suffered from a drinking problem, and she’d eventually ended up in rehab. Her heart hurt for Mr. McQueen that he might be trying to drink away his sorrow. It wouldn’t work. The night after her father’s funeral, she’d tried it herself. The only thing it had done was make her feel like she’d died, too.

Now, she didn’t touch anything more than the occasional single glass of wine, afraid she’d lose her head and let the truth spill out. No happy, relaxing buzz was worth that.

“Justin send you to check up on us?” Mr. McQueen asked as he stood.

The question surprised her, not only because she heard a hint of bitterness in it but also because he didn’t seem to know that Justin wasn’t at the lodge. Odd since she’d heard Justin and Wes both lived with their father. That living situation might seem odd to some, but it made total sense to her. After all, the house was large and all three men worked on the Peak View lands. From what she’d seen, she’d venture a guess the McQueen men mainly used the house as a place to sleep anyway. Why pay for three separate houses just to sleep and shower?

“No, I haven’t seen him today,” she said in response to Mr. McQueen’s question.

He shook his head. “Sorry. This headache is making me cranky.”

“No worries. So how is the work going? I loved the sketches I saw of your ideas.”

His face brightened a bit at her praise, and she was surprised by how happy that made her. She barely knew the man, but she was acquainted with the black hole of depression grief could pull you into. Maybe a kind word here and there could help Mr. McQueen find his way out.

“I’m not much of an artist, but I’ve been working with my hands for as long as I can remember.”

He led her back to a couple of long workbenches where several large pieces of wood had been cut into recognizable pieces—the front of a gingerbread house, a candy cane and a Christmas present.

“We’ll get everything cut and then we’ll start painting,” he said.

“Sounds great. Well, I don’t want to keep you. I was just curious and had a few minutes before I have to go in.” She turned and headed toward the exit, Mr. McQueen accompanying her.

“Can I ask you a question?”

She halted and turned toward him. “Of course.”

“You work in housekeeping, right?”

She’d expected him to ask about the project, but his actual question made warning flags start to flutter inside her.

“That’s right.”

“So how’d you get roped into this?”

She answered as honestly as she could, leaving out the part where she was insanely attracted to his son. That part would be unprofessional and feed what she thought was a touch of suspicion in the older man’s eyes. She couldn’t blame him. With her background, she couldn’t honestly say she hadn’t been the target of a few guys who perhaps were more interested in the dollar signs attached to her name than they were in her as a person.

“I resisted at first, but I’m glad I gave in because I’ve really been enjoying it. I think it’s going to be a great week of activities.”

“Was the idea to target single people your idea or Justin’s?”

“Mine.”

“Oh.” That seemed to surprise him, and she wondered if he thought his sons were trying to get him to move on from his grief by finding another woman. She’d seen no evidence of that, but it wasn’t as if she was privy to all of the McQueens’ private affairs. “Why?”

She glanced out the doorway when a couple of the ranch hands rode by. “I guess it was on my mind since I lost my father a couple of years ago and didn’t have anyone to spend holidays with anymore.”

“I’m sorry about your dad.”

She swallowed against the lump that always formed when she thought about how very alone she was now. “Thank you. And I’m very sorry about your wife. I know it’s not easy.”

He pressed his lips together and gave a quick nod. Not wanting to make him more uncomfortable, she made a quick exit and headed back toward the lodge. She hoped she hadn’t made a mistake by mentioning Mrs. McQueen’s passing. Everyone dealt with grief in different ways, some wanting to talk about the person they’d lost in order to still feel close to them and others wanting to avoid the topic in hopes they could also avoid the pain.

As she walked through the service entrance at the back of the lodge, she tried not to think that she’d inadvertently given Justin another reason to ax her. She forcefully shifted her thoughts to the items on her to-do list for the day. As she considered what to tackle first, she rounded the corner into the executive wing and nearly ran right into Justin.

She pulled up short. “Oh, hey.”

“Hey.” He looked as if he didn’t know whether he should maintain eye contact, and he took a step backward.

She used her thumb to point back over her shoulder. “I just talked to your dad. Looks like the Christmas village prep is coming along nicely.”

“He’s down there?” Justin sounded surprised as he looked past her as if he could see through the walls of the building to where his dad was working.

“Yes, though he looked…tired.” She probably shouldn’t have said anything, but there was a part of her that wanted to help Justin and his dad on a personal level. She knew the storm of emotions they were going through, and things weren’t going to be helped if Mr. McQueen was dealing in a self-destructive way.

“Um, yeah. He’s had trouble sleeping since my mom died.”

Melody didn’t doubt the truth of that, but her instincts said more was going on. And that Justin obviously didn’t want to reveal whatever that might be.

“Losing close family members is hard. I had a lot of nights like that myself after my dad passed.”

Justin took a breath and on the exhale she saw some of the tension in his body relax.

“When did things change for you?”

“I won’t lie and say the pain totally goes away because it doesn’t, but it gradually becomes bearable and little by little you get back to normal life.” Or as normal a life as circumstances allowed. “I know this isn’t what you want to hear, but the timetable is different for everyone. I loved my father dearly, but I doubt it’s the same as being in love with someone, having shared a life with that person for years.”

Justin’s gaze met hers, and her breath caught wondering what a life with him might be like. She broke eye contact, but she couldn’t slow down her racing heart as easily.

“I better get to work,” she said and started to move past him toward the conference room.

“Melody.”

She stopped, soaking up the sound of him saying her name though she knew it wasn’t wise. She needed to have no reaction at all to something so simple. Trying not to let her feelings show on her face, she turned back toward him.

“We’re okay, aren’t we?”

His question surprised her, and she couldn’t help the nervous laugh that slipped out.

“I can’t believe you’re worried about that, especially since I’ve been coming in the past several days thinking I might find myself without a job—either one of them.”

Justin’s eyes widened a fraction. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to leave you with that impression.”

She shook her head. “Honestly, you didn’t. It was just my imagination getting the better of me, expecting the worst.”

He appeared as if he was going to step closer to her but stopped himself. For a moment, she wished he hadn’t. Against all common sense, she longed to know what it felt like to be held in his arms.

“If you no longer feel comfortable working with me on the Christmas events, I understand.”

She honestly couldn’t face losing that part of her life right now, and it only partly had to do with being near Justin. “If it’s okay with you, I’d like to continue. I’m really enjoying it.”

A small smile tugged at the edges of his mouth, as if he wasn’t sure if he should give it free rein. “I’m glad to hear it.”

The way he looked at her, she got the distinct impression he was glad for more than reasons pertaining to all the work it would take to pull off the Old-Fashioned Christmas week. And if she was being honest, she didn’t mind one bit.
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Once they moved past the initial awkwardness after Justin had asked her out and she’d refused, Melody was amazed how well they worked together. Their skills seemed to complement each other, and by the end of the week they had crossed an amazing number of items off the to-do list with the help of several other Peak View employees. But even as they completed tasks, more got added to the list as other activities or specials popped into someone’s head. Thankfully, Christmas fever seemed to be spreading around the resort and across the ranch as new pairs of hands offered to help.

Still, by the time the weekend rolled around, Melody was ready for a break. After a leisurely Saturday morning lounging around her apartment in her pajamas, she got dressed and headed over to Lottie’s. She’d spotted a set of ornate drawer pulls there that she now realized were perfect for the chest she’d refinished.

As she stepped into the store, she was surprised to see Lottie sitting in a cushy chair with a cup of coffee in her hands. Melody was pretty sure she’d never seen the woman off her feet before.

“Morning, hon,” Lottie said.

“Hey, are you okay?”

“Pulled a muscle in my back trying to get a box off a shelf last night. My body’s getting older, but my mind is resisting that truth.”

Melody realized that she’d never seen another person working in the shop. It was always Lottie there to greet her, help her find the perfect project, taking her money at the counter.

“You need some help here.”

“I’d offer you a job, but I hear you have your hands full these days. Although I suppose working alongside that hunky Justin McQueen can’t be too much of a hardship.” Lottie’s mischievous grin kept Melody from being too annoyed.

“We’re just working together, nothing more.”

“Well, that makes me sad. You two would look great together.”

“He’s my boss, Lottie.”

“As long as things are consensual…”

Melody rolled her eyes and walked toward where she’d seen the white wooden drawer pulls carved into intricate floral designs. When she saw they were still where she’d last seen them, she scooped them up and headed back toward the front.

“I know you’re right,” Lottie said as if there hadn’t been a break in the conversation. “I need some help. Know anyone in the market for a job who’d be trustworthy and reliable?”

Melody started to say no, but then a possibility occurred to her. “I actually might. Can you hold off on hiring anyone until I can check with my neighbor? He works up in Livingston now, but he doesn’t have what one would call a reliable car. I think he’d be better off with something local.”

“Sure. I don’t exactly have customers arriving in droves this time of year.”

“I’ll ask him today and let you know. In the meantime, is there anything I can do for you?”

“No, sweetie. I’m good.” Lottie motioned toward the drawer pulls. “Don’t worry about paying for those right now. I’m pretty sure I’ll see you again, and we’ll just settle up then.”

“Are you sure?”

Lottie nodded. “I’m too busy communing with my heating pad at the moment.”

After leaving Lottie’s, Melody decided to treat herself to lunch from the Big Sky Café. She remembered how Justin had told her one of his cousins owned the place, though she had no idea what the woman looked like. But when she walked up to the counter to order, she decided the pretty brunette with her hair pulled up into a high ponytail must be Lena. She seemed of a similar age to Justin and his brothers, and there was something about her eyes that said “McQueen.”

“What can I get for you?”

Melody glanced at the board listing the day’s specials. “I’ll take the soup and sandwich special to go.” As the woman Melody assumed was Lena started to turn away, Melody said, “Actually, make that two specials.”

“You got it.”

Melody slid onto a stool to wait for her order, keeping her back to the midday diners. Despite her efforts to change her looks, she still worried that she’d cross paths with someone who recognized her. The ironic thing was that had it not been for Jane’s trial and the subsequent attempt on Melody’s life, most people wouldn’t recognize her. How many people walking around had any idea who the head of pharmaceutical companies were?

“You’re the one working with Justin, right?”

Melody looked up from where she’d been perusing the little local newspaper, one that would fit onto the front page of the Atlanta Journal-Constitution.

“Yes, I work at the lodge.”

“I meant on the Christmas programming. Heard about it through the family grapevine. I’m Lena, Justin’s cousin.”

Did everyone in town know about what they were planning and that Justin was working with one of his housekeepers on the project? So much for staying under the radar.

“Nice to meet you.” She extended her hand for a shake. “Melody Shaw.”

“It sounds as if you all are planning a great event. Hopefully the guests will make it into town, too.”

“I’m sure we can put together a packet of information about what’s available in Logan Springs. Maybe some special events in town or a coupon booklet with discounts at various businesses.”

Lena smiled. “Nadine was right. You do have a talent for coming up with spur-of-the-moment ideas.”

“She said that?”

“Indeed she did.”

Melody couldn’t deny that it felt good to have her talents recognized even in this new life she was leading. It wasn’t the same as getting her old life back, but it was something.

“How about I ask around to the other business owners in town and see what we can come up with?” Lena asked.

“That sounds great.”

As she left the café with her order, Melody tried not to panic that maybe the Christmas project was getting bigger and more complicated than she’d bargained for when she’d agreed to help Justin. But there was nothing she could do about it now. There was no going backward with things already under way, and she’d already told Justin she wanted to stay on board. Abandoning ship now would cause more questions—and potentially more exposure—than staying the course.

As she drove the short distance back to the apartments, the leaden sky that had been threatening rain all day finally fulfilled its promise. When she parked in her usual space, she cursed the fact she hadn’t thought to bring her umbrella. The rain didn’t look as if it would let up anytime soon and her stomach was already growling, so she grabbed the bag of food and raced across the parking lot and up the steps to the second floor.

She huddled below the narrow overhang as she knocked on Marty’s door. He had to be home because he still didn’t have his car back from the shop, unless he was walking around town in the rain. She hadn’t seen him, so she was pretty sure he was on the other side of the door. It opened right as she’d lifted her hand to knock again.

She lifted the bag. “I brought lunch.”

He looked at her as if she’d concussed herself.

“I have something to ask you. Can I come in?”

For some reason, Marty looked unsure.

“Oh, unless you’re not alone.” She’d never seen Marty with a woman. Or anyone, for that matter. He was honestly a lot like her in that he kept to himself for the most part.

He didn’t look thrilled, but Marty opened the door and motioned her in. One look at the living area of his apartment and she realized why she never saw anyone visiting him. The only furniture in evidence was a fold-up lawn chair, a TV tray table and a TV that was sitting on an upturned milk crate. In the corner were a sleeping bag and a couple of extra blankets. A quick glance toward the hallway revealed a closed door to the bedroom. Marty was worse off financially than she’d imagined. But she observed everything within a couple of seconds and pretended that nothing was out of the ordinary. Instead, she placed the bag with the food on his kitchen counter.

“I came to ask you a question,” she said as she removed the takeout containers and the plastic utensils.

“Is that question whether I’m hungry?”

She smiled and slid one of the containers toward him, trying not to think that his kitchen cabinets might be as empty as his apartment. “You’re a guy. I took a gamble that the answer was going to be yes.”

After a moment’s hesitation, he stepped up to the counter and opened his container. “Thanks, but you didn’t have to bring me food.”

“I was already there. No big deal. So, my question. You know the store Second Time Around in town?”

He nodded as he took a big bite of his sandwich.

“Well, Lottie, the owner, is looking to hire someone to work for her. She’s been running her store alone and hurt her back, so she needs someone to haul stuff, do the stocking, things like you already do in your current job. Plus, it’s closer. You wouldn’t have to worry about bad weather and you’d use way less gas.” Thinking that he might take her words as her thinking he was a charity case, she continued, “Lottie is just the nicest person, but she’s not a spring chicken anymore. She shouldn’t be lugging all that furniture and heavy stuff around by herself. She’s lucky she only pulled a muscle.”

She allowed him time to process what she’d just said while she dug into her own lunch.

“I guess it wouldn’t hurt to check it out.”

Melody held back a smile of victory. “Great. I think it’s a win-win. And between me and Lottie, you might start sounding Southern.”

Marty snorted. “I hope not.”

“Hey!”

He grinned, which lifted her heart. She certainly didn’t want to jinx things, but her life didn’t totally suck anymore. It wasn’t the same, may very well never be the same as it had once been, but she couldn’t deny that it felt good to have purpose and to have some budding friendships.

“If Lottie hires you and if you want to arrange it so that you work both places for a while, you can continue to use my car for however long you need to.”

He didn’t immediately respond, instead taking a few moments to swallow a bite of his sandwich then wipe his mouth with a napkin.

“Why are you so nice to me?” he asked.

“Why wouldn’t I be?”

He shrugged.

She reached over and squeezed his hand until he looked at her. Taking a chance, she said, “I’m sorry if someone hurt you. I know how awful that is.”

“You do?”

She nodded. “And it’s worse when it’s family.”

Jane and Angelica weren’t really her family, but the betrayal had been devastating nonetheless.

Melody didn’t expect him to spill his entire backstory, and he didn’t. But she’d opened the doorway in case he ever wanted to walk through. They ate the rest of their lunch standing in his kitchen in silence, but it wasn’t uncomfortable. By the time she finished eating, the rain had slackened to a drizzle. She pulled her keys out of her pocket and detached her apartment key from the ring before extending the car keys to Marty.

“Lottie is over at the store if you want to go talk to her about the job.”

He hesitated for only a moment before accepting the keys. “Thanks.”

They both exited his apartment. As she stopped at her door, she glanced to where Marty was at the top of the stairs.

“Hey,” she said, drawing his attention. “I know you might never want to and I totally understand if you don’t, but if you ever want to talk you know where I am.”

He stared at her for a long moment before nodding then hurrying down the stairs.

She might not be able to talk about her past, but that didn’t mean she couldn’t lend an ear if someone else needed to vent about theirs. As she watched Marty run to her car, she smiled. She’d never had siblings of her own, but thought maybe what she was beginning to feel for Marty was how she would have wanted to protect a younger brother.

Another little part of her heart that had been damaged by her losses lightened. It made her wonder how much her heart might change if she could say yes to exploring something more with Justin.


Chapter Nine


Melody had just finished looking over the text and web graphics announcing the Peak View Old-Fashioned Christmas for the resort’s website when Colleen walked into the conference room.

“Oh, hey,” Colleen said. “I thought Justin was in here.”

Melody gestured down the hall. “He’s been closed up in his office.”

She tried not to assume it might be because of some lingering feeling of being uncomfortable around her, but she couldn’t keep the thought from poking at her brain.

A look of concern came over Colleen’s face.

“What’s wrong?”

Colleen glanced at Melody, then toward Justin’s closed door, then back at Melody before she walked all the way into the conference room and slipped into the chair across from her.

“Has he said anything about his dad?”

“Like what?”

Colleen sat back in her chair. “I don’t know exactly, but there has been definite tension between them lately. Since Annette died, things just haven’t been the same. Sometimes things seem fine between them. Other times, not so much.”

“Grief takes a while to navigate.” Had something happened between Justin and his dad? Was that the reason he was holed up in his office?

“True, but the change is just so drastic. Before, the McQueens were so close, like a family right out of a feel-good movie. But since Annette’s been gone, it’s not just that they’ve been grieving. Sometimes it feels as if they’ve drifted apart so much that they’re not even a family anymore. At least not compared to how close they used to be. It’s so sad.”

Melody didn’t know how to respond. Honestly, she was surprised Colleen was sharing so much with her.

“Maybe they just need more time.” Though even as she said it, her gut told her that Justin and his father likely needed more than time to heal the rift between them.

Justin hadn’t shared any details with her, but she’d picked up enough clues to figure out that something was going on besides normal grief, something that had father and son at odds. After seeing Mr. McQueen’s bloodshot eyes, she had a feeling she knew what that something was. But she couldn’t do anything about it because she wasn’t certain and it definitely wasn’t her place. She’d escaped being fired for rebuffing Justin’s advance, but she didn’t know if she’d be so lucky if she stuck her nose where it didn’t belong.

“Maybe.” Colleen didn’t sound convinced.

Discomfort wound its way through Melody. She didn’t like speculating about people’s sorrow behind their backs, no matter how well-meaning. It felt too much like when her days of mourning had to be endured in the public eye, knowing that people she knew and even strangers were speculating about what had really happened within her family.

“You okay?”

Melody met Colleen’s gaze. “Um, yeah.”

“I didn’t mean to make you uncomfortable. I’ve just known Justin and his family for several years, and I wish I could make things better.”

Melody suddenly wondered if Colleen actually felt more than friendship toward Justin, even though she’d given no indication of that before—at least not in Melody’s presence. Irrational jealousy welled up within her, and she fought to not let it show.

“That’s understandable. It’s hard to see people you care about going through tough times.”

Colleen nodded her agreement.

“Is there something I could help you with?” Melody asked, wanting to steer the conversation to a less disturbing subject.

“I was just going to ask Justin if he had any special requests for the appetizers at the holiday ball.”

Melody felt the area between her eyes scrunch. “Holiday ball? That’s not something on the Christmas events calendar.”

“Oh, it’s not part of that. It’s a special invitation-only party the McQueens host every year early in December. Swanky affair for business associates, politicians, a variety of bigwigs.”

In other words, the kind of holiday party Redmond Pharmaceuticals hosted each year. When her father had run the company, the guest list had been filled with philanthropists from Atlanta’s elite. Now she had no doubt that the attendees were bottom feeders and those who lived lavishly at the expense of others with perhaps a few actual criminals thrown in.

Melody remembered the feeling of disbelief when she’d been told during the lead-up to Jane’s trial about the Stenovias’ ties to Ukrainian organized crime. It had felt as if every time she blinked her eyes the nightmare just kept replicating itself. The threat grew well beyond two people wanting revenge on her. Investigators had a collective gut feeling a lot more was going on, but the process of finding evidence to prove it seemed to progress at a glacial pace.

Justin’s door opened across the hallway, startling Melody. When she made momentary eye contact with him, a wave of guilt washed over her. She averted her gaze and noticed it was time for her to switch gears from event planner to housekeeper. As Colleen stood to speak to Justin, Melody quickly closed her laptop and headed for the door.

“See you tomorrow,” she said without even pausing.

She half expected Justin to come find her and ask about her abrupt exit, but as her shift wore on she didn’t see him. By the time she made it to the executive wing, all the offices were empty, including Justin’s. As she flicked on the light and rolled in the vacuum cleaner, she couldn’t decide if she was glad he was gone or disappointed. No matter how many times she told herself she’d done the right thing by declining his offer to go out, she couldn’t stop thinking about it, second-guessing her answer. What if the authorities never found enough to bring down Angelica and everyone tied to her, making it safe for Melody to return home?

By saying no to Justin she was protecting not only herself but also him, but that didn’t erase how much she wished she could have accepted. The more time she spent with him, the more she liked him. The more attraction she felt toward him. If she was being honest, she’d had more than one fantasy involving the two of them and that conference table. Her cheeks heated at the thought.

After she finished vacuuming the office and emptying the trash, she noticed the framed photo sitting on his desk and picked it up. She’d seen it before, but she’d never examined it closely. In it, Justin, his brothers, their dad and another guy were dressed in fly fishing gear and standing next to a river she recognized as the Yellowstone. She guessed the guy she didn’t recognize was the cousin who was the outfitter. What was most striking about the photo other than how incredibly sexy Justin looked was how everyone was smiling. This must have been before Mrs. McQueen passed, and she could see what Colleen meant about the family being close. That closeness was captured in the moment staring up at her.

Somewhere nearby she heard a door close, so she placed the photo back on Justin’s desk and hurried out of the office. As she finished up her duties, her thoughts drifted to the holiday ball Colleen had mentioned. She imagined Justin there dressed in a tux as he guided a beautiful woman across the dance floor. There was no denying she wished that woman could be her, but that didn’t seem very realistic.

As she clocked out for the night and stepped outside, a light mist was falling and she shivered. It was weird to smell winter on the air in October, but subtract a few degrees and the mist could turn to snow. Shoving her hands into her pockets, she hurried for her car, thankful she didn’t have to wait for Marty to pick her up since Lottie had hired him on the spot and for enough hours that he was able to quit his job in Livingston.

She was happy for him and hoped the change was the beginning of lots of good things coming his way. If she still had access to the kind of money she used to, she’d be tempted to fill his apartment with new furniture while he was at work, replace the gaming system and games he liked so much. She hated that simply getting by had required him giving up the one thing that he really enjoyed.

Intense anger swamped her. Why did good people have to scrape by while leeches and criminals lived like royalty? Oddly, her thoughts shifted to Jessie’s superheroine-themed birthday party. She decided if she could have any superpower, it would be to ensure that the world was fair.

When she reached the highway, she waited until a vehicle passed before pulling out. She fiddled with her radio in a vain attempt to find some bearable music to try to take her mind off of her whirling thoughts. Her attention had been on the radio only briefly, but when she looked up it was just in time to see the truck in front of her veer to the side as if trying to avoid hitting an animal. Melody braked, not wanting to crash into a mule deer or something even larger. She gasped as she saw the truck’s driver overcorrect and go off the road, coming to an abrupt stop when the front hit the embankment.

“Oh, no.” She steered to the side of the road and hurriedly put her car in park with the headlights illuminating the crashed truck. She turned on her hazard lights before rushing toward the truck, hoping the driver wasn’t seriously injured.

She slid and almost fell down the rain-slicked bank as she made her way to the driver’s door. But it opened before she got there and out climbed Tom McQueen, and she didn’t need a Breathalyzer to tell her he’d been drinking.

“You’re drunk.” Her words came out angry because, damn it, she was angry. She understood grief and the need to escape from it, but putting himself and others in danger was a selfish, irresponsible way to deal.

“I’m fine,” he said, but his slurring belied his assertion.

“You’re not.” She grabbed his arm and tugged him up the embankment, then pointed at her car. “Get in.”

He opened his mouth as if he was about to argue.

“Do it,” she said in her most authoritative voice, and to her surprise he did as she commanded.

She didn’t immediately follow. Instead, she stood in the cold mist and considered her options. Common sense said she should call the sheriff’s department and report him, but she thought of how a DUI arrest would hurt the McQueens even more. Hurt Justin when it was obvious he’d been concerned about his father. Maybe there was another way to handle this. Hoping she wasn’t making a huge mistake, she walked back to the car and got in.

“Are you calling the sheriff?” Mr. McQueen asked as soon as she shut her door.

She didn’t answer at first, letting him sweat it a bit. “I should. I still might. You could have killed someone, including yourself.”

He didn’t respond, whether because his brain was too fogged or he was embarrassed she couldn’t tell.

Without saying anything else, she put the car in gear and pulled onto the highway. Mr. McQueen didn’t even seem to notice when she passed the turn that would go to his house. He needed his own bed and several hours to sober up, but she thought she’d pour a pot of coffee down him instead despite that whole drinking coffee to get sober thing being a myth. But it felt proactive, and maybe it would at least get the sobering process started. And to be honest she could use some herself to warm up. The combination of standing in the rain, witnessing an accident and her anger that he’d done something so foolish had her feeling all jittery inside.

She forced herself to take slow, calming breaths for the duration of the drive to her apartment. Whether it was because of his level of inebriation or just that he didn’t care, he didn’t object when she parked in front of her building, nor when she came around to his side to open the door and escort him inside. She was halfway up the stairs when it occurred to her that this situation could look bad, her escorting Mr. McQueen into her apartment. Hopefully the weather would obscure his identity, perhaps even keep people from looking outside in the first place.

But the thought of gossipy whispers urged her to pick up their pace. Once inside, she guided him to the couch and made sure he was settled there before she walked straight to her coffeemaker and set a pot to brewing. She didn’t speak to him, didn’t even look at him, until she had a steaming cup of black coffee to put into his hands.

“Drink this,” she said as she sat on her coffee table facing him, wishing coffee really did sober people up quickly. She hated the idea of Justin seeing him like this.

He didn’t argue, but she noticed he looked sad and several years older than normal as he brought the cup slowly to his lips.

She didn’t know what the best tactic was to get through to him, so she chose to jump in feet first.

“You know it’s illegal to drive drunk, right? Not to mention how much danger you put yourself and other people in.”

For a couple of long seconds, he simply stared into the dark liquid in his cup as if it would provide not only the answer to her question but the answers to the mysteries of the universe as well.

“I know,” he finally said, his response slightly slurred.

“Yet you did it anyway. And I’m guessing it wasn’t the first time.”

Instead of responding, he took another long drink of his coffee.

“It was stupid,” she said, her anger at his carelessness building instead of lessening.

“You don’t have to tell me that.” The irritation in his voice turned up the fire under her anger.

“Are you sure about that? Because you did it despite knowing it was stupid. And dangerous. And irresponsible.”

He held up a work-roughened hand, wincing as if the sound of her voice was causing him physical pain. Maybe it was, and she was okay with that.

“Just stop,” he said.

She pressed her lips together and waited to see if he’d say anything else. When he didn’t, she decided to push a bit more. Sometimes it took an outsider, a virtual stranger to make people see the truth, really see it.

“If this is your way of dealing with your grief, ask yourself this—what would your wife say if she could see you now?”

That got a reaction. He lifted his gaze to hers and it was not friendly. In fact, she was glad firing lightning bolts from one’s eyes wasn’t within the realm of possibility.

“You don’t know what you’re talking about.”

“Your specific situation, no. But you’re not the first person to lose someone.”

“You can’t understand.” His words came out like the snap of a whip, accusatory. Which pissed her off.

“I’ve lost my entire family. Everyone.” The lump in her throat formed with a sudden, painful jaggedness. “No, I didn’t lose a spouse, but I have no one with whom to share my grief. You do. And it’s mighty damn selfish of you to put yourself at risk. You have three sons who love you, who are worried about you, and I can tell you it’s a horrible, dark, empty feeling to lose both parents, to be an orphan even if you are an adult.”

The anger in his eyes softened, and his tense posture relaxed back into her couch. Whether it was the coffee or her words or simply the time elapsed since he’d last consumed alcohol making him see a bit more clearly, she didn’t care. The truth of what he’d risked by climbing behind the wheel of a vehicle seemed to be seeping through the cracks into his brain.

“I’m sorry about your parents.” It might be wishful thinking, but she thought his response held less of a slur.

“And I’m sorry about your wife. I’ve heard nothing but good things about her.”

A slight smile tinged with sadness tugged at the corners of his mouth. “She was the best woman to ever walk this earth.”

Melody didn’t think she’d ever heard a more romantic, love-filled sentence in her life, and her heart broke that a woman loved so much had been taken too soon. That her loss had caused this man to fall apart.

“She must have done something right to have raised three kind, hardworking sons.” She paused, then added, “And I’d say you had something to do with that as well.”

He needed to remember that man, the one before loss had driven him to drink and self-sabotage.

“That was more her doing than mine.”

“I suspect you are underestimating your contribution.”

“Did Justin say something?”

She shook her head. “I’m just fairly good at reading people.”

That skill had come in handy running a large corporation, but it had failed her when it came to Jane and Angelica. She’d never liked them, didn’t trust them, but she’d misjudged the depth of their deceit and wickedness. And it had cost her everything.

She refilled his cup then left him to contemplate while she went into her bedroom to call Justin. Thankfully she had his number, though all they’d ever done was text a few times about work details. Even though nothing about what his father had done was Melody’s fault, her hands still shook as she scrolled through her contacts and hit Justin’s number. As it rang, her heart refused to slow down. She wondered if he’d be upset that she hadn’t brought his dad straight home, that she hadn’t called him sooner.

“Hello?”

“Hi, Justin. It’s Melody Shaw.” As if he knew a parade of women named Melody. Perhaps he did.

“What’s up?”

“Um, I have your dad here at my apartment, and you might want to come get him and take him home.”

“What?”

“He had an accident. He’s okay, but—”

“He’s been drinking.” He didn’t sound surprised, but rather incredibly tired, and she imagined him running his hand over his face in exhausted frustration. As she’d expected, this must not be the first time Mr. McQueen’s drinking had been an issue.

“Yes.”

“I’ll be right there.”

She gave him the apartment number then returned to the living room to find Mr. McQueen at the coffeemaker pouring himself a third cup of coffee. He might be wired on caffeine all night, but maybe it would give him time to really think about his actions and how he was going to move forward. He obviously had gotten stuck in the midst of the stages of grief and desperately needed to find his way to acceptance and some future joy in his life. He still had a lot to live for. He just needed to remember that, to accept that it was okay to miss his wife without destroying himself.

“That was Justin you were talking to?” he asked without facing her.

“Yes. He’s coming to pick you up.”

He sighed, his shoulders visibly falling. He didn’t lift the cup to his mouth, instead continuing to stand at her counter with his back to her, seeming deep in thought.

“I don’t know how else to deal with the pain,” he said. “Sometimes I wake up and think that’ll be the day I’ll finally know how to face it, to move on. And then something will remind me of her and I want nothing more than to feel numb.”

She remembered that feeling so well. Her grief had manifested as a mixture of lying on the couch in front of mindless television, buckets of ice cream and explosive fits of rage that had her hurling whatever was handy across the room. It was all made so much worse by the loss of her family’s company, the fact that Angelica was ruining her father’s legacy, and that Melody had to run away from her life for her own safety. There were plenty of days she didn’t want to go on, but she was gradually pulling herself back into the light. And this man’s son was part of the reason why, even if she couldn’t be with him in the way she’d often imagined.

“I know how that feels. It sucks, big time.” She moved into the kitchen and leaned back against the counter. “I’ve always thought grief was the right word for those feelings. It just sounds like what you’re going through when you lose someone.”

Mr. McQueen lifted his gaze to hers. “How did you get through it?”

“To be honest, it still hurts every day. Sometimes it still hits me hard out of the blue and I find myself curled up on my bed crying. What they say about it hurting a little less every day is true, though, even if you don’t realize it at the time. But you have to let yourself feel everything instead of anesthetizing yourself.”

“I’m afraid I can’t handle it.”

“You’d be surprised what a person can handle.”

He looked at her, his vision a bit clearer. The alcohol was still flowing through his system, but she thought maybe he’d actually remember their conversation in the morning.

By the time Justin arrived, Melody and Mr. McQueen had been sitting on the couch for probably fifteen minutes, her listening to him tell stories about his wife that alternately made him smile and sniff against tears he likely thought weren’t manly.

“I feel like I’m a child about to be scolded for sneaking out,” he said.

She reached over and squeezed his hand. “He’s likely upset, but you know he has a right to be. It’s born of love, remember that.” She stood, then hesitated. “Don’t do this again. I don’t want to have to report you, but I will to save any additional grief to your family or anyone else’s.”

He nodded in a way that convinced her that he really heard her, agreed to her terms.

When she opened the door to find Justin standing there, he seemed to fill her entire doorway. She realized it was the first time she’d seen him wearing a cowboy hat, and it inexplicably made him even sexier. How could a hat of all things achieve that, especially when he was already so yummy he should have an ice cream flavor named after him?

“Hey,” she said, hoping she didn’t sound as breathlessly dumbstruck as he felt.

“Hey.” He glanced past her to where his dad was getting to his feet from the sound of things. “I’m sorry about this.”

“It’s okay. Everyone is safe, except perhaps your dad’s truck.” She stepped back and gestured for him to come in.

He hesitated before stepping across the threshold. “I saw it and called for a tow.” He shook his head. “The keys were still in the ignition.”

“I’m sorry. I should have thought to grab them.”

“No, you have nothing to apologize for. That falls squarely on my shoulders.”

She reached out and gripped his lower arm without thinking, but she didn’t remove her hand. “This is not on you.”

“She’s right,” Mr. McQueen said as he walked up next to her. But instead of continuing, he passed both her and Justin and headed out the door. Once on the walkway outside, he glanced back at her and said, “Thank you.”

The look in his eyes told her he was thanking her for more than the coffee. She just hoped he made better choices going forward, that she hadn’t made a mistake by not reporting him to the authorities.

Justin moved to help his dad down the stairs, but the older man waved him off. “I’ve got it.”

They both watched as Tom made his way slowly down the stairs, thankfully without tumbling head first, and across the parking lot to Justin’s truck. He only wobbled slightly once. It wasn’t until he’d settled himself in the passenger seat that Justin exhaled.

“Did you call the sheriff?” he asked, dread in his voice.

“No. I thought about it, but since no one was hurt or witnessed the accident, I wanted to give you a chance to fix this without bringing law enforcement into it. I suspect the news would be spread around town in two seconds flat, and you and your brothers don’t deserve that.” She glanced toward Justin’s truck, inside which Mr. McQueen now sat. “He’s hurting.”

“We all are,” Justin barked, then rubbed his hand over his face. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to snap at you.”

“You’ve been dealing with this a while?”

He nodded. “It hasn’t been like this the entire time since Mom died. But he seems to have gotten worse instead of better recently. I don’t know what to do.”

“Things may change after this.”

Justin pulled his attention away from his dad and focused it on her. “You said something to him?”

She shoved her hands into her pockets. “We might have had what we in the South call a ‘Come-to-Jesus’ meeting.”

One of his eyebrows lifted. “How did that go?”

“Actually, pretty well, all things considered. I hope you don’t think I overstepped. It’s just that I made the decision not to report him for DUI, and I wasn’t totally convinced it was the right decision. So I felt I had to say something—firmly.”

“I don’t mind at all. In fact, if he never does this again, I might kiss you.” He seemed to freeze as soon as the words passed his lips. “I’m sorry. That was inappropriate.”

“Don’t worry about it. I understand it’s a turn of phrase.”

But the way his gaze lingered on her perhaps a moment longer than expected made her wonder if that was all it was. She hoped the jolt of excitement that went through her wasn’t visible.

Justin finally broke eye contact. “I should get Dad home. And don’t worry. This won’t happen again, if I have to take his damn keys away and have our own version of a Come-to-Jesus meeting. Thank you again.”

“Glad to help. I hope he feels better soon.”

Justin glanced at her, and she saw understanding in his expression that she was talking about more than the hangover that was likely to greet his dad in the morning.

She wanted to watch Justin as he walked back to his truck, but she forced herself to close the door and to not look out the peephole. Instead, she walked toward her kitchen, trying not to think about how it would feel if Justin expressed his gratefulness with a kiss.


Chapter Ten


As the next few days passed, Justin’s dad worked harder than he had in months. Justin didn’t care if it was because of Melody’s brand of tough talk or the way Justin had blistered his dad’s ears after he’d had to pick him up from Melody’s apartment like some dumbass teenager. He didn’t even care if his father had listened to a near stranger more than his own son. If it did the trick, he was thrilled.

But Justin still shouldn’t have made that comment about kissing Melody. No matter how much he’d like to do exactly that—and for reasons that had absolutely nothing to do with her giving his dad a good talking-to.

The air had the first bite of the season as he grabbed a cup of coffee from The Pinnacle then headed down to the building where his father and a couple of the resort’s employees were building the sets for the Christmas village. As he stepped outside, he noticed Melody getting out of her car in the parking lot. When she spotted him, she waved then headed in his direction.

“I didn’t think you were coming in as early today,” he said.

“I told Erica we could talk about the spa’s Christmas specials. She has an opening in her schedule in a few minutes.”

“Want to check out the progress of the village first?” He nodded toward the work building.

“Sure.” They fell into step beside each other as they headed that direction. “How’s your dad doing?”

“Better than I’ve seen him in a long time, and I think I have you to thank for that.”

“I think it might have more to do with the big dent in his truck. Sometimes it takes something drastic for us to make a change.”

He heard something in her voice that said she was speaking from experience.

“Is that what brought you to Montana, something drastic?”

Though her step didn’t falter, he detected a slight stiffening of her posture. It struck him that Melody might not just be a private person. It was possible she was hiding something. He couldn’t help but wonder what it could be. Why did a woman up and move cross-country by herself to a place where she evidently didn’t know anyone?

He wanted to get to know her better, spend time with her outside of work, but his rational, responsible side kept telling him it was too big of a risk. After worrying so much about his dad’s actions and their potential to have a negative effect on the Peak View businesses, he wasn’t about to do something to cause risk from a different angle.

His thoughts veered to safer ground as they stepped into the building to see that a tremendous amount of work had been done. But as his dad showed them everything that had been completed and what was still in process, Justin’s attention kept veering to Melody. To how expressive she was with her praise of his dad and the other guys. To how her smile lit up the chilly fall day. To how whip smart she sounded as she asked about construction methods and timelines. There was more to Melody Shaw than met the eye, but he wasn’t convinced she’d reveal those answers even if he asked.

With a good bit of effort, he forced his attention away from her.

“This all looks great, Dad.”

“It’s good to have something different to focus on.”

Melody placed her hand against his father’s arm, offering unspoken support.

“I think it’s going to be a big hit,” she said. “Thanks for working on it.”

“We’re lucky to have you heading things up.”

“That’s kind but inaccurate. I’m just helping out.” She glanced at Justin and smiled.

He smiled back, hoping he didn’t look like the village idiot. When he glanced at his dad and saw that he was trying to hide a smile of his own, Justin clamped down on the need to curse.

“Well, I need to run,” Melody said and headed back toward the lodge with a quick wave.

An unfamiliar awkwardness settled on Justin, and he moved to examine the sketch of a gingerbread cottage.

“You need to ask that girl out,” his dad said as he stepped up next to him.

Justin gripped the edge of the workbench. “Not a good idea.”

“Because she works for you?”

“Yes.”

“Are you sure that’s a reason or just an excuse?”

“A valid reason. Some lines shouldn’t be crossed between bosses and employees.”

Damn if his father didn’t roll his eyes. “You worry too much.”

“Someone has to.” Justin braced himself for an angry response, but none came.

“You’re right. And too much of that burden has fallen on you.”

“It’s my job.”

“It’s part of your job. You’re allowed to have a life outside of it.”

“I do have a life.”

“When was the last time you went out on a date?”

“I date.”

His dad snorted.

“Since when are you so damn interested in my love life anyway?” Had Wes enlisted their dad’s help in this campaign to get Justin back out there?

“Since I see a good woman literally right under your nose, one you couldn’t keep your eyes off of, and you’re not doing anything about it.”

With a huff, Justin turned toward his dad. “What happens if I ask her out, she actually says yes, then down the road things go sour and she accuses me of sexual harassment?”

“That’s a bit of a stretch, don’t you think?”

“It could happen.” But was that what he was actually afraid of?

“Hell, an asteroid could hit the house and crush us all, but that doesn’t keep me from sleeping at night.”

This time, Justin was the one to roll his eyes. “Really, you’re comparing this to an asteroid strike?”

“What? I think that’s about as likely as that girl accusing you of something you didn’t do.”

“She’s not a girl, Dad. She’s a woman.”

“See there, you’re a man who respects women, treats them well, as equals. I think this has less to do with worrying about the boss/employee line and more to do with Caroline.” There was no disguising how his dad felt about her with the way he said her name.

Ugh. The last person he wanted to think about was his ex-girlfriend.

“I can honestly say Caroline is about the furthest thing from my mind.” Wasn’t she? Why should he waste time thinking about a woman who’d only gotten close to him for his money? Who’d hidden her true motives until he’d questioned her about her awful hurry to get married. “Besides, I’m not worried that Melody is after my money or my name.”

If anything, she acted the exact opposite of Caroline. Still, there was that nagging feeling that she was hiding something, and he couldn’t discount that whatever it was could pose a danger to his family and their interests.

“No, but you don’t trust that it could work out. Whatever your reason is, the real reason, I’d advise you to get over it before you find yourself old and alone.”

With that, his dad walked over to the saw, put on his safety goggles and gloves, and started cutting a two-by-four.

Another possibility occurred to Justin as he walked to the open entryway and looked toward the lodge. Was there some part of him that was resisting his attraction to Melody because he was afraid of ending up like his dad? Not that he was old and alone, but that he’d loved so deeply that the loss of that person had devastated him. After losing his mother, was Justin resisting the idea of getting close to anyone other than his family?

It was easier to think he was protecting the business than his heart.
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When Melody stepped into the spa, she found Erica and Colleen drinking tea.

“Oh, I didn’t mean to interrupt. I’m a little early.”

“Don’t be silly,” Erica said and patted the couch beside her. “Come sit, have some tea.”

Melody wasn’t sure caffeine was exactly what her nerves needed, not after fleeing what felt like another meaningful look from Justin. Was it her imagination? Wishful thinking?

But she sat and accepted a delicate cup from Erica. “Thanks.”

“We need your opinion on something,” Colleen said.

“Okay.”

“Which of the McQueen brothers do you think is the hottest?”

Melody really shouldn’t have taken a drink when she had, but then she’d been expecting a question about the Christmas festivities. Definitely not the relative attractiveness of her boss and his two brothers.

Erica laughed and patted Melody lightly on the back.

“What kind of question is that?”

Colleen shrugged. “A natural one when there are three gorgeous eligible bachelors in a town this size. It’s got to be some sort of miracle that they haven’t been snatched up yet.”

“You make them sound like prime rib on sale.”

“I do like prime rib,” Erica said.

Melody couldn’t help laughing, and oh did it feel good, this kind of girl talk with friends. Well, at least a bit more than merely co-workers. She hadn’t realized just how much she’d grown to like the other two women during the weeks they’d been swapping ideas back and forth about the Old-Fashioned Christmas.

“So none of them are dating anyone?” Melody dared to ask. “That seems…unusual.”

“Roman seems to work all the time, and Wes is what you’d call a play-the-field kind of guy. If he ever settles down, it’s liable to be front-page news. I don’t think Justin has gone out much since his near miss.”

“Near miss?”

“You haven’t heard this story? Talk about miracles,” Erica said. “He was dating someone fairly seriously, but he found out that she was a gold digger.”

“That heifer would have married the first McQueen who offered a ring, including the boys’ dad even though he’d so recently lost his wife.”

There was no mistaking the two women’s dislike of Justin’s ex, and Melody couldn’t say she was fond of the woman even though she didn’t even know her name.

“So, we still don’t have your answer,” Erica said.

“They are all handsome men,” Melody replied, hoping to slide by with her noncommittal answer, one that hopefully didn’t reveal that she actually did have a definitive opinion on the topic.

Erica and Colleen burst out laughing.

“What?”

“Oh, sweetheart, we know you’ve got a thing for Justin. It’s as plain as Rudolph’s nose.”

“That’s not true.”

“Did you believe that?” Erica asked Colleen.

“Nope. Did you?”

“Not one bit.”

“Did you really want to meet about the Christmas festivities or not?” Melody realized she sounded defensive, but she felt herself being herded toward admitting something that would lead nowhere.

“Yes, party pooper.”

Melody threw up her hands. “What? You’re asking me to comment about the attractiveness level of my boss.”

“So? We have to have something to entertain us.”

Melody rolled her eyes and leaned against the back of the couch. “I’m not interested in getting into a relationship with anyone, if that’s where you’re going with this.”

“Why not?”

Melody sighed. “I’m just not.”

The expression on Erica’s face changed. “Did someone hurt you?”

Yes, but not in the way Erica likely thought.

“I’m just focused on work and the Christmas event planning for now. I don’t want to complicate my life any more than it already is.”

Erica’s head tilted a little, a bit too much curiosity in her eyes. “What’s so complicated?”

There was a part of Melody that wanted to spill everything, to have someone, anyone with whom she could talk about what had happened to her, why she’d ended up in this rural part of Montana in the first place. But not only could she not share that truth, she didn’t want to put anyone she knew here in any potential danger because of it. Best they all stay in the dark and think she wasn’t anything more than a housekeeper with some modicum of organizational skills.

She shook her head. “Nothing particular. Just life in general.”

Erica didn’t look as if she believed her, and for a heart-pounding moment Melody thought she saw more in the other woman’s gaze, as if by some miracle she could see through her carefully constructed lies. It took everything Melody had not to fidget under the scrutiny, or to audibly exhale in relief when Erica looked away.

“Okay, we can talk business now.”

Over the next several minutes, Melody gradually relaxed as they hammered out more details about what to offer guests during the Christmas week.

“I like this more each time we add something,” Colleen said, then glanced at Melody. “You have a real talent for pulling a lot of disparate pieces into a cohesive whole.”

“Thanks.”

Melody was surprised by how much the compliment meant to her. Not that she’d ever taken compliments for granted, but in the powerful position she’d had before there was always the question of whether the person was being truthful or possibly sucking up. Here, there was no question that the women sitting with her were one hundred percent honest in their praise, and they didn’t come across as condescendingly surprised because such a talent was coming from someone in a position that people often overlooked and underestimated.

When Melody got ready to leave for the main part of the lodge, Erica touched her arm. “I hope we didn’t upset you too much with our teasing.”

“It’s fine.”

“I do think the two of you would look fabulous together, for what it’s worth. And I’m fairly sure he might feel the same way.”

Erica’s words stayed on repeat for the entirety of her housekeeping shift and then as she drove home. When she finally stretched out in bed, she found herself staring at her ceiling, wanting to cave and give herself a chance with Justin. Could she do it? If it went anywhere, could she live with herself that she would have to lie to him the rest of her life if she was never able to return to being Melody Redmond?

But maybe she was getting ahead of herself. Would a casual date or two hurt anything? Was he even a casual dating sort of guy?

She lifted her hands to her face and growled in frustration, hating Angelica and Jane with every ounce of her being.
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On her next day off, Melody wanted to get away from everything and everyone she knew. Odd considering she’d give anything to go back to what she really knew. But she didn’t want to be on her guard regarding her attraction to Justin, and lately it had felt as if everyone was either commenting on it, speculating about it, or at least observing with keen interest.

If the wind wasn’t so brisk, she’d go seek some peace in the vast expanses of nature in Yellowstone, a place as different from Atlanta as Venus was from Pluto. Instead, she bundled up against the November cold and headed to Livingston to poke around the shops. Livingston wasn’t exactly a metropolis, but it was definitely bigger than Logan Springs.

The drive up through the Paradise Valley was nothing short of gorgeous. Even though she missed Atlanta, there was no denying this had to be one of the prettiest spots on the planet. Maybe the beauty of it was actually helping her to miss Georgia a little less than when she’d first arrived and it had felt as if she’d landed in a different universe.

As she looked over to the right, across the river, she spotted a familiar-looking house in the distance. She slowed and pulled over to get a better look. Yep, it was the one from the brochure she’d found in the conference room at work. On a whim, she took the gravel drive across a small bridge that led to the log home. If it was occupied, she’d claim she was lost and turn around. But as she drew close, she gathered that it was empty. She could see straight into the front picture window as she parked, and the place definitely didn’t have a lived-in look. Despite that fact, when she got out of her car she went to knock on the door just to be on the safe side.

When there was no answer, it struck her just how quiet it was in this spot. She turned and looked out across the valley, amazed that there was the total absence of man-made sound. Only the wind and the flow of the water in the river greeted her ears. For the first time, she considered that this was where she was supposed to be. Her life had always been laid out before her, the path completely clear. But here? Here she could be a completely different person with no expectations, no weighty responsibilities. She could mold a life she could love like a potter shaped clay.

In a way it was scary how easily she could imagine sitting on this porch, stripping some old, unloved piece of furniture and giving it new, beautiful life. She huffed out a laugh. The ironic thing was it was her old life that would have given her the funds to buy a place like this, but if she still had her old life she wouldn’t be here admiring the view before her and imagining a simple existence. Walking away from being Melody Redmond had meant walking away from everything she owned—her condo, her bank account, even personal photos and mementoes. Nothing in her possession could point to her true identity.

Still, she took a few minutes to walk around the place, admiring it from all angles. She envisioned the shed as a work place, visualized all the items she could pick from among Lottie’s stacks and turn them into something completely new, transforming them as she was her life. Since her life was necessarily different now, maybe she actually could create her own business. She didn’t have to be visible to the public, no more than Lynn had to be with her handcrafted cards. Maybe she could even take another big step and officially apply for the events coordinator position at the Peak View. Surely that wouldn’t be too visible. It was all interesting to consider, but she had to get through Christmas first.

Thoughts of Christmas led her mind right back to Justin, the very big topic she was trying to avoid today. With a shake of her head, she walked back to her car and continued her drive to Livingston.

As soon as she parked, her phone rang. The sound startled her because, honestly, it didn’t ring that often. But when she saw Lynn’s name on the display, she answered.

“Please don’t tell me you want me to work for you today because I’m in Livingston,” she said.

“No. I called because I couldn’t contain my excitement. I got my first order and, Melody, it’s a big one.”

“Cards?”

“Yes, some lady in New York wants a hundred of them with Christmas themes to stock in her store. New York!”

Melody smiled at the joy and disbelief in her friend’s voice. “I’m happy for you.”

“I’m going to be working like crazy, but I haven’t been this excited about something in a long time. And I owe it all to you.”

“Nah. You’re the one with the talent.”

“And I would have never even thought to do something with it. You are so in the wrong job.”

Lynn had no idea.

After she listened to Lynn freak out a bit about how she was going to get that many cards done in time and told her she had faith in her, Melody hung up and headed toward the first shop she saw, a little hole in the wall filled with beautiful handmade jewelry and wood carvings of bears, moose and all manner of Montana critters.

“Can I help you find anything in particular?” an elderly guy behind the counter asked as he approached. He reminded her of her Grandpa Perkins, her mom’s dad.

“I’m just browsing right now, seeing what Livingston has to offer.”

“Quite a lot for a small town.”

Turned out he was right. She meandered through stores offering western clothing, antiques, quilts and huckleberry everything. She counted no less than thirty different huckleberry products—everything from lip balm to tea to pancake mix. The huckleberry beef jerky made her do a double-take.

Curiosity had her purchasing some of the tea, but she didn’t like regular beef jerky. No way was she buying it in a fruity flavor.

Further wandering took her through a couple of bookstores. She resisted spending too much, but picked up a used copy of a local guidebook and a magazine about upcycling that would make for cozy reading when it was too cold to venture outside except when absolutely necessary.

As she left the second bookstore, she had the oddest sensation that she was proud of herself for having fun but shopping responsibly. She’d never been a particularly extravagant person, but she’d never had to worry about how much a few small purchases might affect her ability to pay her bills either.

Her stomach grumbled as she headed up the sidewalk back toward Park Street and a little café she’d seen earlier that seemed to be popular with the locals—always a good sign. But when she stepped in through the front door, she realized the popularity level might also be a problem if she wanted to be seated anytime soon. She was honestly surprised to see it so full when it wasn’t the busiest tourist season, even if it was a favorite of the area residents. As she started to turn around and leave in search of somewhere else to eat, she caught sight of none other than Justin McQueen at the same moment he saw her.

“You’ve got to be kidding me,” she said quietly to herself.

Before she could wave a goodbye, he stood and headed toward her.

“Fancy meeting you here.”

“Yeah, but then this seems to be the place to be in Livingston.”

“Would you like to join us?”

She glanced toward his table and realized the other man was his brother Roman.

“I don’t want to intrude on your lunch.”

“No intrusion. Plus, maybe you can keep Roman from talking about so much medical stuff. I think he’s doing it so I’ll lose my appetite and he can eat my food, too.”

“Oh, so I’m a lifeline.”

He smiled. “Yes, ma’am.”

“Well, I suppose it would be unkind of me to refuse helping out my fellow man in his hour of need.” Good Lord, what was she doing? This day was supposed to be about getting away from all things Justin, but it seemed the universe had a different idea.

He motioned toward the table, and as she approached Roman stood. The handsome young doctor held out his hand.

“Nice to see you again, Ms. Shaw,” Roman said.

“You, too. But please, it’s Melody.”

“Melody, it is, but only if you call me Roman.”

“What?” Justin asked as he reached to pull out a chair for Melody. “You even require your family to call you Dr. McQueen.”

“Don’t listen to him,” Roman said. “He’s just jealous that he doesn’t have a fancy title.”

“Oh, but he does. It’s Head Honcho. Or, alternately, Head Cheese in Charge.”

Roman burst out laughing, and it made him even more handsome. The McQueens sure had won the genetic lottery. Even so, and despite what she’d told Erica and Colleen about all of the McQueen brothers being good-looking, there was just something more about Justin that awakened feelings in her that grew each day, every time she saw him, despite the fact she kept trying to tell herself that she couldn’t get involved with him, that it wasn’t fair to him when she could never tell him the truth.

“You okay?” Justin asked.

She jerked herself away from the path her thoughts had headed down.

“Yeah, fine.”

Yet another lie to add to her tally.


Chapter Eleven


Justin watched as Melody smiled at everyone but him. The waitress who brought her a menu. The lady at the next table whose baby was waving her little chubby hand at Melody. And his brother. But for some reason, she barely made eye contact with him. Did she feel awkward having lunch with her boss even though they’d eaten at the same table in the conference room more than once while they worked?

“So what brings you to Livingston?” Roman asked, stealing the question Justin had been about to ask. He resisted the urge to kick his brother under the table, but that would just add fuel to the fire of mischief burning in Roman’s expression. Normally it was Wes who was the mischief-maker, but evidently Roman had decided to jump on that bandwagon today.

“Decided to browse some of the shops.”

“It’s not as big as Little Rock, but we’re a step up from Logan Springs.”

Melody stiffened for a moment when Roman revealed he knew where she was originally from. Great, now she’d know he had been talking about her with his brother. Why had he thought he could trust Roman? Oh, because he’d always been the reliable brother, the one who could keep a secret.

“It’s nice,” Melody said, “if a bit on the cold side.”

“You haven’t seen anything yet.” Roman wiped his mouth with his napkin and scooted his chair back. “Well, I have to get back to work. You two have a nice lunch.”

Justin stared at Roman, who had not fifteen minutes ago said he didn’t have to do rounds at the hospital until 2 p.m. He gave Roman a look that promised payback later, but his little brother just smiled and headed to the cash register to pay.

“I hope I didn’t run him off,” Melody said as she watched Roman walk away.

Was it possible she hated seeing Roman leave? Did she find him attractive?

And why did he sound like a jealous twit in his head?

“Nah. Always sick people needing to see a doc.”

She nodded as she turned back toward the table. For some reason, he thought he saw a hint of sadness in her expression. Was that because she’d wanted Roman to stay longer, or was it something else entirely?

“I know it’s your day off,” he said, desperate to shift their conversation in a different direction. “But I wondered if I could bother you for a bit more brainstorming?”

She smiled then, and it was amazing how it made his insides feel all weird and unsettled, sort of like a strip of lit firecrackers. What the hell? He’d never felt this way with Caroline, and she’d been convinced they were on the verge of walking down the aisle despite him not giving her any indication of that.

“Don’t you think we have enough activities planned for the Old-Fashioned Christmas already?”

“Nothing to do with that. Each year we host a holiday ball at the lodge, and I can’t come up with a theme and Nadine keeps bugging me that we’re running out of time. And she’s right, of course, because she almost always is.”

“It’s a formal ball?”

He nodded, and pictured her dressed in a beautiful gown and a pair of sexy heels. Strange how he could visualize it so easily when he’d never seen her in anything other than casual clothes or her housekeeping uniform, the latter being what she’d more likely be wearing that night.

“I’ll give it some thought, though you could just poll the employees. Someone else might have a good idea. Maybe offer a prize for the winning entry.”

“That’s a good idea.” But it also led him to think about how the event was just more work for the staff. He was already asking extra work of them to prep for the Old-Fashioned Christmas events. But what if he switched things up this year? Maybe he could hire out the catering and staffing for the night, give his employees an opportunity to go to a special event.

And what if he got up the nerve to ask Melody to go with him? What if this time she said yes?

As they ate, they fell into talking about places in Livingston she might like to visit—art galleries and the Yellowstone Gateway Museum among them, what she’d have to go all the way to Bozeman to find, and the lowdown on various Logan Springs residents and establishments. Despite always feeling a bit off-kilter around her, she was easy to talk to. As their meal progressed, she seemed to relax a bit and thus he did as well. So he didn’t say anything about her going to the ball. He needed to take care of several details before he took that step. Before he decided for sure if it was even wise to take it.

“I have a question for you now,” she said.

“Okay.”

“What’s the process for getting products stocked in the resort’s gift shop?”

“Nadine handles the initial inquiries. Anything she thinks might be a good fit, she passes on to me for consideration. Why? You have another secret talent?”

“It’s for Lynn. She works in housekeeping, too.”

“Yeah, I know her.” Could Melody think that whole swaths of his employees were nameless to him? Yet another reason to change the guest list to this year’s holiday ball.

“She makes beautiful handcrafted cards and recently set up an online shop for them. I just heard from her a while ago that she got her first big order. Thought it would be nice if the place she works stocked them.”

“Have her give some samples to Nadine and we’ll give them a look.”

“Thanks.”

“So, you her talent agent now?”

She smiled. “No, just helping out a friend.”

“You do that a lot, I hear.”

She gave him a questioning look. “I heard you got your neighbor a job with Lottie, not to mention helping me out.”

“You’re paying me.”

“I wasn’t paying you to do what you did for my dad.”

“Is he still doing okay?”

“Yeah. I can’t say we won’t still have some rough spots, but things changed after the night you talked to him.” His dad still went to his regular poker game, but at least since his accident he appeared to have stopped combining the outings with drinking and had figured out when to stop betting. Baby steps. “And I’ll admit I let him have it on our way home that night.”

She gave a little smile, as if she totally understood. “Grief is a strange thing. It affects people differently. And sometimes it literally changes day to day.”

“Maybe, but whatever you said to him seemed to have an impact. You ever want yet another job, you could hire yourself out to give those ‘Come-to-Jesus’ talks. You’d make a fortune off the parents of teenagers alone.”

She chuckled. “I think I have enough jobs already.”

“You’re not too overloaded, are you?”

“No, not at all.”

“Maybe you should follow Lynn’s lead and launch your own business.”

“Cleaning more toilets than I already do? I think I’ll give that a hard pass.”

“No. I don’t know, something that taps into your ability to manage a lot of moving parts and think creatively.”

She twirled her fork through what was left of her mashed potatoes as if thinking seriously about what he’d just said. “Honestly, I’ve been thinking about something. I’ve gotten into refurbishing old furniture, upcycling. I never imagined myself doing something like that, but I just sort of stumbled across the idea.”

“That’s a possibility. I’m sure there are plenty of places where you could consign some pieces.”

She smiled at him. “You haven’t even seen the work. It could be dreadful.”

“I doubt that. You’re a smart woman. I don’t think you’d even consider selling anything unless it was quality work.”

Melody shifted in her seat, and he hoped he hadn’t made her uncomfortable with the praise. She looked toward the front of the restaurant as if she might flee. He wondered why she did that sometimes—during a perfectly normal conversation suddenly acting as if she’d just remembered some reason why she shouldn’t be having the conversation at all.

“I appreciate the compliment.”

When the waitress came with their tickets, he quickly grabbed Melody’s before she could.

She extended her hand. “I’m going to need that.”

“I’ve got it.”

“No, this isn’t a work lunch or a date, so I pay my own way.”

He grinned. “You willing to argue about it in the middle of a crowded restaurant?”

She lifted a brow. “You might be surprised.”

“Can we just call it one friend treating another to lunch?”

She continued to stare at him, seeming to think about it. “Only if I can repay the favor sometime.”

“Deal.” Because, of course, that meant they’d have to have another meal together. He wondered what she’d think if he asked to cash in the IOU for the holiday ball.

As she moved to leave, she paused after scooting back her chair. “That’s your theme for the ball. Friends, Old and New. You can actually loosely tie it into the Old-Fashioned Christmas theme.”

“I like it. Nadine may try to push me out and install you as the new head of Peak View. Though I’d caution against accepting it. Being the Head Cheese in Charge isn’t something you can just turn off when you go home.”

She smiled, but it looked shaky. It was one of those moments when he got the feeling she was thinking about something far away and wondered how in the world it could be related to what he’d said.

“I’ll see you at work,” she said. “Thanks for lunch.” And then she made quick work of leaving the café.

Justin watched her go, wondering how one woman had him feeling as if he was high on life one minute and going completely bonkers the next.
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Melody had just clocked in for another shift when she turned around and came face to face with Lynn.

“Hey,” Melody said. “Sneak up on people often?”

“Sorry. Did you say something to Nadine about my cards?”

“No, I told Justin about them, and he must have mentioned it to Nadine. Did you not want them to know?”

“It’s not that. I’m just sort of freaked out. What if they put them in the shop and they just sit there, unsold and unloved, like a dead fish on the riverbank?”

“I seriously doubt that will happen, but what if it does? They’re not going to fire you.”

“No, but I’ll have to look at my failure every time I pass by the shop.”

Melody took hold of Lynn’s upper arms. “Stop worrying. I have faith in you. I know talent when I see it.”

Lynn looked at her as if she was trying to figure out a tough bit of calculus. “I feel as if there is a whole other you hiding behind what you show people.”

Melody did her best not to react, but she wasn’t sure how well she’d succeeded. “I watch a lot of Shark Tank.”

“You know you can talk to me, right? We’re friends.”

“I know. We talk.”

Lynn pressed her lips together in what looked like frustration.

“I need to get to work since I’m on the clock so I’m not the one who gets fired.”

Lynn huffed a little laugh. “Like that’s going to happen.”

“What’s that supposed to mean?”

“Oh, just that Justin McQueen has the hots for you.”

“Don’t be ridiculous.” A part of her thought Lynn might be right. After all, he had asked her out. But while she liked that idea, she had to find a way to make sure any feelings didn’t build.

Didn’t she? She wasn’t as sure as she’d once been.

She realized that each day she spent working alongside Justin, listening to his deep voice, watching how effortlessly he talked to other people—employees, customers, vendors, members of the community—always coming across as if he cared not only about what they were saying but also them as a person, because she truly believed he did, how he held his family and business together through sheer force of will, her resistance to admitting her feelings to him waned more and more. But it was precisely because of those feelings that she couldn’t subject him to a possible relationship built on lies. Especially not after what she’d heard about his ex-girlfriend. He deserved someone who not only loved him but who could be totally honest and open with him too. She wasn’t that person.

“I don’t know why you’re resisting what is an obvious mutual attraction, but I hope you can figure it out before you miss an opportunity to be happy.”

And then to Melody’s surprise, Lynn pulled her into a hug that had unexpected tears pooling in her eyes.

Despite what she’d said about needing to get to work, Melody waited a few minutes after Lynn left, the time necessary to get her emotions under control, before she exited the room with her cart.

A few minutes later, she was cleaning the mirrors in the executive wing bathroom when Nadine came in.

“You’re here late,” Melody said. Nadine was more likely to come in early than stay late.

“Playing catch-up on the holiday ball since Justin was so late getting me the info I needed. I hear we have you to thank for the theme—again. You sure you won’t just officially apply for the events coordinator position and make my life easier?” Nadine pressed her palms together prayerfully and gave Melody a pretty-please smile.

She felt the pull to make the leap, to officially be in a position that could more fully utilize her experience, but she couldn’t help wondering if it would be a mistake. A more visible profile could be dangerous, even if the events coordinator position at a Montana resort was a world away from big pharma in Atlanta.

“At least say you’ll think about it,” Nadine said.

“I’ll think about it.” She’d be unable to prevent doing so. While she was coming to terms with her new life, she couldn’t help wanting to recapture some elements of her old one.

“Great. I think you’d be a perfect fit. Natural talent is better than degrees in my book. And literally everything you’ve come up with has taken the resort in positive new directions. Even the changes to the ball.”

“Changes?”

“Opening up the guest list to include employees. It’s a great way to pay employees back for a year of hard, dedicated work. A night of partying instead of working.”

“I can’t take credit for that. I had no idea about the guest list.”

“Really? Hmm, wonder why Justin made the change.” Nadine smiled as if she might already know the answer.

Sudden butterflies started fluttering in Melody’s stomach. She’d been in some truly high-stress situations in her life, so why did the mere idea that Justin might have changed policy so she could attend a dance make her feel so jittery?

Maybe because despite all the wealthy, successful, handsome men she’d met during her life, Justin was the first one who felt real to her. She didn’t have to be concerned that he was as interested in her position and money as he was her—or more so. But now that she thought about it, she found it amazing that Justin would have any interest in her because of his experience with his ex. He’d suffered the exact thing she’d always had at the back of her mind every time she’d gone out on a date. And yet he was willing to take another chance?

Maybe she should take a page out of his book and do the same—and figure out how to deal with the consequences, if there were any, later.
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When Justin walked into the lodge’s lobby, he was surprised to see Melody walking into The Pinnacle in her uniform. Evidently she’d picked up someone else’s shift again because she was supposed to be off work for the next four days for the long Thanksgiving weekend. Perhaps one of the other housekeepers was already traveling to visit family. He suddenly wondered what she was doing for the holiday. He hated the idea that she might be spending it alone in her little apartment.

If he invited her to spend the holiday with his family, would she accept? Or was that too much? But she had seemed to warm toward him recently, smiling more and, if he wasn’t mistaken, even flirting a little bit. Nothing big, but definitely enough that he’d begun to hope she’d changed her mind, that she wouldn’t see it as harassment if he asked her out again. Maybe she’d feel more comfortable if he asked her to something personal that wasn’t really a date, an event with other people around.

Before he lost his nerve, he followed her into the restaurant. He reached the hostess stand in time to see her accept two takeout containers. Not one. Two. Maybe they were both for her, a different meal for different days.

Or maybe there was someone in her life he didn’t know about. She’d said it wasn’t her neighbor, but that didn’t mean there wasn’t someone else. If so, he was about to feel like a fool.

“Hungry?” he asked as she noticed him.

She lifted the containers. “For tomorrow.”

“Not traveling then?”

She lowered her gaze, but not before he saw some sadness in her eyes. Why had he asked such a stupid question? He already knew she didn’t have any family.

“Sorry,” he said. “I was wondering if you might like to join our family for Thanksgiving.”

She looked up, the sadness replaced by surprise. “You should spend the holiday with your dad and brothers, especially since you all seem to always be going in different directions.”

“Are you kidding? We’ll be tired of each other before we get the turkey on the table. Plus, by you sharing the meal, you’d be helping to keep us from eating ourselves right into a food coma.”

She looked hesitant, shifted from one foot to another. “Why are you asking me and not anyone else?”

He considered the best way to answer, but what came out was, “I think you know.” He glanced at her takeout containers again. “Unless there’s someone else.”

She lifted the foam boxes a bit. “I was going to share this with someone, but how would you feel about having two guests instead of one?”

She wanted to bring a date after what he’d confessed. Well, he hadn’t said the words, but he was fairly certain she knew what he meant.

“You remember Marty, my neighbor?”

“Yeah.”

“Well, I’m pretty sure he doesn’t have anywhere to go or anyone to spend the holiday with, so I was going to invite him over. But I think a family Thanksgiving might be just what the kid needs.”

Okay, if she was calling Marty a kid, that indicated she didn’t think of him in any sort of romantic way, right? It hit him that this was just Melody being kind to a friend, the way she’d helped Lynn to launch her card-making business, how she’d brought Marty and Lottie together in a working relationship that helped them both. How she’d breathed new life not only into the upcoming Christmas season but also his dad, who, based on his increasing enthusiasm for the Christmas village he was helping to construct, actually seemed to be looking forward to a holiday for the first time since Justin’s mom had died.

“Sure, bring him along. Though you’re going to be severely outnumbered.”

She shrugged. “A little testosterone doesn’t worry me.”

After they set a time for her and Marty to arrive and he’d assured her that she didn’t need to bring anything, she headed out of the lodge. As he watched her go, suddenly not caring who might see, he realized that his dad wasn’t the only McQueen looking forward to the holidays.


Chapter Twelve


“I can’t believe I let you talk me into this.” Marty fidgeted in the passenger seat of Melody’s car.

“I had to have someone to feel awkward with, and you were handy.” No way was she going to tell Marty that the idea of him sitting alone in his nearly empty apartment on a holiday meant to be spent with family made her heart literally ache.

Marty snorted. “Why are you going to your boss’ house for Thanksgiving anyway?”

She glanced over at him. “Free food that I don’t have to cook.”

“Yeah, right. The way I hear things, your boss likes you—and not just as an employee.”

Melody gripped the steering wheel harder and slowly turned her gaze to her grinning passenger. “Let me guess. Lottie is keeping up the great Southern tradition of gossiping.”

“I don’t think it’s just Southern,” he said. “Seems more like a nosy small-town thing.”

He might be right about that.

“We’ve just been working together, that’s all.”

“How often do co-workers go to each other’s houses for Thanksgiving?”

“I’ll have you know this is not the first time I’ve done this. I once spent quite a nice Thanksgiving at a co-worker’s house.” Granted, that co-worker had been her best friend Lorna and she’d been there on Thanksgiving only because bad weather had kept her dad from arriving home from an overseas trip in time for the holiday, but Marty didn’t have to know that particular set of facts.

But as she made the turn into the McQueens’ driveway, she wondered if she’d lost her mind. If everyone in town was already speculating about her and Justin, how much sense did it make to add fuel to the gossip fire by spending the holiday here with not only him but also his family? While she truly did want to give Marty a nice place to spend the day, she had to admit she was using him as a barrier, too. She didn’t need more curious gazes turned her way, not when she needed to stay as invisible as possible. If people somehow figured out who she was, she’d have to start over again. And as she saw Justin step out onto his porch, that was the last thing she wanted, wise or not.

“Do you know you have a silly grin on your face?” Marty asked.

Melody adjusted her expression on instinct before thinking how doing so just proved everything Marty had heard was true. She sighed.

“Yep, you got it bad.”

She didn’t even argue with him. What was the use? He was right. Her heart started thumping harder as she got out of the car. She’d had crushes in her life, even fancied herself in love a couple of times, but never had her entire body felt like it was the tip of an Independence Day sparkler as it did now. Just the sight of the man would be enough to cause a rapid heartbeat, but the fact that she knew him to be a good, hardworking, kind man as well only added to the attraction.

“Perfect timing,” Justin said as she neared the porch. He pointed at the plastic container in her hands. “I remember saying you didn’t have to bring anything.”

“And I remember my mom teaching me from a young age that you never show up to a party without a contribution, no matter what the host said.”

Justin’s gaze met hers and held perhaps a few seconds too long before he shifted his attention to Marty, introducing himself and shaking the younger man’s hand.

“Glad you could join us.”

“Thanks for inviting me.”

She could tell Marty felt awkward but was doing his best to hide it. Knowing he’d just get more embarrassed, she resisted giving his arm a reassuring squeeze.

A gust of cold wind found its way down the collar of her thick coat, a recent purchase from a second-hand store down the street from Lottie’s.

Justin grinned when he saw her shiver. “Better get your thin Southern blood inside.”

She gestured to their surroundings as she took in the fact that he was standing out here in just a button-down shirt as if it was a warm spring day. “This doesn’t faze you at all.”

“This is nothing.”

Yeah, winter was going to be brutal.

Justin ushered them inside the house, which looked like a showplace right out of one of those log home magazines with glossy, multi-page spreads. The open floor plan included a large living area with comfortable-looking leather couches and chairs, a polished coffee table made from a thick slab of honey-colored wood, a two-story stone fireplace that housed a crackling fire, a soaring ceiling and one entire wall made of picture windows with a view worth millions of the snow-capped mountains.

She glanced over to find Marty’s mouth hanging open a little. If she didn’t miss her guess, he’d never stepped foot in a place this impressive. Even though she had, she was still able to appreciate the beauty and warmth of it.

On the opposite end of the great room was a kitchen fit for a four-star chef. Mr. McQueen smiled from the opposite side of the marble-topped kitchen island. He looked a lot more clear-eyed than the last time she’d seen him.

“I hope you all are hungry,” he said, “because we have enough food to feed half of Montana.”

“He’s not lying,” Wes said as he walked across the room toward the kitchen. “It’s like he thinks we’re going to be snowed in for a month.”

Melody shuddered at the thought, not because of the company but at the thought of that much snow. Adjusting to life in Montana had been tough, but she suspected the real challenge lay ahead in the winter months.

That and figuring out how to deal with her growing attraction to her boss.

“Can I take your coat?” Justin asked, making her realize he’d stepped closer to her.

“Sure, but I might spend the whole time I’m here standing in front of the fireplace.”

Mr. McQueen laughed from where he was placing heaping bowls of food on the island. “You’re going to have to toughen up if you’re going to live here.”

“So I’m gathering.”

As Justin disappeared down the hallway with her coat and Marty’s jacket, instead of heading for the fireplace she walked over to the island.

“What do you have there?” Mr. McQueen asked as she placed her plastic container on the countertop.

“A little bit of the South,” she said as she removed the lid. “Jam cake.”

All the McQueen men gathered round as she explained that the dessert was a spice cake with caramel icing. “My mother’s family was from Kentucky, and it’s a tradition there. My grandmother made it every Christmas.”

“I say we start with dessert,” Wes said.

“While my sweet tooth agrees with the sentiment, we don’t want your dad’s hard work to get cold while we all get a sugar high,” she said.

“Thank you, dear,” Mr. McQueen said.

Over the next several minutes, they all filled their plates and made their way to the dining room. Melody ended up sitting between Justin, who sat at one end of the table while his dad sat on the other, and Marty, who’d evidently gotten over his awkwardness enough to fill his plate like he didn’t plan to eat for the next week. She grinned at the sight of it.

“What?” he asked under his breath. “It’d be rude to not eat anything.”

She pressed her lips together to keep from laughing, and when Justin’s gaze caught hers his smile told her he recognized what was going on.

To her relief, the conversation flowed easily from life in Montana to the plans for the Old-Fashioned Christmas to what life was like in Arkansas. She pulled a bit from universal Southern truths and some from the research she’d done about Arkansas and the life she was supposed to have led there. After the tasty food she’d been eating, the lies tasted chalky and bitter on her tongue, so as soon as she could without creating suspicion she shifted the conversation.

“Everything is delicious,” she said. “You’re quite the cook, Mr. McQueen.”

“You have my wife to thank for that.” He paused, his sadness evident. “She insisted that every man needed to know how to cook. She was more successful with some of us than others.”

“I’m the son who actually listened,” Roman said.

Wes bumped into him with his shoulder. “You always were the suck-up.”

“I can get by,” Justin said. “Now Wes, well, it’s a good thing we have a restaurant at the lodge.”

“You both suck,” Wes said.

“Boys, there’s a lady present.”

Melody smiled at Mr. McQueen. “It’s okay. I admit I may have used a spicy word on occasion.”

“How was the rest of your day in Livingston?” Roman asked her as his brothers stood to go fill their plates with seconds, followed by Marty. Where did the guy put all that food in his slim frame?

“Good. It’s a nice little town. I might explore Bozeman next.”

“If you’re not used to driving in snow, then be sure to watch the weather forecast, depending on when you go. I’ve been on Bozeman Pass when you could barely see where you’re going.”

“Okay, that sounds suitably terrifying. Maybe I’ll wait until next summer.”

Marty chuckled as he sat down with another full plate.

“Laugh all you want,” she said. “I’d like to see you survive summer heat and humidity in the South. You’d melt into a puddle.”

“You’re from around here?” Mr. McQueen asked Marty.

Marty hesitated with his fork halfway to his mouth. “Um, Helena. But I moved away from there a few years ago.”

A few years? How many? Had he been a teenager? She wanted to ask him so many questions, and it surprised her because she didn’t typically have a mothering instinct. And besides, Marty wasn’t young enough to be her kid anyway. A little brother, yes, but not her child.

“I haven’t been up that way in a long time,” Mr. McQueen said.

Marty’s enthusiasm for his meal appeared to wane. To pull him out of whatever memories had captured him, she leaned over. “Think you’ll have room for dessert after all of that?”

He glanced over at her. “Oh ye of little faith.”

Wes snorted, quickly followed by laughter from the rest of the McQueen men. She smiled, and when Marty smiled back it made something lighten within her, made her feel really glad she’d convinced him to accompany her.

After they’d all finished eating heaps of turkey, ham and a vast array of side dishes, everyone decided they needed some time to digest before attacking the pumpkin pies Justin had picked up at his cousin’s bakery and Melody’s jam cake. Melody tried to help clear the dishes, but Mr. McQueen wouldn’t hear of it. Instead, he put his sons to work while she and Marty found comfortable spots on the couches with orders to turn on the TV for the ritual viewing of Thanksgiving football.

“I’d offer to let you pick whatever you’d like to watch,” Mr. McQueen said, “but I’m afraid hospitality only goes so far. We’d have a riot on our hands if the football tradition were broken.”

“Well, we can’t have that. And I’ve watched a fair amount of football in my time. My dad was a big fan.”

“Any particular team?”

“Falcons, all the way.” She caught herself before she let slip that he had season tickets.

“Atlanta?” Justin asked. “Not really a team with a large national fan base.”

“Oh, well, we didn’t have a team in Arkansas. And my dad spent a little bit of time in Atlanta when he was younger.” She’d be impressed she was getting so good at telling lies on the fly if it didn’t make her feel so awful inside. How did other people in WITSEC do this all the time?

She supposed the majority of them were former criminals, so maybe it came easier to them than someone forced to live a different life for fear that she’d be murdered on sight.

Not wanting to think about what she’d lost or the fact that Angelica was living the life that was rightfully Melody’s, she focused instead on the shouts and trash talk of the men seated around her. On the warmth that filled her body the moment Justin sat down next to her. He didn’t touch her, but he didn’t have to. What would he think if he could hear her thoughts? That she wanted to curl up next to him and pretend that this really was her family, that she wasn’t alone anymore?

She tried to force her thoughts in a different direction, but it didn’t work. Especially not when Justin stretched his arm out along the back of the couch behind her. He could simply be resting his arm on the only available surface, but when she glanced over at him and saw the look in his eyes she didn’t think that was it at all. He was making tentative moves to see how she’d react. How should she? She honestly didn’t know the right answer. The right answer wasn’t as obvious to her anymore.

Watching all the guys’ reactions to the game made her smile. It was so like watching with her dad that it brought back good memories despite the pang of loss.

“You’ve got to be kidding me!” Wes got to his feet as a ref called a player out of bounds before he could make a touchdown. “Both feet were clearly down.”

“Nope, he stepped out.” She said it before she realized she was going to give her thought voice.

Everyone looked at her.

“What? I call it like I see it.”

“Good money says you’re wrong.” Wes grinned, letting her know that while he was confident he was also not trying to start an argument.

“Tell you what, if I’m wrong I’ll bake you any kind of cake you want.”

“You’re on.”

Justin leaned toward her. “Your bet is one-sided. Get him to promise you something if you’re right.”

The problem was that Wes wasn’t the brother she wanted something from, but she couldn’t tell Justin that. Or could she? With her nerves stabbing her like thousands of tiny needles, she looked at him.

“I can’t think of anything I want from your brother.”

He stared at her, looking as if he was trying to figure out if she meant what he thought. She wasn’t sure she wanted him to figure it out, and she used the sound of the announcer saying the review was over to shift her attention back to the TV.

“The ruling on the field stands. The player was out of bounds. No touchdown.”

Wes howled like a wounded animal, making everyone laugh.

Everyone was still teasing him when halftime came and Melody headed to the kitchen to slice pieces of cake and pie for everyone before anyone could tell her not to. She watched everyone’s expressions as they bit into the cake.

“Mmm, this is so good I’m going to forgive you for showing me up,” Wes said, his mouth full.

His dad playfully whopped him on the back of the head. “Don’t talk with your mouth full, Son. I know you were taught better manners than that.”

After everyone had consumed as least one slice of dessert and in most cases two, Justin placed his hand on his stomach.

“I think I need to take a walk to combat all the food I’ve inhaled today.”

As if on cue, his brothers, dad and even Marty made their way back to the living area, leaving Justin and Melody standing in the kitchen.

“Well, that wasn’t obvious at all,” she said.

Justin grinned. “Masters of stealth, they are not. Want to join me?”

She glanced at the TV where commentators were dissecting the first half every way they could, then out the windows to the gorgeous landscape surrounding this beautiful house.

“Sure. Why not?”

She’d had so much stolen from her. She deserved to go for a walk with amazing views alongside a good-looking man, even if it was colder than she liked outside. Maybe she could look at it as immersion learning for being a Montanan, sort of like the summer she’d done immersion language learning in Mexico City.

Justin retrieved her coat and hat, and once she was bundled up escorted her out the door. She wasn’t able to totally ignore the stares that followed them.

“Sorry about that,” he said as soon as they’d taken several steps away from the house.

“Don’t worry about it.”

“Though I don’t involve myself in their love lives, they seem to have suddenly taken a great interest in mine.”

“I think it’s something in the town’s water supply.”

He looked over at her as they walked casually past a couple of barns toward a path that ran parallel to the river. “Who’s been after you?”

“Let’s see. First it was Lynn. A number of curious looks from other employees. Then Erica and Colleen let me know that you were single and not seeing anyone, not since your ex moved away.”

“Wow. I had no idea everyone around me was desperate to see me paired up.”

Melody’s step faltered, and it didn’t go unnoticed by Justin. He placed himself in front of her, turning to face her.

“That came out wrong. I don’t mean I’d be desperate to date you, far from it.”

“Aren’t you afraid that I might just want you for all this?” She gestured around them at the gorgeous house, the acres and acres of prime ranchland, the resort that wasn’t within view but no less a part of Justin’s assets.

“I see you heard a lot about my ex. But no, I’m not worried about that. You’re nothing like Caroline.”

“You don’t know that.”

“Actually, I do. You said no when I asked you out, have made no attempts to attach yourself to me. In fact, I’ve wondered more than once if you have someone else.”

“I don’t.”

“Did you leave someone behind?”

She shook her head. “Not like that.”

“And yet I feel like you’re always on guard around me, as if I might get too close, learn too much. I hope that doesn’t mean I scare you.”

“No. You’re one of the nicest people I’ve ever met.” She turned and walked toward the fence that ran parallel to a field filled with grazing horses, beautiful animals that looked as much a part of this landscape as the river running through the valley or the mountains towering over it. “Let’s just say I don’t trust easily.”

“Do you think I’m someone you could trust?” Justin asked as he stepped up beside her and draped his arms along the top of the fence.

“I do trust you.”

Silence fell between them and she kept her gaze facing forward, examining the craggy heights of the mountains in the distance. There were mountains in Georgia, but they were older, rounder, greener. And the peaks didn’t have snow on them year-round.

She ventured a glance over at Justin and he was staring at the mountains so hard that she thought he might cause an avalanche.

“What’s bothering you?”

He took a breath but didn’t face her. “I’m going to admit something and hope it doesn’t get me in hot water.”

“That sounds ominous.” She said it with a little laugh, but her nerves started vibrating even more.

“I really like you, Melody, and the truth is I’d like to ask you out again. But I don’t want you to think I’m pressuring you or that I’m crossing a professional line. I don’t want you to feel uncomfortable, and I don’t want to put everything my family has at risk.”

She understood where he was coming from. Being the boss came with its own set of pressures, including being very careful not to even give a hint that one was using the position to pressure anyone sexually.

“I know we haven’t known each other long, but the fact that you’re so concerned about this tells me that you’re not someone who would abuse his power over others.”

He slowly turned toward her, and it struck her anew just how ruggedly handsome he was. A woman could only resist temptation so long, and she felt her resistance fraying like the threads of centuries-old cloth.

“So if I asked you to go out with me, what would you say?”

Her heart was thumping so hard she could hear it against her eardrums.

“Honestly, I don’t know.”

“Melody, would you like to go to dinner with me?”

Here it was, the moment she decided if she could lie in the hope that she wouldn’t live the rest of her life alone.

“Yes.” She suddenly felt as split in two as her life actually was—one part excited by the idea of being with Justin, and one part hating herself for what she’d have to do in order to make that happen.

Justin lifted his hand slowly toward her face, obviously giving her time to back away if she changed her mind or if he was moving too fast. She didn’t move. She wanted to feel his touch, and it took everything in her not to make a deep sound of pleasure, of connection, when he rested his palm along the side of her jaw and ran the pad of his thumb across her chilled cheek.

“What if I asked if I could kiss you?”

Her breath caught. This was so much more than a night out, sharing food and conversation. But there was no denying she wanted it, that she had wanted it for some time now.

“I wouldn’t object.”

Honest to goodness, it was as if the world slipped into slow motion. And the moment Justin’s lips touched hers, she knew there was no going back.


Chapter Thirteen


Melody could have used the holiday weekend to get her nerves under control, but Justin must have been afraid she’d instead use the days away from him to change her mind. Thus, she found herself pacing her apartment, waiting for him to pick her up. She’d suggested meeting him somewhere, that they should be careful in a town so small. He responded that gossip was inevitable. Someone would find out even if they snuck out in the middle of the night.

Her body had heated furiously at the thought of sneaking out with him under cover of darkness, so much so that she’d been thankful they weren’t face to face when he said it.

When the knock came on the door, she understood the precise meaning of jumping out of one’s skin. Honestly, she didn’t recognize herself, and not just because she was living a different life with a different name. She’d never been this nervous before a date in her life, and she didn’t think it was totally because of her guilt for lying to Justin. Maybe it was because she liked him so much, could envision that like possibly growing into more. She still wasn’t sure she could allow that, but she’d make that decision later. Tonight she just wanted to have a nice time.

She smoothed her hands down her skirt and crossed to the door. When she opened it, Justin smiled at her in a way that made her insides feel like fondue. When he pulled a bouquet of bright, colorful flowers out from behind his back, her heart tripped over itself. He could have so easily gone with the typical roses, but instead he’d brought a riot of color to rival springtime.

“They’re beautiful,” she said. “Thank you.”

She motioned him into her apartment while she searched for something to put them in. Not having a vase, she settled on an empty spaghetti sauce jar she’d been saving for a potential craft project.

When she looked up, she noticed Justin scanning her humble living space.

“It’s not much, but it’s home,” she said.

“It’s nice.” He pointed toward the bureau she’d redone to hold her craft supplies. “You did this?”

“Yeah. I’m quite proud of that one.”

“You should be.” He ran his hand along the top of the bureau, and she wondered what that hand would feel like against her skin. “Something like this would take more patience than I have.”

“I actually find it surprisingly relaxing.”

“You didn’t do anything like this before?”

“Took a painting class once on a whim.” One of those go drink wine with your friends and everyone paints the same thing events. “I wasn’t very good.”

She’d never really explored any sort of artsy or crafty side before, hadn’t even thought she had one. It was a pleasant surprise to learn one had been there all along. It’d only taken a series of tragedies to unearth it.

“Nobody wants me anywhere near a painting class.”

“Everyone has different strengths. Not everyone can run a multi-pronged business.”

“I bet you could.”

His statement startled her, but thankfully there didn’t seem to be anything in his eyes to indicate he’d stumbled upon her truth. But what if he did? What if she slipped up on some detail of her fabricated backstory? Or he came across a picture of her and saw the resemblance despite the ways she’d altered her appearance? Would he hate her? She supposed it wouldn’t matter in the end because she’d be forced to relocate and reinvent once again.

“You okay?”

She jerked herself out of her what-if rabbit hole and smiled. “Yeah. A little nervous, I guess.”

He walked up to her and took her hands in his. “No reason to be nervous. It’s just dinner, and if at any point you change your mind, I’ll bring you home. Though I hope that doesn’t happen.”

She did her best to shove common sense objections from her mind as Justin drove them out of Logan Springs and toward Livingston.

“Not going somewhere locally?”

“Only if you don’t want to end up as the top story in the next issue of the Grapevine.”

“Excellent point.”

As they drove out of the northern edge of Logan Springs, Justin reached over and took her hand in his. Loving the feel of his large, warm hand around hers, she threaded her fingers through his.

“So Marty seemed to enjoy himself on Thanksgiving,” he said. “That boy sure can eat. Reminds me of Roman, Wes and me when we were teenagers.”

“I teased him about it, but I actually worry it’s a sign he doesn’t get enough to eat.”

“But he has a job.”

“And bills likely take up most of what he makes. He’s been walking to work until he can save enough to get his car fixed.” She glanced out the window as they passed the house she’d visited. According to the sign by the road, it was still for sale. “I’d lay down good money that he has no family support at all. I think something happened between him and his family, and somehow he ended up here.”

“He might have been a seasonal worker in the park, and then hung around after the season was over. Some people do that. Either they fall in love with the area or they have nothing in particular to go back to. Sometimes both.”

She remembered Lottie telling her that was how she’d come to live in Logan Springs.

“I find myself wanting to help him, but I don’t want to embarrass him. Ego can be a fragile thing.”

Justin squeezed her hand. “You’ve got a good heart, Melody Shaw.”

Would he still think that if he knew she was lying to him about her identity? She could drive herself crazy with that question.

He took her to a bistro in a historic building in downtown Livingston, one with an impressive menu. Her mouth watered as she scanned the possibilities.

“Everything is delicious here,” Justin said. “Get whatever you like.”

It struck her that he might think she’d never eaten somewhere like this before, a restaurant with a gourmet chef and a fair amount of dollar signs on the menu. But she just smiled and went back to examining all the locally sourced dishes.

Once their order had been placed, her nerves surged. Would they find enough to talk about now that they were sitting here facing each other?

Justin gestured to their surroundings. “This building is more than a century old and has seen a lot of famous names come through, Calamity Jane and Buffalo Bill among them.”

She needn’t have worried about finding enough to talk about. It was actually amazing how easily the conversation flowed from the area’s history to how his family got into the resort business to tales of hot summer nights in the South filled with chasing lightning bugs, playing in the creek and drinking ice cold lemonade. She wished she could tell him she’d done those things while on vacations at her family’s cabin in the Great Smoky Mountains, but Melody Shaw’s backstory couldn’t afford mountain cabins amid verdant greenery.

“You miss it, don’t you?”

Melody looked up from where she was enjoying a slice of decadent tiramisu cheesecake. “What?”

“Arkansas.”

No, but then she’d only been there a couple of times in her life. But her real home? Yes, she did, even though she was finding more and more to love about Montana every day. If she’d arrived here of her own accord, things might be different. But it didn’t really matter how she’d come to the area, she was here now and would continue to be unless something huge and unexpected happened.

“Some aspects, but Montana has a good bit going for it, too.” She smiled, and when he smiled back she nearly dropped her fork.

He reached across the table and took her free hand. “I’m glad you said yes the second time I asked you out.”

“Me, too.” She just hoped she could come to terms with how conflicted she felt about allowing him to date someone who was part fiction.

After they finished their meal and Justin had given payment to the waiter, she excused herself to go to the restroom. Before returning to the dining room, she looked at herself in the mirror and took a series of calming breaths. The reflection was the same as the one that had been staring back at her since April, but sometimes it still shocked her. It was as if she was looking at a stranger who only resembled her. She supposed she was, truth be told.

She’d had a lovely evening with Justin and didn’t want it to end, but the war inside her showed no signs of waning. It was precisely because she liked him so much that it felt so wrong to lie to him. But what choice did she have? It was either that or break things off. Could she get by with simply saying that she’d changed her mind, that dating her boss just felt too weird? But how in the world would she hide how she felt about him while seeing him at work, especially when evidently she’d done such a poor job of hiding it so far? She didn’t deserve to be alone the rest of her life because she’d done nothing wrong, but Justin didn’t deserve to be lied to either.

The door opened, startling her. She moved to smooth her hair, hoping the woman who stepped through the doorway couldn’t tell she’d just been standing there staring at herself while different parts of her brain waged a silent debate. With one final deep breath and the realization that she wasn’t going to find the answers in the ladies’ room, she headed back to the dining area. But as she walked through the bar, something on the screen of the muted TV caught her attention.

Her breath caught and it was as if her body had forgotten how the act of breathing worked. On the screen was a photo of Jane, and then video of the prison where she was an inmate. Melody started reading the closed captioning.

“Jane Redmond, who was serving a life sentence for the murder of her husband, Stuart Redmond, founder and former CEO of Redmond Pharmaceuticals, died in prison today. Authorities say that Redmond was stabbed, but no further details are available at this time.”

Melody stood frozen with an endless stream of questions running through her mind. Why had Jane been stabbed? How would Angelica react? Could this in any way change Melody’s life? Even though the newscaster had moved on to some other story, she continued to stare at the screen, willing it to give her more information.

She didn’t move until she heard her name. It took a couple more moments for her to realize that it likely wasn’t the first time Justin had said it. He approached with concern etched deeply on his face. Oh God, she had to think fast.

“Are you okay?” he asked as he touched her arm.

“Yeah, fine.” To her own ears that sounded like the biggest lie yet. “I just think I might have eaten too much.”

He didn’t look as if he believed her, and she didn’t blame him. But it was the first plausible thing she could think of, and now she couldn’t backpedal if she miraculously thought of a better excuse for standing frozen in the middle of the bar. In that moment, she realized they were garnering some curious looks from the people sitting around them.

“I’m ready to go if you are,” she said as she reached out for her coat he held.

“Sure.”

She could tell he wanted to ask more questions, but instead he helped her slip into her coat and then took her hand as they headed outside. She hoped he couldn’t feel how much she was shaking. Or was that only in her head?

As Justin drove them away from the lights of Livingston into the dark countryside headed south toward Logan Springs, she kept expecting him to ask more questions. Part of her even wanted him to, so it would break the terrible, tense silence. Even the way she allowed him to hold her hand felt like a lie. She felt like a lie.

“I’m going to say something, but I’ll only say it once,” he said suddenly, his voice sounding unnaturally loud after the nerve-racking quiet. “I have this weird feeling that there is something you’re not telling me, maybe something you ran away from when you left Little Rock. I want you to know you can tell me, if you need to talk.”

She almost gave a quick denial, assuring him that she was okay, that everything was fine, but she couldn’t force the words past her lips. She felt as if she might choke on the lie if she allowed it to form. But what should she say instead?

“Thank you. I’ll keep that in mind.” She hoped her response didn’t serve to make him even more curious, though she suspected it did. But she was in a no-win situation. No matter what she said, she suspected he wouldn’t believe her.

The silence returned, but not for long. All of a sudden, Justin pulled off the road, the truck’s headlights pointing out into a dark field. Before Melody could say anything, Justin got out of the truck, walked around the front and finally opened her door. She had the crazy thought that he’d decided he didn’t want to be around someone who lied to him one minute longer and was going to leave her on the side of the highway. Okay, she didn’t really think he’d do something like that, no matter how upset, but what was he up to?

He reached into the truck, his big, wonderful hands sliding along the sides of her face as he leaned in and captured her mouth in a kiss that threatened to make her combust. She kissed him back with all the feelings she’d been holding in check, allowing him to deepen the kiss to the point they both moaned.

Gradually, Justin pulled away, though he left one palm resting against her cheek. “I wanted to do that before we got back. I didn’t want an audience.”

She knew it wasn’t because he was embarrassed to be seen with her. Otherwise, he wouldn’t have asked her out and taken her to one of the nicer restaurants in the area. He wanted this moment to be just between them, and she suspected she’d just fallen a little in love with him. Maybe a lot. She cursed fate for making this so hard.

While she was still lost in the fog of her thoughts and, honestly, lust, Justin smiled and then shut her door. Melody forced herself to take a slow, deep breath as he rounded the front of the truck to return to the driver’s side. By the time he slipped into his seat, her mind had managed to cobble together a response.

“This is the best date I’ve ever had.” And she meant it. Nothing—not dinner at Atlanta’s most posh eateries, not skiing in the Alps, not lying on a beach in Cancun—could beat that kiss. Nothing she’d ever experienced could eclipse her growing feelings for the man beside her.

He looked over at her and smiled again. “That makes two of us.”
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It really had been the best date of her life, and she hated that the memory would be tainted by seeing the news of Jane’s death. Not that it had upset her, but no matter what had happened she couldn’t wish for another person’s death. She’d admittedly struggled with that mindset after her father’s murder, but she’d gradually come to the conclusion that she didn’t want to sink to the level of Jane and Angelica. She could hate them, wish they’d never crossed paths with her family, even find tremendous satisfaction in the thought of Jane spending the rest of her life behind bars, but she would not be the kind of person who wished death on another. She didn’t want that kind of darkness residing inside of her, not to mention it might invite bad karma.

Despite it being a wonderful evening other than the upheaval the news of Jane’s death had caused, part of her was glad when Justin dropped her off and she made her way inside. She needed to find out more about what had happened, if it would mean anything at all regarding her situation. She stopped with the TV remote in her hand. The truth was she wasn’t sure she wanted her situation to change. She was settling into her new life even if it bore very little resemblance to her previous path. There was an appeal to a simpler existence, to say nothing of her attraction to Justin.

It was more than an attraction, wasn’t it? What she’d felt when he kissed her on the side of the road had not simply been physical lust, though there’d been plenty of that.

But if somehow she was able to reclaim her old life, to boot Angelica from the company and try to undo the damage she’d wrought, how could she not do so? This was bigger than what she needed or wanted.

Slow down, she told herself. Jane’s death likely wouldn’t change anything, not since Angelica was in charge and the authorities had never found any evidence that she’d had anything to do with Melody’s father’s death. Unfortunately, it wasn’t against the law to be a terrible, greedy person with no empathy for others.

She clicked on the TV and scanned through the various news channels until she found one talking about Jane’s stabbing. But as she watched, it became obvious that there wasn’t much new information. She lowered the volume and opened her laptop. An hour later, her head hurt from reading one crazy theory after another—everything from Jane’s sketchy, organized crime family back in the Ukraine taking her out for some reason to Melody’s own ghost coming back from the dead to do the deed.

Melody rubbed her eyes and leaned her head against the back of the couch. She’d begun to drift a bit toward sleep when the sound of a woman’s voice caused her to jerk her attention to the TV. Though hatred crawled through her at the sound of Angelica’s voice, she turned up the volume, curiosity overriding revulsion.

“It’s Melody Redmond, I have no doubt. She did this. It wasn’t enough to see my mother in prison. She had to have her killed.”

“How is that possible, Miss Stenovia, when Miss Redmond died months ago?”

Angelica turned a hateful glare on the reporter. “Did you see a body? Because I sure didn’t. I think someone made her disappear, and I think you know who that is. Somebody out there knows where Melody is, and I’d be very interested to know what she’s been up to.”

With that Angelica abruptly turned and strode away from the stand of microphones from various media outlets.

Melody sat in stunned silence, unable to believe what she’d just heard. Not only did Angelica suspect that Melody was in witness protection, but she’d just announced that on national television where any opportunistic private detective or dangerous goon could hear and think there was a sizeable payday for anyone who found her.

She pressed her hand against her stomach, willing herself not to throw up.


Chapter Fourteen


By the time Monday afternoon rolled around, Justin was having a hard time keeping his mind on work. He and Melody had exchanged a few texts the day before, but they’d not actually talked or seen each other since he’d dropped her off at her apartment Saturday night. Since then, he’d racked his brain for what might have upset her because he didn’t buy the excuse she’d given. When he’d first seen her in the bar, she’d been staring at the TV with a shocked expression on her face. But when he’d glanced at the screen, the story being reported had been about a new distribution center being built in Billings.

After arriving home, he’d done a search on the TV station’s website and watched the segment. Was it possible she knew one of the people interviewed for the story? Someone from her past?

No matter how much he grew to like her, he couldn’t kick the feeling that something was lurking in her past ready to pounce. Part of him wanted to ask Parker if he could do a bit of poking around in her background off the record, see if there were any reports of abusive ex-boyfriends or the like. But that would be an invasion of her privacy, and not the kind of thing to build a relationship on. And despite the fact they’d only been out once, that was where his mind was already heading. He felt drawn to her in ways he couldn’t explain, felt more comfortable with her than their short acquaintance could account for. He hoped she could overcome whatever was bothering her and holding her back.

The holiday ball was only days away, but he hadn’t felt right about asking her to be his date after the episode in the bar. But he couldn’t put it off much longer. His announcement that all employees were invited as guests this year had put the entire resort staff in a festive mood. They’d gotten up the holiday decorations in record time, and the lobby smelled and sounded full of Christmas cheer every time he walked through. The extra stuff for the Old-Fashioned Christmas week would go up later, and he couldn’t wait for Melody to see how big of a success it was going to be. Because he had no doubt it would be. They were completely booked for the week with guests from as close as West Yellowstone and as far as Fort Lauderdale. His dad and his helpers were almost done putting the finishing touches on the Christmas village and had an afternoon scheduled for assembling everything out in front of the lodge.

But despite how well everything was going, Justin couldn’t dislodge the knot of anxiety that had taken up residence in his gut Saturday night. He really wasn’t by nature a worrier, but it seemed the last several months had turned him into one—first about his dad and now Melody.

He reminded himself that things with his dad had worked out. Not that his dad didn’t still mourn his wife, but at least there hadn’t been any more drunk driving episodes. In fact, he hadn’t even been to a poker game in a while. Instead, he’d spent his time working on the ranch or on the Christmas village. He worked enough that by the time evening rolled around, he typically ate dinner and then ended up falling asleep in front of the TV. But, thankfully, his dad didn’t seem sad to not be meeting up with his friends for card games. In fact, a bit of Melody seemed to have rubbed off on him. He’d floated the idea of a charity trail ride next summer, and Justin, grateful that his dad was looking ahead instead of backward, had given his enthusiastic approval of the idea.

Now that the heavy lifting regarding the planning for the Christmas week festivities was completed, Melody wasn’t due to come in early. And yet he hoped she would so he could see her before she started her shift. He wanted more time alone with her, time to hold her and kiss her and make her comfortable enough with him that she didn’t feel she had to hide anything.

At the knock on his door, he looked up hoping to see Melody. But standing there was the absolute last person he wanted to see.

“What are you doing here?”

Caroline Wilson walked into the room with a pout on her lips. “Now is that any way to talk to the woman you almost married?”

“You seem to remember the past differently than I do.” Sure, she’d pressed him to pop the question, even leaving not-so-subtle hints about the kind of ring she wanted and that they could build a little place on some other part of the ranch for his dad and Wes so that she and Justin could have the big house to themselves. What had he ever seen in her?

“But that’s what it is, the past,” she said as she settled her hips on the edge of his desk. “I’m more interested in the future.”

“That makes two of us.” But he had a strong feeling their visions of the future were very different.

Her smile was the kind that could stop men in their tracks—men who didn’t know her.

“I’m glad to hear you say that. I made a mistake when I left and didn’t give you enough time to get to the same spot I was at.”

Justin held up his hand. “I’m going to stop you right there.”

Caroline latched on to his hand, threading her fingers with his, with seemingly superhuman speed. At the same moment that he attempted to retrieve his hand, Melody showed up at the open door. He barely held in a curse as he watched the initial greeting that had been on her lips fall away to reveal surprise. She took a step back, and he literally saw her force a dispassionate expression onto her face. But she couldn’t fake it in her eyes, which revealed hurt. How awful was it that a part of him was happy to see that because it must mean that she cared about him the way he did about her?

He jerked his hand none too gently away from Caroline and stood. “Melody—”

“I’m sorry. I didn’t know you were busy.”

Before he could say anything else, Melody disappeared down the hallway.

Caroline reached out to grab his arm as he rounded the desk and headed toward the door.

“Who was that?”

He slipped out of her grasp. “None of your business.”

As he hurried out the door in pursuit of Melody, he passed Nadine. Her words to Caroline floated to him as he neared the end of the hall.

“I think it’s time you left the premises.”

Despite the situation, a smile tugged at his mouth. Nadine did not like Caroline. Never had. And when Caroline had split town when he’d refused to propose, Nadine had made no secret of the fact that she wanted to throw a party to celebrate. She wasn’t the only one.

He made it to the corner in time to see Melody turn down the corridor that led to the laundry and storage rooms. When he reached that hallway, he called out her name despite the fact that a couple other members of the housekeeping staff, who’d evidently just clocked out for the day, were outside the door through which Melody disappeared after ignoring him. If there was anyone left on the staff who didn’t know there was something going on between him and Melody, that would soon be remedied. And he didn’t care.

As he ate up the distance between the end of the hallway and the door to the storage and break room, he realized one of the other women was Melody’s friend, Lynn. He didn’t take the time to speak to them or try to interpret their expressions. The more time he allowed Melody’s mind to chew on what she saw, the worse it was going to be.

When he opened the door, thankfully she was the only person in the room.

“Melody, that was not what it looked like.” He cringed as soon as he said it, at how the words screamed cliché.

When she turned toward him, it was as if she’d flipped a switch on every emotion within herself to the off position. But he could see beyond the barrier. Someone had hurt her, betrayed her, and now she thought he’d done the same. He had no idea how he knew that, but he did deep down. And so he told her everything that had happened prior to her arrival, not leaving out any detail. If he did, he was afraid she’d be able to tell and think his entire explanation was a lie.

When he finished, he watched her expression for any hint that Caroline hadn’t totally screwed things up for him.

“I believe you.”

He let out the breath he’d been holding.

“No way you could have made all that up on the fly,” she said. “Be that as it may, it’s the good shake I needed.”

He didn’t like the sound of that. “Don’t pull away.”

Because that’s exactly what she was about to do.

She gestured between them. “You know this can’t work. For one thing, everyone will think I’m no better than her, just after your money.”

“No, they won’t.”

“Sure they will. How many wealthy businessmen and land owners do you know who date the help?”

“Stop it. You’re not the help.”

She pointed at her housekeeping uniform. “This says otherwise.” Then she used her hand to indicate the room around them. “The fact that this is where I clock in for my shifts and pick up my cleaning supplies says otherwise.”

“It doesn’t matter to me,” he said. “When I look at you, I don’t see your job.”

She averted her gaze as if she didn’t believe him.

He closed the distance between them and gently tilted her face so she was looking at him. “I don’t see the uniform or how you earn your paycheck. I see a beautiful woman I care about. A woman I think about all the time. When I’m not with you, all I do is wonder when I’m going to see you next.”

Her feigned indifference fell away like a mask shattered to pieces.

Justin ran his fingertips over her cheek. “I don’t know who hurt you, but I won’t.”

She swallowed as she lowered her gaze to his chest. “But what if I hurt you? You’ve already been through that once, and you don’t deserve it again.”

“Are you planning on hurting me?”

“No, but sometimes things just happen.” She obviously tried to hide it, but there was a tremor in her voice. He wanted to know what in her past made her so hesitant, so wary, but he couldn’t push. He had to hope that she’d tell him in her own time.

“Then I’m not going to worry about it. In fact, before Caroline showed up, the only thing I was worried about was how you would answer the question I was going to ask when you arrived today.”

She looked up at him, and he resisted the urge to stop talking and kiss her as thoroughly as he had on the side of Highway 89.

“What were you going to ask me?”

“If you’ll be my date to the holiday ball.”

“I don’t know.”

“Either you go with me or I’m going to be the only McQueen brother without a date.”

“You could find another date easily.”

“But that’s what you don’t seem to understand. I don’t want to go with anyone else. I want to hold you in my arms and dance with you in front of everyone.”

She bit her lip as if warring with herself. But if she was doing that, it meant she wanted to go but for some reason thought that she shouldn’t.

“Maybe this will help convince you.” He pulled her close and lowered his mouth to hers.

His hope that she would agree to go with him got a boost when she kissed him back with more fire than Caroline ever had. He supposed Caroline had been acting, and that was so obvious now when compared to how Melody gripped the front of his shirt and kissed him as if she couldn’t get enough of him. It was a good thing they were in the break room where anyone could walk in because if they were in his office, he might very well lock the door and not come out until they were both satisfied.

Realizing they were getting carried away and she’d likely not appreciate it if one of her co-workers walked in, he eased out of the kiss even though it was the last thing he wanted to do.

“I hope that was a yes,” he said.

Still she didn’t immediately answer. And he allowed her the time she needed.

“Yes.” She didn’t voice any of the doubt he could still see in her beautiful eyes, but he was going to take the answer he wanted and leave before she changed her mind.

As he backed toward the door, no doubt with a stupid smile on his face, he said, “You won’t regret it.”
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Melody wasn’t so sure about that. What she was sure of was that she wanted to go to that holiday ball with Justin more than she’d wanted anything in months. The part of her that had lost so much to scheming women was not about to let this be stolen from her, too.

Suddenly weak-kneed, she sank onto a folding chair at the table where she typically ate her evening meal. Despite the huge reason why she shouldn’t be romantically involved with Justin, every time she was near him eroded her willpower even more. She considered herself to be a strong woman, but even strong people had a breaking point. And she’d evidently reached hers for self-denial.

When the door opened, she startled. But it wasn’t Justin coming back for more hot kisses, but rather Lynn with a mischievous grin on her face, along with Phyllis, another of the day shift housekeepers.

Oh, crap. How much had they heard? Seen?

“Aren’t you both off the clock?” Melody asked.

The two women sank onto chairs that matched Melody’s.

“Yes, but we’re not about to leave until you spill what that dramatic entrance and exit were all about,” Lynn said.

Melody started to stand. “Well, I am on the clock.”

Lynn grabbed her hand. “Oh, no you don’t. I’m going to go out on a limb and guess that your boss won’t mind if you take a few minutes to yourself, especially since you look as if you’ve been well and thoroughly kissed.”

How in the world could Lynn tell that? Did she have X-ray vision or something?

“Don’t look so surprised. When a man pursues a woman, determination on his face, and leaves a few minutes later grinning from ear to ear, it doesn’t take a genius to figure out what happened in here.”

“That sounds way more salacious than it was.” Though if she were to tell the truth, her body was still humming with unfulfilled desire.

Phyllis looked over at Lynn and laughed. “She must be flustered because she’s pulling out the big words.”

Lynn laughed, too, and gave Melody a pleading look. “Come on, give us some juicy details. I haven’t had a date in ages. I need to live vicariously.”

“You all don’t really want to hear this.”

“What gave you that idea?” Lynn asked. “I love a good romance novel, and this feels like one come to life.”

Melody glanced toward the door, as if somehow it might save her. “Because…won’t everyone think I’m a social climber? No different than his ex, who showed up here today, by the way?”

The two women across from her gasped.

“She didn’t,” Lynn said.

Needing someone to talk to, she told them how she’d found Caroline in Justin’s office holding his hand with her butt sitting on the end of his desk. And how he’d explained the situation.

“She’s got some nerve,” Phyllis said.

“I can’t believe Nadine let her get by her office. That woman hates Caroline. And for the record I believe Justin’s explanation.”

The truth was Melody did, too. If she didn’t, it would be so much easier to resist his advances. Well, maybe not easier, but she’d have a good reason to keep her distance as she should.

“He asked me to go to the ball with him, but I’m afraid it’d feel awkward.” Sure, she’d said yes, but what was she supposed to do with her head still spinning from the feel of his body pressed so close to hers? No heterosexual woman with any sense would have been able to think any clearer. “I feel as if everyone would whisper about us, think the worst.”

“Screw them,” Lynn said. “If the two of you make each other happy, it doesn’t matter what anyone else thinks.”

“But it does. He has to think about his business, his family’s reputation.”

“Well, unless you’re a stripper on the side and have a closet full of skulls, I think you’re okay. This isn’t high society where station matters so much.”

Melody still wasn’t convinced. “It mattered when Caroline’s motives were revealed.”

“Only because she didn’t love Justin. You do.”

Melody jumped in her chair. “What? I never said that.”

Lynn reached across the table and patted Melody’s hand. “Oh, sweetie, you didn’t have to. It’s as obvious as if it was proclaimed on every billboard from here to Missoula.”

Melody felt the blood drain from her body, pooling somewhere in the vicinity of her feet. Was she truly falling in love with Justin? Was she already there and just too afraid to admit it because she feared she’d lose him, too?

“You are going to that ball,” Lynn said. “And if you try to back out of it, I promise you I will come over to your apartment, shove you into a dress, and deliver you to the ballroom myself.”

Could this really be happening? After everything she’d lost, all the pain she’d suffered, was it possible for her to not only be satisfied with her new life but also be truly happy? Could she set aside her guilt about lying and make up for it in other ways?

She looked down at her hands and decided thinking too far ahead was going to serve no purpose other than to drive her crazy. The way she’d gotten through all the upheaval since her father’s death was one day at a time, one hour at a time, one breath at a time. The practice had gotten her this far, so it seemed logical to not abandon it now.

“Okay.”

As Lynn tittered on about playing fairy godmother, Melody did her best to focus on the positive—dancing in Justin’s arms—rather than the nagging feeling that she was making the most selfish of mistakes.


Chapter Fifteen


“What about this one?” Lynn held up a knee-length, bright yellow dress she’d found on one of the racks at the consignment store. “It’ll light up the room.”

“And make me look like a corpse in the process. Yellow is one color I can’t pull off. Besides, it’s a winter ball, not prom.”

“Well, I’m not letting you wear black. Everyone wants to wear black to these formal things.”

“There’s nothing wrong with black. It’s classic.” She tried to recall how many black dresses had hung in her closet when she’d still been helping to run Redmond Pharmaceuticals.

“You sound as if you speak from experience.”

She turned at the unfamiliar voice and found herself staring at none other than Justin’s ex-girlfriend. What the hell was she doing here? Caroline didn’t seem like the kind of woman to shop second-hand.

“Common knowledge,” Melody said.

“Mmm.” Caroline kept staring at her in a way that made Melody nervous. “You look familiar.”

No, no, no.

“We saw each other for a moment at the Peak View Resort.”

“Oh, I remember. But that’s not it.”

Could this woman possibly already know Melody’s true identity and was just toying with her?

Caroline stepped closer, resting her hands on the circular clothing rack straight across from where Melody stood. “So, I hear you’re going to the ball with Justin. Curious.”

Melody marshaled all her effort not to let this woman see how much her obvious condescension rankled. “How so?”

“After terrible rumors about me being a gold digger, why would he date someone who works for him?”

Melody crushed the dress in her hands, thankfully blocked from Caroline’s line of vision by the rack of clothing. But she put on her best imperious expression and said, “Perhaps because I couldn’t care less about his money.”

Caroline smiled in a way that said she thought she’d caught Melody in a lie. “I suppose we’ll see.”

“I’m pretty sure you won’t,” Lynn said as she returned from the opposite end of the store. “Because the way I hear things, you got kicked off the property the other day.”

Melody would have laughed at her friend’s glee-filled pronouncement and the narrow-eyed response it got from Caroline, but she was too busy being angry at this woman’s snotty attitude and freaked out that their altercation would cause Caroline to dig until she figured out Melody’s true identity.

“Why did you come back from Seattle anyway?” Lynn asked. “Couldn’t successfully find a man to fleece there?”

“I’d be careful of that attitude if I were you.”

Lynn just laughed. “Honey, you don’t scare me.”

Caroline shifted her gaze to Melody. “I’ve been underestimated before.”

There was a coldness in Caroline’s eyes that sent a shiver down Melody’s back. She tried to mentally shake it off, but even after the woman turned and headed toward the exit the chill lingered. It wrapped around her spine and started to squeeze.

“Wow, she’s not even trying to hide her nasty side anymore.” Lynn looked over at Melody. “You okay? You look as if a vampire sucked you dry.”

Think fast.

“Guess I just didn’t expect to be attacked while shopping.”

Lynn made a dismissive wave toward the door. “Don’t let her bother you. She’s just ticked off that Justin saw through her crap right along with everyone else. She had grand plans to be the queen of Logan Springs, so she’s bitter that they were foiled.”

Hell hath no fury…

All during the rest of her search for a suitable dress, Melody’s gut twisted in knots. Even after she arrived home, she jumped at every little sound. What if Caroline saw the news reports in the aftermath of Jane’s death? Angelica’s assertion that Melody was still alive but in hiding?

What if she put two and two together and went straight to Justin? No matter the source of the revelation, he’d no doubt be hurt by the most colossal of lies.

For the rest of the week, Melody slept terribly, worried that every time she saw Justin she’d also see the sting of betrayal in his eyes. She didn’t see Caroline anymore, but she wasn’t entirely sure that was a good thing. An enemy you could watch was less dangerous than one lurking in the shadows.

Even though nothing happened to indicate she’d been found out, Melody was afraid to dare hope that her fairy-tale evening with Justin would actually come true. She supposed she only had twenty-four hours to wait to find out.
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Melody had thought she’d been nervous waiting for her senior prom date to arrive to pick her up, but she almost laughed at that memory as she looked in the mirror hanging on the back of her bedroom door. She pressed her hand against her roiling stomach. If she wasn’t careful, she was going to ruin the full-length, off-the-shoulder red gown she’d bought at the consignment shop before Justin ever saw it.

At least she had the time it would take her to drive to the resort to try to get her nerves under control. Justin had said he’d come pick her up, but she’d declined by saying he should be there to greet guests as they arrived. He’d looked worried, probably thinking she might bail, but she’d promised she would be there. She’d come this far. No matter how nervous she was, or how worried that Caroline might show up and ruin the evening, she wasn’t going to hide in her apartment like a scared little bunny.

She shoved worries from her mind and took one more look in the mirror. Staring back at her was more of the woman she used to be—at least visually. She’d changed too much since arriving in Logan Springs to ever truly be the person she’d been before, and she didn’t think that was a bad thing. To be honest, there were parts of this life she liked better. She might have to watch her checking account much more carefully, but she appreciated every single thing she bought be it food, a piece of furniture to refurbish or the dress that made her feel like a million bucks she no longer had. Though her life wasn’t filled with society events anymore, it was nice to dress up and experience an infusion of self-confidence.

But the fact that the sight of herself in a ball gown didn’t make her want to cry with loss told her that with everything else peeled away, she was seeing who she truly was for the first time. She didn’t need money to be the real Melody Redmond, even if she couldn’t use that name anymore.

She turned away from the mirror, pulled her coat on over her dress and hurried to her car. The air had a definite bite that had her dreaming of a beach in the Caribbean. Lying on that beach with Justin would be even better. She smiled at the thought of dropping a cowboy on a beach, and dang if she didn’t smile all the way to the resort.

The parking lot was full, so she pulled around to the back where employees parked. That way she was able to drop her coat off in the break room and not arrive looking as if she’d just trekked in from an arctic expedition.

After hanging her coat in her locker, she didn’t leave the room. Instead, she stood with one hand pressed against the locker door, taking slow, deep breaths. All her co-workers might at least suspect there was something going on between her and Justin, but walking into that ballroom as his date, letting his arms come around her for everyone to see, would confirm it. And being public about their relationship would make her more visible.

She worried that the increased visibility might somehow get back to Angelica. Maybe she was being paranoid, but something in her gut told her she wasn’t. All she could hope was that Angelica would be too busy dealing with her mother’s death and eventually rolling in her ill-gotten gains to bother looking for Melody. If Melody wasn’t a threat, would Angelica let it go?

She was afraid she knew the answer. Angelica was vindictive, always had been. The fact that she’d seen a hint of the same kind of vindictiveness in Caroline’s eyes worried her, though.

But she didn’t want to spend the rest of her days looking over her shoulder, hiding from everyone and everything. That was no way to live, and she refused to let Angelica ruin not only her previous life but this one as well.

She pulled herself up to her full height and walked out of the break room with the same confidence she’d once used to stride into meetings with the Redmond board of directors. The lodge really did feel like a Christmas wonderland with all the decorations and twinkling lights, soft Christmas music playing over the sound system in the hallway, and the scents of cinnamon and evergreen seeming to emanate from the very walls.

As she approached the entrance to the ballroom, several sets of eyes turned her way.

“Love your dress,” Callie, who worked at the front desk, said.

Ken from night security, his wife by his side, smiled and did a quick little bow as if Melody were a queen.

“Girl, you look fabulous,” Erica said when Melody reached the ballroom doors, then looked over at Lynn. “You’re not half bad as a fairy godmother.”

“It’s just a dress,” Melody said. “You’re used to seeing me in a uniform.”

Erica shook her head. “It’s not just the dress. It’s the woman in it. This looks more like you than that uniform ever will.”

“I’m guessing she won’t be wearing a uniform much longer.”

Melody tried her best to ignore the leap of her pulse at Lynn’s insinuation. “Let’s not get ahead of ourselves. It’s just a date.”

“Oh, honey,” Erica said. “Do you not realize that Justin McQueen wouldn’t be making a public declaration like this if he wasn’t serious? Not to mention that this event has never been open to employees, not until a certain gal in a housekeeper’s uniform caught the eye of the hottest bachelor in Montana.”

How easy it would be to allow herself to fall into the fantasy of happily ever after with Justin, but she’d promised herself that even if she was going to make the most of this life she wasn’t going to abandon caution. You never knew what fate might throw at you when you were least expecting it.

She glanced inside the ballroom just as the crowd seemed to part to reveal none other than Justin McQueen dressed in a dark suit that made him look so sexy her heart skipped a beat.

“I think perhaps the attraction is mutual,” Erica said to Lynn.

Melody ignored them the moment Justin’s gaze found hers. Somehow her brain remembered how to put one foot in front of the other, maneuvering around the milling crowd surrounding the dance floor. By the time she reached Justin, who hadn’t moved as if he’d been struck dumb, her heart was beating so hard that she wondered if the thumps might be visible to those around her. She resisted the urge to look down and check.

“Wow,” he said when she stopped in front of him.

She smiled. “I take it that means I clean up okay.”

“You have no idea,” he said as he took her hands in his. “You’re beautiful.”

Her face heated so much she wondered if her cheeks matched her dress. She wasn’t one to blush too easily, but being this close to Justin, having him touch her in full view of not only all of her co-workers but also an array of Montana bigwigs, made her feel as if she’d been set ablaze.

“I must say that while I appreciate your cowboy look, this here is not bad. Not bad at all.”

He grinned in a way that made her want to kiss the edges of his lips, audience be damned.

“Care to dance?”

“I’d love to.”

When he spun her onto the dance floor, pulling her close, it was hard to concentrate on placing her feet in the right spots instead of the feel of his large hand splayed at the small of her back, the heat of it radiating through the fabric of her dress. She nearly tripped when she thought of how that hand would feel against her naked flesh.

“There’s something going on in that head of yours,” he said. “I can see it in your eyes.”

“I was just thinking about how long it’s been since I’ve done this.”

“Danced?”

She looked up at him. “With a man. I don’t think boogieing around my apartment while I clean counts.”

“I wouldn’t mind seeing that.”

She laughed a little. “Not going to happen.”

He leaned close to her ear. “Not even if I asked nicely?”

Delicious shivers radiated out through her body like ripples on a lake, the feel of his warm breath on her neck and ear the pebble that caused them. When she didn’t answer, wasn’t sure how to, he chuckled softly before vacating the region of her ear.

For a guy who spent most of his time behind a desk, astride a horse or walking across his land, he was a pretty good dancer. At least he didn’t step on her feet and managed to make her feel as if she were dancing on air. She lost count of how many songs they danced to before he slipped her hand into the crook of his arm and escorted her off the dance floor toward the refreshment area.

Justin had enlisted the help of his cousins to cater the event. Though Lena and Dinah were in attendance as guests, their employees were handling the food and drinks for the evening. Melody’s mouth watered as she spied the artful display of miniature desserts. She’d barely eaten anything all day because she’d been so anxious about tonight.

“I recommend the little cheesecakes,” Justin said as he pointed toward the tower of different flavored cheesecakes.

“You don’t have to tell me twice.”

He squeezed her hand. “I’ll be back in a little bit. I need to say hi to some people.”

“Take your time. I’m going to get to know these desserts a little better.”

His smile filled her with a burst of joy. Yeah, she was definitely in love with the guy.

After watching Justin weave his way through the crowd to speak to a group of people at the edge of the room, not even caring who saw her ogling him, she selected a piece of cheesecake with a sliver of chocolate on top. As she bit down into the sugary treat, she turned to watch other people dancing. The view of her co-workers dressed up, laughing and smiling and having a good time made her happy. It reminded her of the holiday parties they’d had at Redmond before her dad had gotten ill. If Erica and Lynn were right and she’d been the inspiration for this event opening up to the people who helped keep Peak View running every day, she was glad for it.

After enjoying a scrumptious lemon petit four and a miniature key lime tart, she dragged herself away from the dessert table. As she headed for the exit on her way to the ladies’ room, she made eye contact with Justin. His gaze was such a combination of warm affection and leashed desire that she gasped a little. And for the first time she wondered if this evening might end up with them doing more than dancing and kissing.

She smiled back, hoping that her expression revealed that she felt the same way about him. That she was willing to take their relationship to the next level.

A few minutes later she’d finished in the ladies’ room and headed back to the ballroom, intent on reclaiming her date for another spin around the dance floor. She wanted to feel his hands on her again, but as the host he couldn’t exactly duck out early for exploring how else they might occupy their hands. But when she stepped out of the restroom, her path was blocked by none other than Caroline.

“What are you doing here?” Melody didn’t even try to mask her dislike of the woman. “I’m pretty sure you’re not on the guest list.”

Caroline smiled. “You think I dated Justin for a year without knowing every way into and out of this place?”

Melody’s jaw clenched at Caroline’s insinuation that she and Justin had engaged in some hot and heavy carnal relations in this building. For the first time since she’d last seen Angelica in person, she wanted to punch another human in the face.

“And to answer your first question, I think Justin is going to be really interested to learn that his new little pet has been lying to him.”

Melody’s blood ran cold, but she couldn’t let this woman see that. Caroline was a predator and she’d pounce at the first sign of weakness. Plus, she could just be fishing, trying to get Melody to slip up or indicate she was on the right track.

“So, you have a choice, leave Logan Springs or I let Justin know that a woman who is supposed to be dead is not only working for him but trying to work her way into his family as well. He doesn’t take too kindly to that.”

Melody thought she might have to run back into the restroom to throw up all the little desserts she’d eaten.

“What’s it going to be?” Caroline asked.

“Why are you doing this? You think he’s going to take you back?”

Caroline’s viperish grin telegraphed that the real answer to the question was something much worse.

“You never know. When compared to a woman who is even lying about her name, I might look pretty attractive.”

Melody took a step toward the other woman. “You don’t care about him at all. You’re just a leech, like everyone says.”

“But I’m not a leech like you—one who might get him killed when your stepsister finds out where you are. Can you live with that?”

Caroline might as well have stabbed Melody in the heart. An image of Justin gunned down because he was too close to her made her head spin. She reached out to steady herself, but she was too far away from the wall and Caroline took two deliberate steps out of her reach.

To right herself, Melody focused on Caroline. For a moment, she could so easily see Angelica’s face staring back at her instead. “You’re evil.”

“That’s a matter of opinion.”

Melody could not look at this creature a moment longer. And as the music from the ballroom floated out to fill the hallway, she realized with a dreadful sinking feeling that she couldn’t go back in there either. She wouldn’t be able to face Justin and hide how upset she was, wouldn’t be able to explain before Caroline marched in and ruined everything. She didn’t trust herself to not let Justin talk her out of leaving, so she wouldn’t give him the opportunity. Caroline might be a despicable person, but she was right about one thing. If Angelica found out where she was, Justin could be in danger. And Melody could not live with herself if anything happened to him, his family or any of the new friends she’d made here in Logan Springs.

So without another word, she turned in the opposite direction and started walking down the hall, feeling as if her feet were encased in concrete blocks. She had no choice. She’d go home, pack a few things she couldn’t leave behind, and call her contact at the U.S. Marshals office to tell him her cover was blown and she had to be relocated again.

As she picked up her pace, tears formed and fell. She didn’t even remember her coat until she stepped out the rear door and the winter wind bit into her exposed skin. For a moment she hesitated, but then it hit her that she couldn’t go anywhere without returning to the break room. Not only would she freeze, she also wasn’t driving anywhere without her car keys.

With a curse, she started to turn to go back inside. But she didn’t make it because out of nowhere someone grabbed her. She screamed, but it wasn’t quick enough because a large, powerful hand slapped over her mouth, preventing any sound from escaping. She struggled, kicking, wriggling and trying without success to bite down on the hand that silenced her. None of it had any effect on the man dragging her backward down the steps and across the parking lot into the night.

Oh, God. Angelica had found her. And she was going to die.


Chapter Sixteen


Justin glanced toward the doorway leading out of the ballroom, hoping to see Melody returning. He’d gone about as long as he could without having her back in his arms. Whatever wall she’d built up around herself since they’d met, he sensed it was lower tonight than it had ever been. It gave him hope that what he’d been feeling was fully reciprocated. Damn, when he’d seen her walk in wearing that dress, the sexiest woman he’d ever laid eyes on, it had taken superhuman strength to not lead her from the ballroom to the nearest empty office and lock the door.

Maybe if he caught her in the hallway now, they could sneak off for a few minutes. It wouldn’t be enough time for what, honestly, was on his mind, but at least he could capture her mouth for long enough to tide him over with perhaps a promise of more later.

He excused himself from the group he’d been chatting with and headed toward the door. Anger flared when he spotted Caroline standing in the middle of the hallway looking way too pleased with herself. He’d been the biggest of fools to date her for so long.

He’d opened his mouth to ask her what she thought she was doing there, but then he noticed a flash of red disappearing around a corner down the hallway and his question changed.

“What did you say to her?” he asked as he stalked close.

“The truth, which is more than she’s been telling you.”

“Damn it, Caroline. You need to accept that you and I are never getting back together.” He started past her, but she reached out and grabbed his arm.

“She’s not who you think she is.”

He fixed her with the coldest stare he could muster, and he was perversely pleased when she released him and appeared completely startled. “But you’re exactly who I think you are.”

There was no mistaking what he thought of her, but he wasn’t going to waste any more time on this woman.

“Don’t be here when I get back,” he threw over his shoulder as he headed after Melody.

“She’s a liar!” Caroline yelled after him. “And dangerous!”

Dangerous? What the hell was she talking about?

He rushed toward the break room, fully expecting to see Melody when he jerked open the heavy metal door. But she wasn’t there. Maybe she’d gone to his office or the conference room. He headed that way, but a sound from beyond the rear exit drew his attention. Surely she wouldn’t have left without saying goodbye. Just what had Caroline said to her? He ran toward the exit.

He stepped outside in time to see a dark van speeding out of the parking lot. A quick scan of the area revealed no sign of Melody and that her car was still parked a few spaces away. His heart dropped to the ground when he noticed a sparkly, strappy heel lying on its side halfway down the stairs—a shoe exactly like the ones Melody had been wearing.

His heart leapt back into his chest in time to try to start beating out of it as the truth hit him. Someone had kidnapped Melody. She was in the back of that van. Thank God his keys were in his pocket because he ran as fast as his legs would carry him to his truck and jumped inside. As he peeled out of the parking lot, he prayed he wouldn’t lose sight of the van. He pressed his accelerator to the floor as he fished out his phone and dialed 911.

As he relayed the pertinent information to the dispatcher, he careened onto the highway. He panicked as the taillights on the van grew dimmer. When he saw the first of the snowflakes begin to fall, he cursed. He pushed his truck for all it was worth. He couldn’t lose sight of that van in case it turned off. Fear flooded him at what might happen to Melody if he wasn’t able to keep up.

He tossed his phone, with the dispatcher still on the line, into the passenger seat so he could grip the steering wheel with both hands. Because no matter what part of her past had come back to haunt her, he wasn’t about to let any harm come to the woman he loved.
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She was going to die. Melody knew if she reached the destination planned for her, she’d be dead for real this time. No near-miss from an assassin’s bullet. No faked death. Really and truly dead. And Angelica would be unstoppable in her campaign of greed and misery.

Judging by the sharp left turn they’d made, they were heading north—toward the interstate, possibly an airport that would have her back in Atlanta in a matter of hours. She could imagine Angelica wanting to do the deed herself. It was in her DNA—Lord only knew how far back in her family tree.

The cords they’d used to bind her hands and feet dug into her skin as she attempted futilely to get free.

“Struggle all you want,” the man in back with her said with smug satisfaction. “You’re not getting out of those.”

She stared right at him. “Why are you doing this?”

“Man’s gotta eat.”

She lifted a brow. “Pretty sure there are other ways to make a living.”

“Not to make as much as your sister is paying me.”

“She’s not my sister.”

He just chuckled. It wasn’t the evil cackle of a bad movie villain, but that made it all the worse. He laughed as if she’d delivered a humorous line in a sitcom. Her stomach clenched at the same time she shivered against the cold. What a damn fool she’d been to let Caroline upset her so much that she’d run out into the frigid night without her coat.

Caroline. That bitch did this. She’d actually sold her out to Angelica to get her out of the way, and Melody had played right into her plan. All it had taken was a credible threat to Justin. She looked away from her captor as tears formed in her eyes. Would she ever see him again?

She already knew that answer, and it threatened to carve her heart right out of her chest. Even if by some miracle she got free, she’d already lost Justin. By now, Caroline had divulged all her secrets. Justin probably hated her for lying, for allowing him to care for someone who wasn’t even real.

Despite the pain of that loss, she had to try to free herself. She would not let Angelica win again. She was tired of hiding, tired of lying. If it took everything she had, she was going to take back her life and see Angelica behind bars where she belonged.

If she was going to survive this, she couldn’t think about Justin and how the loss of him was tearing her apart inside.

“Angelica’s going to jail for this. And then I’ll be back in control of a substantial amount of money—money that I could pay you for setting me free.”

The guy turned slightly toward her, and for a moment she thought she had a chance. And then he smiled in that wicked way again.

“Do I look stupid?” he asked, his Southern accent thicker than before. “You’re not going to live through the night.”

The biting chill of the air around her had nothing on the cold that settled in her gut. She couldn’t keep from wincing as the guy moved closer to her.

“If you don’t shut up, you just might get knocked around a little before delivery. Your sister said to deliver you alive. She didn’t say anything about unmarred.” He gripped her chin, hard, and it was all she could do not to spit in his face.

The same kind of fear enveloped her that she’d felt in the aftermath of her assassination attempt, the certainty that the clock on her life was ticking down to its last few hours, minutes.

When the guy backed away to his previous perch, she turned her face away from him and closed her eyes. If she was going to die soon, she wanted her last memories to be happy ones. So she thought of laughing with Lottie about how much they missed real Southern cooking. The delight in Lynn’s voice when she’d gotten her first order for her handcrafted cards. The amazing amounts of food Marty could put away and how he’d fit in with Justin and his family in a way that lifted her heart.

And the way Justin had looked at her when he’d spotted her as she entered the ballroom. She wondered if that’s how a man looked at a woman when he was in love. And now she’d never have the chance to find out, even if she made it out of this alive.
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Justin’s hands were sweating on the steering wheel by the time he saw the glow of the lights of Livingston. He’d barely been able to keep the van in sight, even pushing his truck to its limit. Where the hell were the cops?

The answer to that question revealed itself a couple of minutes later. Ahead, blocking the entrance ramps to I-90 as well as Highway 89 leading into the main part of Livingston, were what looked like half the cop cars in Montana. In the next moment, the van’s driver hit the brakes and took a hard turn to the right.

Well, the idiots weren’t local because they obviously didn’t know there was no way around the roadblock that way. They were going to find nothing but dead ends and the Yellowstone River. Still, he followed. Out of the corner of his eye, he noticed a couple of the police cars break off from the roadblock and head down some streets parallel to the one he was turning down.

The van’s driver spotted them, too, and veered left into a lumberyard. Justin damn near got up on two wheels as he negotiated the turn then tried not to drive headlong into piles of lumber. He’d just hit the accelerator again when blinking lights appeared on the highway ahead. The van veered left again, trying to get around the cop car, but the driver was going too fast.

Justin watched in what felt like slow motion as the van did lift up on two wheels, then crashed on its side and proceeded to slide across the highway.

Oh, God, please let her be okay.

He slammed on the brakes and skidded to a stop. He didn’t even bother to turn off his engine or close his door as he leapt out and ran for the rear doors of the van. But the cop was faster and held him back as a lot more people in uniform converged on the crashed van.

Justin was damn close to slugging a cop when the back door of the van was finally breached and a large guy dragged out and cuffed. Officers with serious weaponry were up on the upturned side of the van pointing them down toward the passenger window at the driver. Again, Justin tried to get to the van, to Melody.

“Sir, you have to stay back.”

“I need to make sure she’s okay.”

“That’s what we’re here for.”

Time moved with agonizing slowness until finally he saw Melody helped from the back of the van. She looked unsteady and his heart faltered when he saw blood on her forehead and running down the side of her face. God, she wasn’t even wearing a coat.

This time Justin made it past the cop. He might be arrested, but he didn’t care.

“Melody,” he called to her.

She appeared dazed as she searched for the source of her name, as if she wasn’t quite sure she’d actually heard it. When her gaze landed on him, her face crumpled as she began to cry.

He pulled her into his arms and she pressed against him as if he was her only lifeline. Smoothing her hair gently so he didn’t hurt her further, he said, “Shh. You’re okay.”

“I’m sorry. I’m so sorry.” He didn’t know why she was apologizing, but her sobs broke his heart.

“It’s okay.”

She shook her head against his chest. “No, it’s not. I have to tell you something.”

“Miss, we need to get you looked at,” a paramedic said as she touched Melody’s cold arm.

“Go on, let them help you,” he said. “You’re hurt and in danger of hypothermia and frostbite.”

“No, I need to—”

But then there were cops as well surrounding her and ushering her away from Justin. When he tried to follow, they didn’t let him.

“I want to go with her.”

“We can’t allow that, sir.”

“Can’t allow it? What the hell is going on?”

As Melody looked back over her shoulder at him, he didn’t think he’d ever seen someone so broken. But then she turned away as if in resignation.

With so many armed men and women standing in his way, all he could do was watch her be loaded into an ambulance and driven away. And, damn it, he wondered if Caroline had been right when she’d said that Melody had lied about who she was. That she was dangerous.

She hadn’t looked dangerous. She looked like everything good in the world had just been extinguished. At the moment, he knew how she felt.
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Melody’s legs shook as she walked into the office she hadn’t seen in what felt like decades. She kept expecting to wake up in her bed in Logan Springs to find that the past two weeks had been nothing more than a very vivid dream. Two weeks that had put her emotions through the wringer, the shredder and the blender. It had all been such a whirlwind that she still had a hard time keeping it all straight in her head.

First had been a trip to the ER to check her injuries, followed quickly by the marshals taking her to a safe house somewhere near Billings. She’d paced endlessly, slept pitifully if at all, and experienced a type of heartache she’d never known existed. It still resided in her chest even now.

But she hadn’t been able to contact Justin while the marshals sorted out what had happened, arrested Angelica, and filled Melody in on an investigation that had been running for months without her knowledge. She learned that Jane and Angelica’s original plan for taking over Redmond Pharmaceuticals and its profits had been one part of a larger plan by their crime family back in the Ukraine to gain control of several powerful companies around the world, both for their profit potential and through which they could launder money.

But Jane and Angelica had gotten greedy and impatient and gone off script. They’d drawn unwanted attention to themselves. That had led to Jane getting killed in prison and the family wiping their hands of them. With U.S. and international authorities hot on their trail, the family had relinquished control of all its U.S. holdings, all of which reverted back to the original owners—including her. The legal red tape wasn’t completely over, but at least Angelica was out at Redmond.

An undercover agent with first-hand knowledge of the Stenovia family in the Ukraine fed information back that led to Melody being able to do something that people in WITSEC typically never did—leave it and resume her former life.

With the U.S. government satisfied that the threat against her had been neutralized and Angelica without any power or money to exact revenge from a jail cell, Melody had been flown back to Atlanta and met with first her legal team and then her board of directors. She’d made it clear that in the weeks to come, those who’d gone along with Angelica’s plans for their own benefit would be out on their asses as soon as possible. Those who had fought for what Stuart Redmond had built and believed in and who had managed not to get the boot would have Melody’s undying gratitude and loyalty.

She turned in a slow circle, taking in all the changes Angelica had made to Melody’s former office. Melody didn’t even want to touch anything until she could have every piece of furniture, every piece of décor, every hint of Angelica eradicated.

The sound of footsteps made her jump, but when she looked toward the open doorway she saw a familiar face. Maria, one of the custodial staff, looked like she was halfway between smiling ear to ear and crying.

“Oh, ma’am, it is so good to see you again. I prayed that what they said about you dying wasn’t true, and the good Lord has answered my prayers.” Maria made the sign of the cross over her chest.

Melody bit her lip and then smiled. “Thank you.” Her voice broke. “It’s very good to see you, Maria.”

She was on the verge of bawling again, something she’d done a spectacular amount of since that last moment she’d seen Justin. God, she missed him.

Maria suddenly strode into the room and wrapped her in a hug as if she were a mother comforting a child. Melody couldn’t stop the tears.

An hour later, the two of them were sitting out on the reception area couches eating takeout Mexican food from the place Maria’s brother ran. Maria had listened as Melody spilled the entire story of what had happened to her from the moment she’d been taken into witness protection until tonight.

“If you tried to pitch that as a movie, Hollywood would think it was too crazy,” Maria said with a shake of her head.

Melody burst out laughing, and it felt good to know she still had the ability. Though she sobered quickly. Despite the fact that she had everything back that would have made her happy a year ago, now there was a large hole in her heart.

“You love him, don’t you?”

Melody looked up at the sound of Maria’s voice. “Um, what?”

“Justin, you love him.”

Melody hugged herself, wishing it was his powerful arms around her instead. “Yeah, but it doesn’t matter now that he no doubt knows the extent of how much I lied to him.” After all, the story had been all over the news and she’d lost count of how many requests for interviews she’d had from members of the press. “Not to mention, we live on opposite sides of the country.”

“You won’t know how he feels until you talk to him.”

Maria had no idea how much she wanted to do exactly that. And, simultaneously, how terrified it made her every time she scrolled to his number in her phone contact list. She didn’t think she could stand to have her worst fears verified—that he hated her and never wanted to hear from her again. After all, he hadn’t called her either.

When Maria stood and started to clean up their mess, Melody stopped her. “I’ll do it.”

“You’re not a housekeeper anymore.”

“And you are off the clock. Leave it.” As Melody glanced toward her office, she had an idea. “Maria, would you like the furniture in my office?”

“Excuse me?”

She pointed toward her office. “Everything that is in there, I want you to either have it or you can sell it and keep all the money. I just want it out of my sight.”

“Are you sure?”

“Positive. And if it’s gone by the morning, I’ll order you some of that huckleberry jerky I was telling you about.”

Maria made a face of disgust. “If you promise not to get me that, you’ll walk in to a completely empty office tomorrow.”

Melody smiled. “Deal.”

Maria pulled out her phone and started to leave, but after several steps she stopped and turned back around.

“True love isn’t something you should abandon without a fight. Don’t let too much more time go by before you call him.”

Melody thought about Maria’s words almost without ceasing over the next couple of days as she handled the fallout of what had happened with Angelica, including agreeing to one interview and only one, with a journalist she admired and trusted.

After she finished another long day of righting the Redmond Pharmaceuticals ship, one of many such days to come, she realized that Christmas was only a few days away. She curled up in the bed in her hotel room because she still didn’t have a home yet and pulled up the Peak View’s social media accounts. For the next several minutes, she scrolled through the photos of the Old-Fashioned Christmas festivities, glad to see so many happy, smiling faces. Thank goodness it appeared as if it was the success they’d hoped.

Her heart thudded extra hard when she scrolled to a picture of Justin with his brothers: three handsome, hardworking Montana men carrying on their family’s legacy. She stared at Justin’s smiling face, and she thought she saw sadness in his eyes. Or was that simply her imagination, some part of her hoping that he missed her as much as she missed him?

She set aside the tablet and picked up her phone, scrolled to his name. As her finger hovered above it, panic set in. She was ridiculously in love with the man, and just the thought that he might not want to hear from her was enough to freeze her up. She tossed the phone onto the bed beside her and stared at the ceiling.

Then the phone rang, startling her. When she saw the 406 area code, her heart leapt. But it wasn’t Justin’s number. Still…

“Hello?”

“Melody?”

It took her a moment to place the voice, and she braced herself because she had no idea what was about to come out of Tom McQueen’s mouth.

“Yes. It’s…it’s good to hear from you.”

“I’m glad you said that.” There was a definite sense of relief in his voice. “How are you?”

Tears pooled in her eyes that he still cared about her feelings. Was there hope that all the McQueens didn’t hate her for how she’d lied?

“Honestly, I’m a mess.”

“Is part of the reason my son? Because I don’t want to tell him things will work out if that’s not true.”

She swiped at an escaped tear. “Does that mean he doesn’t hate me?”

“Hate you? Sweetie, he might be hurt and confused—not that he’d admit it—but he definitely doesn’t hate you. In fact, I’m pretty sure he’s miserable without you.”

“I’ve almost called him so many times, but at first I couldn’t and then I was too scared.” She took a shuddery breath. “I was afraid of what he’d say, or that he might not talk to me at all.”

“Do you love him?”

She hesitated for a moment, wondering if it would just make things worse to admit it. “Yes, but I don’t know what to do about it. Things here are an unholy mess, and I have so many people depending on me.”

“You sound like someone else I know, always taking the weight of the world on your shoulders.”

Yes, Justin was like that, but she felt so overwhelmed by how many more people’s futures depended on what she did. Employees, investors, patients who depended on being able to afford the medicines her company produced. Was there any room in there for her to even have a personal life in the foreseeable future?

“Will you please tell Justin something for me?”

“Don’t you think you should tell him yourself?”

“I’m afraid I’ll fall apart and just blubber incoherently.”

She heard him exhale slowly before saying, “I owe you, so I’m going to say yes.”

“Tell him I didn’t want to lie to him, that it was tearing me up inside.”

“I’ll tell him, but promise me you’ll call him soon.”

Somehow she had to find the strength. “I will.”

“All right, then. Merry Christmas, Melody.”

“Merry Christmas.”

As she looked around her hotel room completely devoid of Christmas cheer, she doubted that her Christmas was going to be very merry.


Chapter Seventeen


Justin sat in the empty restaurant at the lodge with a cup of coffee and half a dozen Christmas cookies. He stared out the windows at the darkness beyond. The Old-Fashioned Christmas festivities had been a success so far, even more so than he’d envisioned. That was largely due to a person who wasn’t even here to enjoy it.

With the exception of the Christmas after his mom died, he’d never felt less like celebrating the holiday. But duty required him to put on a friendly, smiling face with the guests, hoping he was remotely convincing. After all the work that had gone into the events and how they stood to benefit the Peak View’s bottom line, he wasn’t about to bail on the festivities. Even though he wasn’t one to wallow normally, that’s exactly what he wanted to do.

“Any more of those left?” His dad nodded at the untouched cookies in front of Justin as he approached the table.

Justin scooted the cookies toward the empty chair across from him, where his dad sat a moment later.

“Everything is going great this week,” his dad said. “I’m really proud of you, Son.”

“It wasn’t just me. Lots of people had a hand in the success, including you.”

“And yet you’re miserable.”

“I’ve been better.” He took a drink of coffee that had ceased being hot several minutes ago.

“You should call Melody, talk to her.”

Justin was already shaking his head. “I don’t even know her, Dad.”

“Yes, you do. In every way that matters, you know that gal. And she’s completely torn up inside by what has happened and how you found out.”

“How do you know that?”

“Because I talked to her earlier.”

Justin jerked his gaze up from his tepid coffee. “What?”

“I can’t stand seeing you like this. And if you’ve seen any of the news coverage showing her, you can tell she’s devastated.”

“She was kidnapped, Dad. That would shake up anyone.” Not to mention that it had been her stepsister behind the plot that was likely headed toward Melody’s murder. He couldn’t think about what might have happened without getting a horrible, sick feeling in his gut. No matter what stood between them now, he was thankful he’d kept up with that van, not let it out of his sight. If he had and she’d been killed, he never would have forgiven himself.

“That’s not it, at least not everything. She wanted me to tell you something.”

Justin’s heart leapt at the idea of getting even second-hand information from her.

“She said she never wanted to lie, that it tore her up inside to have to.”

Part of him believed that, understood after researching the witness protection program the past couple of weeks that she’d had no choice. It was a condition of being taken into the program. Even knowing that, he couldn’t help how he felt. And that made him feel even worse.

“I feel like I fell for a character in a movie, not a real person.”

“Let me ask you this—other than her last name and the story that had been given to her about her background, do you feel she ever lied to you? Do you think her feelings for you were a lie?”

“I don’t want to.”

“That’s not what I asked.”

He considered the question, thought back over all the interactions he’d had with Melody. The fact was she’d resisted getting involved with him, and now he knew why. It wasn’t just the boss/employee thing. Had she been trying to protect him? Had she not wanted to lie more than she already had to?

“My gut says no, but—”

“I’ve lived a lot of years, long enough to know one should always trust their gut. It’s saved me more than once. And it told me to go for it with your mom when I thought there was likely zero chance she’d go out with me. My brain was wrong, but my gut was right.”

“It’s not that simple, Dad. At least you and Mom lived in the same town. Melody and I don’t even live in the same state. We have completely different lives. And hers is bonkers right now.”

“Which is exactly why she needs someone in her corner she can trust, who she knows has her back because he cares about her.” He paused. “Loves her.”

Justin scanned the closed restaurant. He hated the feeling of not knowing what his next step should be.

“And if you’re worrying how all this circus surrounding her right now might affect Peak View, stop. Some things are more important than business.”

Justin managed a small, tired smile. “You’re almost as good at reading minds as Mom was.”

“Speaking of lies. Not even close. That woman was damn near clairvoyant. Could never get anything past her.”

“Trust me. Wes, Roman and I know that all too well.”

They fell into silence, the only sounds the hum of the building’s heating system and the crunching of the gingerbread cookie his dad had bitten into. Justin wondered what Melody was doing right that moment. Considering Atlanta was two hours later than Logan Springs, she might very well be sleeping.

“Take the first step and call her,” his dad said. “She’s a strong woman who has been through a lot, and she’s got a lot more to navigate. But I think the thing that scares her the most is the idea that you might hate her.”

“I could never hate her.”

“I’m not the one who needs to hear you say that.” His dad snagged a sugar cookie shaped like a snowman and stood. He gripped Justin’s shoulder. “I want you to have what I had with your mother, and I think you can with Melody. It’s not going to be easy, but you’ll figure it out if you try.”

After his dad left, Justin glanced out the window again and noticed new, fat snowflakes falling, adding to the several inches already on the ground. The snow had added to the beauty and nostalgia of the Christmas week activities at the resort. As he’d watched couples go off on the horse-drawn sleigh rides, he hadn’t been able to prevent himself from imagining himself and Melody in one, wrapped up under thick blankets and snuggling close.

Damn, he missed her. Hoping his dad was right, Justin pulled out his phone, took a deep breath and dialed her number.

“Hello?” She sounded groggy, as if she’d been asleep.

“Did I wake you?”

“Justin?” Now she sounded suddenly awake, surprised, and he hoped that was a good sign.

“Yeah. I’m sorry if I woke you up.”

“No, no. I…I’m really happy to hear your voice.” Damn, did she just sniffle? “I didn’t know if I ever would again.”

“I’m not upset at you.”

“You’re not?” How genuinely surprised she sounded broke his heart, and he wished so much that he could pull her into his arms.

“I’ve learned a lot about witness protection in the past couple of weeks. I can’t imagine what you’ve been through, how hard it was to give up your entire life like that.”

“You have no idea how many times I wanted to tell you, how much I tried to keep my distance. I didn’t want to put you or anyone else in danger if Angelica found me.”

“I was so damned scared when I realized you’d been taken.” The memory of that mad race through the night was going to haunt him forever. “When I saw the van crash, I think my heart stopped.”

“I tried to tell you then. I knew my cover was blown anyway. But they wouldn’t let me. Everything was still up in the air. So much had been going on that I didn’t even know about.”

She told him about her time in the safe house, about how her evil stepmother and stepsister had come into her life in the first place, what had happened with her father and everything that followed. He’d read about a lot of it, but hearing the story from her hit him right in the chest. Despite the fact she’d gotten her company back, her old life, she sounded sad and empty, like the loneliest person in the world.

“I miss you.” She said it tentatively, as if she was still afraid he might not want to hear those words.

“I miss you, too.”

They talked until he heard her start yawning. He didn’t want to end the call, but she was exhausted and needed to rest.

“Go back to sleep. We’ll talk again soon.”

“Really?”

“Yes, I promise.” He almost told her he loved her. It was on the tip of his tongue, but he wanted to tell her in person. And damn if that wasn’t exactly what he was going to do.

After hanging up, he hurried home and found his dad and Wes relaxing in front of the TV.

“How would you all feel about running things on your own for a few days?”

His dad smiled. “If it means you’re heading to Atlanta, I’m all for it.”

“Thank God,” Wes said. “Since Melody left, you have been crap to be around.”

Justin swatted his little brother on the back of his head as he went straight to his bedroom. He had packing to do. Because all he wanted for Christmas was to hold the woman he loved in his arms again and tell her exactly how much she meant to him.
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Christmas Eve day dawned cold and dreary in Atlanta. The heavy, gray clouds pressing down on the city mirrored Melody’s mood. Despite talking with Justin for hours a couple of nights before, he was still two thousand miles away. And though she’d had lunch with her friend Lorna the day before and apologized for all the grief she’d gone through thinking that Melody had died, Melody still felt out of sorts and as if she was caught between two worlds.

She had so much to do, but she didn’t have the energy. When she slept, she dreamed. One time it might be a nightmare about her kidnapping or coming face to face with Angelica again. The next it might be a wonderfully erotic dream about Justin. But when she woke up tangled in her covers but completely alone, her heart sank.

She knew work might take her mind off how much she missed Justin and how she now felt like an imposter in her real life, but she just couldn’t muster the desire to open any of the files or read any of the plethora of emails sitting in her inbox. Back in Logan Springs, before she’d been recruited to help with the Old-Fashioned Christmas, she’d had to find ways to fill her days. Now she had so much potential work that it was overwhelming and shut her down.

She was grateful to have her company back, but she knew what she was feeling. Grief. No matter how well the long conversation with Justin had gone, there was no way things could work between them. The sooner she accepted that fact and got over the pain of that reality, the sooner she could fully step back into being Melody Redmond.

A knock at the door caused her stomach to rumble. Maybe she’d feel better after she ate the breakfast she’d ordered. But when she opened the door, it wasn’t someone from room service standing there. Either she was still asleep and dreaming or she was awake and imagining things. Or Justin McQueen had flown across the country and was standing at her hotel room door.

“Are you really here?”

He smiled and reached out to cradle her face against his hand. She closed her eyes, reveling in the familiar warmth. In the next moment she stepped into his arms. He held her close and kissed the top of her head as she began to cry.

“I can’t believe you’re here.”

“Believe it.”

Just then the elevator opened and a young woman from room service halted when she saw them in an embrace at the threshold to the room. Melody motioned the woman forward, though she didn’t relinquish her hold on Justin. She was afraid he might disappear if she did.

Before Melody could step out of the way so that the cart could be wheeled into her room, Justin extended a sizeable tip. “We’ll take it from here.”

The woman, who no doubt knew exactly who Melody was and all the craziness that had been going on around her, looked to Melody for confirmation.

“It’s okay. Thank you.”

Though she didn’t want to, Melody released Justin to step into the room. He rolled in the cart behind her.

“When did you get here?” she asked, suddenly feeling as awkward as she had when they had first started working together on the Christmas plans. “And you left during the Old-Fashioned Christmas?”

“I landed about an hour ago, and there are plenty of people to keep the festivities going without me. I had somewhere more important to be.”

Flustered, she didn’t know what to say. So she glanced at the food cart. “You must be starving.”

“I am. For this.” This time when he pulled her into his arms, he captured her mouth in a kiss that seared her to her very soul. She kissed him back with everything that she had. Heavens, he felt so good.

When he finally broke the kiss, she was gasping for air and clinging to him so she wouldn’t faint from the pure pleasure of being in his arms again.

“I spent the entirety of two flights, three delays, one deicing and a cab ride thinking about doing that.”

“All your thinking paid off because that, Mr. McQueen, was an epically mind-blowing kiss.”

He ran his thumb across her wet lips. “I’m glad you liked it, Miss Redmond.” He didn’t even hesitate when he said her name.

“You truly aren’t upset with me that I lied to you so much?”

“I know you didn’t have a choice. You’ve been through enough. I’m not going to add to it.”

She lifted her hand and let her fingers trail over his face. “You’re too good to be true.”

“No, I’m just a man who fell in love with an incredible woman and is not willing to let her go.”

Melody’s breath caught in her chest, seeming to forget where it was supposed to go.

“That’s right. I said I love you.”

She continued to stare at him for several seconds before she was able to respond.

“I love you, too. More than I ever thought could be possible.” She pulled him into another kiss, and her entire body felt as if tiny flames were dancing on her skin.

“What would you say if we postponed breakfast?”

Her heart thudded harder. “What breakfast?”

They kissed all the way to the bedroom, making up for lost time.
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Melody curled up closer to Justin beneath the covers, still not quite believing they’d stayed in bed all morning. She’d explored all the planes and contours of his powerful body, made strong by years of ranch life. All those times he’d maneuvered a horse like it was a part of him or slung huge bags of feed had been kind to his shape—and his stamina. She’d never pictured herself with a cowboy, but now she couldn’t imagine being with anyone else.

“You’re smiling,” he said, then kissed her forehead.

“That’s because I’m happier in this moment than I’ve ever been in my life.”

“That makes two of us.”

She slid back far enough that she could look up into his eyes. “Really?”

He gave her a mischievous grin. “Do you need more convincing?”

Her body heated in anticipation. “I’m being serious.”

“Yes. I don’t fly across the country to spend the morning in bed with just anyone.”

“Good to know.” But even as she was still floating in the afterglow of the most excellent lovemaking of her life, reality was trying to intrude.

He caressed her cheek with a tenderness that was at odds with the power that had been evident in his lovemaking. “Don’t worry about things. We’ll figure this out.”

“I don’t know the statistics about long-distance relationships—”

He stopped her with another of his very thorough, mind-altering kisses. “Let’s just enjoy our time together. We’ll deal with the logistics later.”

When she felt how his body reacted as he moved against her, she didn’t need any further convincing. At the rate they were going, they were going to skip right over breakfast and come up for air only in time for lunch.

And she was completely okay with that. Because the man in her arms made her believe that anything was possible. What had dawned as a depressing Christmas Eve was headed toward the best Christmas of her life.


Chapter Eighteen


Melody had never been so happy to feel like a block of ice. February in Logan Springs, Montana, was cold and snowy and yet still stunningly beautiful. The sun was peeking from behind the clouds now and then, illuminating the snow-covered mountains flanking the Paradise Valley, which she thought might be the most appropriately named place in the world.

After all her work and planning, she was finally back here and couldn’t wait to surprise Justin. But she had one other thing to do first before she headed over to the resort. She pulled the bags from the back of her car and looked up at the apartment building that oddly still felt like home.

A gust of wind reminded her that she really didn’t want to be standing outside in this weather. As she climbed the steps, she grew nervous. Though she’d communicated with her other friends here in the two months she’d been gone, Marty had remained elusive.

She reached his door and lifted her hand to knock. But then the door opened, and both she and Marty jumped when they saw each other.

“Wow, I never expected to see you again,” he said.

“Here I am, but I might freeze to death on your doorstep at any moment.”

Thankfully, he stepped back and ushered her inside. She noticed that he’d picked up a couple of pieces of furniture—a couch that she suspected was doubling as a bed and a coffee table. Still no gaming system, but she smiled when she saw the stack of library books next to the couch.

“I see you’ve become a patron of the library?”

He shrugged. “Anna, the librarian, came into Lottie’s one day, and the next thing I know she’d convinced me to come to the library because she swore she could find books for me that I’d like.”

“Looks like she succeeded.”

“Yeah. It passes the time when I’m not working, which isn’t often. In addition to Lottie’s, I’m now working for Nell at Springs Pizza, doing deliveries.”

“You do sound busy, but I hope you’re not too busy to enjoy this.” She held up the two bags she’d brought with her.

“Why did you bring me something?” he asked, not moving to accept the bags.

“Because I wanted to say I’m sorry that I lied to you and that I disappeared without a word.”

He shrugged. “People come and go.”

It broke her heart how he just accepted that friends and family were bound to leave him at some point.

“Not me. I’m very loyal to my friends. I hated lying about who I was with every fiber of my being.”

“But you had to.”

She nodded. “I’ve tried calling you.”

“I know. I figured a clean break was the best. Hanging on too long ain’t my thing. Not anymore.”

Unable to help herself, she stepped forward and gripped his shoulders. “Listen to me, Marty. I don’t know what your family did to you, but you didn’t deserve it. You’re a nice, funny, hardworking guy, and you deserve all the good things life can give you. Including me as a friend, if you can forgive me for not being able to tell you the truth from the beginning.”

He looked uncomfortable with the emotions he appeared to be having, but she didn’t let go. She needed him to know she was serious.

“I like you, Marty. I have from the first time I met you, though I was standoffish. You might think this is silly, but you feel like a younger brother to me. I never had brothers or sisters, and I like the feeling.”

“Really?”

She smiled. “Yeah, really.”

“I suppose I could give you a second chance then,” he said, a teasing grin at the edge of his mouth. “Especially if you brought something good to eat in those bags.”

“See for yourself.”

She released him and he looked into the first bag she’d picked up after landing in Billings.

“No way!” He moved to the second bag, then looked at her with his eyes wide. “This stuff is expensive. I…I can’t accept it.”

She heard the conflict in his voice. This great young man, who tried so hard to make a life for himself, completely lit up at the sight of the top-of-the-line gaming system and a couple dozen of the most popular games, but he either didn’t like what he felt was charity or didn’t believe he deserved such an extravagant gift. Maybe both.

“Sure you can. I sure as heck am not driving it back to the store in Billings. Besides, I wasn’t here for Christmas to give you a gift then.”

“But it costs so much.”

She leaned close and whispered conspiratorially, “Turns out I have a fair amount of money.”

“You really own that drug company?”

“A very large part of it, yes.”

“So you’ll be going back to Atlanta?”

“On occasion, but I’m going to let you in on a secret that isn’t public yet. I just hired a CEO to run the business for me because I plan to make my life here if the rest of this day goes as planned.”

“Does Justin know that? Because I saw him at the café yesterday and he looked like he was a million miles away.”

That gave her hope. While Atlanta wasn’t a million miles from Logan Springs, their conversations led her to believe that’s where his mind had been. Lord knew hers had been in Logan Springs nearly nonstop.

“He doesn’t. But he will very soon.” And she hoped he was on board with them staying a couple. Because once she’d made the decision to live her life here, she’d jumped in with both feet—hiring a CEO she trusted to continue her father’s and her vision but also maintaining a controlling interest in the company, checking in with the marshals and by extension their contacts within the intelligence community to make absolutely certain they were convinced there was no further threat to her, making arrangements with her attorney so she’d know when she needed to be in Atlanta for Angelica’s trial, and finally buying the house north of Logan Springs that she’d seen on the brochure all those months ago and which, miraculously, had still been for sale. It was as if it had been waiting for her all along.

“Pretty sure he’s not going to object.”

Her entire body hummed with the need to go see Justin. It’d been way too long since she’d last kissed him the day after New Year’s Day when he’d had to fly back home. But there was more than one relationship that mattered, and the one with Marty was important in a different way.

“So, you going to show me how all this works?” she asked. “Teach me to play something?”

“Sure, but not today. Some of us have to work for a living,” he teased.

“You sure are sassy.”

He made an exaggerated bow. “Thank you. Plus, you don’t want to be here right now, and don’t try to tell me otherwise. I can teach you how to play Halo anytime. If you don’t go see Justin now, he’s going to find out through the town gossips you’re here and spoil the surprise.”

He wasn’t wrong.

Melody surprised Marty by giving him a kiss on the cheek before heading toward the door. “I’m going to hold you to that promise of lessons.”

“As long as you don’t talk about mushy love stuff while you’re here, you’ve got a deal.”

Melody laughed as she opened the door. “No promises.”

Man, it felt good to be back.
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Justin ended a call with a writer for a travel magazine doing a piece on the best hot springs resorts in the country. How nice it was to talk to a media person who didn’t want to talk about Melody. They’d gotten so many calls after the news broke about where she’d been since she’d gone into federal protection that he’d written a statement for all employees to use if asked about the situation. The reporters had evidently gotten the message and stopped calling.

His cell dinged with a text, and he smiled when he saw it was from none other than Melody herself.

You at work?

He typed a response. Yep. Safe bet on your part.

Raining here today. Dreary. Look out your window and tell me what the mountains look like.

He spun in his chair, ready to be as descriptive as he knew how. But his breath caught when it wasn’t the mountains he saw outside his window but Melody.

Tossing his phone onto his desk, he hurried out of his office, down the hallway, and out the back door.

“How are you here?” he asked as he reached her and pulled her into his arms.

“First there was a plane. And then—”

Okay, he didn’t care how she was here, just that she was, and so he pulled her into his arms and kissed her deeply, not caring who might see them.

She chuckled when he finally released her mouth. “We better be careful or our lips will freeze out here.”

“I’m willing to risk it.” And he kissed her again.

Knocking on the window of his office drew their attention. Staring back at them were Nadine, Colleen, and several other employees. Nadine was holding up a sign.

“Get in here before you freeze to death!”

He shook his head as Melody chuckled.

“She has a point,” she said.

Reluctantly, he took her hand and led her inside, where they were no doubt about to be mobbed by well-meaning but ultimately annoying friends and colleagues. But right inside the door, Melody stopped him and kissed him again.

“I’ve missed you so much.”

“Same. When do you have to leave?” She’d just arrived and already he was dreading seeing her go again.

“I’m not.”

He pulled back a bit. “You’re not what?”

“Leaving. What I want most in the world is right here in Logan Springs.”

Could he really be hearing what he thought? “But what about your job? Your company?”

“In very capable hands.”

She meant it, didn’t she? “You’re really staying?”

“I am.”

He lifted her in his arms and kissed her before spinning her in a circle. “At the risk of sounding cheesy, I feel like this is some sort of fairy tale and you’re a princess who appeared out of the snow.”

Good Lord, that did sound cheesy. But she had that kind of ability to addle his brain.

She rested her palm against his cheek as she looked at him with love shining in her eyes. “I guess that makes you my cowboy prince.”

“I’ll be whatever you want me to be.”

“You mean that?”

“Yes, ma’am.”

This time when she smiled, it had a naughty look about it.

“Good, because I happen to have a few ideas.”

He planned to spend the rest of his years letting her explore every one.

The End
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