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      Is it her?

      I drive by a woman bundled in a green winter coat and a scarf wrapped around her face.

      It could be her…

      My heart gallops through my chest into my throat. I’m not sure whether it’s trying to strangle me and put my out of my misery and run off to find her.

      It isn’t her.

      It’s never her.

      Grace. Grace Angela Quinn. That was her name. Gracie to me and sometimes my family.

      I’d say Grace is the one who got away, but she’s more the one who ran away.

      And she’s not coming back.

      I have to stop looking.

      I drive on and see Ursula, our classmate from high school. She was one of Grace’s best friends.

      I pull up alongside of her as she walks along. “Hey, Urs, how you doing? Want a ride?”

      She leans against the truck door, her hands gripping the open window. “I’m good, just getting some fresh air, thanks though. Hey, we’re going to the new Featherbone place tonight. You wanna join me and Darren?”

      “Got poker tonight, but thanks for the invite. Maybe after the first of the year. I think this snowstorm that’s coming is going to have us hunkering down for a few days.”

      “Hope that the animals and humans stay safe. I’ll see you at the ball tomorrow night.”

      “That you will. Thanks. Enjoy your walk.”

      And that’s how it is in Peacock Ridge. We say hello. We invite each other along for the ride of life. And we always look out for each other.

      I sigh. It’s been 363 days since she left. And it isn’t long enough to be over Grace. She and I always looked out for each other. I’d invited her along for the ride of life, and she left me alone. I want to wake up one day soon and not have her vision be the first thing I think of. But every day it’s still the same.

      Sure, I’d tried to contact Grace. Hell, I’d sent up smoke signals, paid for sky writing, and sent out a pigeon with a note attached to its leg. Okay, I didn’t really do all those things, but I had done a lot. I’d begged her friends to tell me, but Ursula didn’t know where she’d gone. Her parents protected her wishes to not tell me and part of me respected them for it, but I just didn’t know what I’d done wrong. I’d emailed, private messaged, texted…and finally after nothing else worked, I wrote her a letter and sent it to her parents’ house. Hoping, just praying, they’d forward it on to her.

      I drive by the combination middle and high school. Memories flood back.

      We’d started dating the second day of seventh grade and I knew from that moment on she would be the one I’d spend my life with.

      I thought so, at least.

      I drive downtown in Peacock Ridge. We’ve been able to keep many of the smaller local businesses going—Peacock Ridge Bank, Ursula’s Hair Hut, Jensen’s Hardware, Tractor Supply, and there is the Five & Dime. But if you really want something, it’s best to go into Heraldsville about fifteen minutes away. Denver isn’t far, two hours, but I rarely make it into the big city. I’m a country boy, through and through. My truck always has a coating of dust and mud on the wheels from driving the backroads. My cowboy hat sits softly on my head, better than a knit cap, even in the blistering cold winds. And my Wranglers are purchased at the Tractor Supply. Two pairs for fifty dollars. I don’t need a fancy pair of jeans. I just need comfort and classics.

      Maybe that was the problem. I like things the way they are, just going with the flow. She obviously needed something else. I just wish she’d told me what it was.

      I drive past the Featherbone BBQ—a new name for a place that seems like a revolving door of restaurants. I could remember a traditional 6 a.m.-2 p.m. café, an Italian and American fusion eatery, a bistro, a Greek place, and a Southern, down-home stick-to-your-ribs place in the last twenty-five years. But this is different. The name says BBQ, but I’d heard they do all kinds of meals, with breakfast served all day. My favorite meal of the day.

      I consider stopping, but I’ve already eaten at home while working on a proposal for adding a few more activities in the spring—but I came up with nothing. Either my ideas are tapped out, or I need some new inspiration.

      Maybe a vacation would do me good. I have a little money saved. I could just hit the road. Head south to some place warm and sit outside, read, and drink a craft beer or two. But that isn’t me. I’m Mr. Dependable. I’m the one who aches to make the Peacock Ridge Bed and Breakfast the success my father envisioned.

      He and my mother did the lion’s share of work in the late 80s when ranching was hurting, and they needed to supplement the incoming money as they started a family. My brother Cole arrived at the very end of the eighties, Breck two years later, and me three years after. They stopped because Mom was told another baby wasn’t a smart idea. She was heartbroken as I father told us over a great bottle of whiskey one night. She would’ve filled all the bedrooms with children, if she could’ve. But her diabetes declared it had won and then one day, the diabetes really won and took her from us in just days. Now when I looked in a mirror, I see the same look on my face that my father had the days after Mom was gone.

      Grace isn’t dead, but I didn’t know if she’s living.

      My parents created a ranch house and lodge that could house fourteen people, usually singles, in seven extra rooms separate from the main house. But then they’d added six cabins and those seemed to attract people who wanted to get away from their hectic lives and decompress. They each had room for four people, but most of the time only a couple or single rented them. We’d added the breakfast portion to the bed and breakfast about twenty years ago, my mother a natural at serving others and passing along the desire to all of us boys to make family out of strangers.

      Well, kind of.

      My brother Cole is less than thrilled with the intrusion that the guests make on his life, but he puts on a smile and provides a good conversation when I insist. Breck likes performing for the guests on his guitar and that seems to satisfy his requirement for interaction. I like getting to know the couples, but lately the single women have been…quite insistent. In fact, there are three staying with us that I’m actively hiding from.

      I slow as I pass the Featherbone. My stomach dips. A familiar black Ford Fusion grabs my attention. One with a sticker in the back window that says, “Cowboy Butts Drive Me Nuts.”

      Either she’s back or she’s sold her car to someone in Peacock Ridge and I doubt the second. That was her baby. She’d paid for it all by herself and the pride that beamed from her when she had that car title in her hands was everything to me.

      “Hey!” a voice calls out.

      I slam on my brakes and Nolan Church has his hands up with a grumpy look on his face. But he has that face ninety-nine percent of the time, so I don’t take total offense. I wouldn’t want to hit him but considering he’s been a pain in my brother’s side for the last couple of years, if I accidentally bumped him to the ground, I wouldn’t be too upset either.

      I roll down the window. “Hey, Nolan, sorry.” I chin jut to him.

      “You better be careful or I’ll be owning your ranch, Reeves.”

      My jaw tightens. The Churches think they own everything anyway, not necessary to disagree with him. Best to keep moving, but I can’t. I want to back up. I want to go inside of the Featherbone and see if she’s in there.

      A horn honks behind me and I jolt to reality. I step on the gas and take off like a bullet.

      If she hasn’t contacted me, she doesn’t want to.

      It’s time I move on.
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      “Grace?” Her voice has the same twinge of concern that everyone has had since I showed my face back in Peacock Ridge.

      I turn to find a familiar face beaming at me as I hold an order pad in my hand inside of the Featherbone BBQ. My latest and greatest achievement, not that anyone knows or would care.

      “Oh, my God! Ellie!” I hug Dr. Ellie Roberts, veterinarian, like I’ve been in witness protection. “I missed you so much.”

      It was true. I missed lots of people in this town. One more than others, but I pushed away the thought.

      “Um… where have you been?”

      I sink into Ellie and push a brown tendril of hair from her eyes. “Finding myself and losing my mind.”

      She laughs but becomes serious quickly. “And did you do the first and hopefully not the latter?”

      I back away, raising and lowering my shoulders quickly. “Well, I’m back here, so I guess I found out that I need to come…” I purse my lips knowing I’ve already said too much.

      “Home?” she asks, rubbing her hands up and down my arms and I remember days when my friends were people I could depend on.

      I nod without saying anything.

      Ellie clears her throat and I see the question coming from a mile away. “Have you seen—”

      “Not yet.” I cut her off. It’s the question I’ve been avoiding.

      I slide back and collect myself. “I know he’s going to come in here and I’m going to crumble.” I can’t help to tell her the fear that digs into me. She’s just one of those people who genuinely cares and you can tell almost anything to.

      People thought the guy I left here and I were going to be together forever. So did I. But then he got down on one knee in front of his family, happiness beaming from his smile, and I couldn’t say that one word he wanted to hear. I now know why I couldn’t say it.

      I left, did some soul searching, and I came back both the same Grace and in some ways I’ve changed. That’s not important. The fact that I’m here is.

      “You haven’t even texted him?” she asks, sitting back down and eyeing up the menu. The tone isn’t mean, it’s more concerned.

      A hunched-over elderly man shuffles his way inside.

      “Hi, Mr. Witka. Your regular?” I give a wave when he looks my way and he harrumphs in answer, his attitude the dependable thing about him.

      I slide backwards, and honestly, out of the conversation conveniently with Ellie. “Sorry, duty calls.”

      I take his order and put the ticket on the spinning wheel for my cook, Samson, to see.

      I return with a pot of coffee to Ellie and fill the cup she’s flipped over. Rancher coffee—I swear it’s a substitute for oil. In so many ways, this town doesn’t and hasn’t changed.

      “You going to the Snow Ball tomorrow night?” Ellie asks.

      My stomach jumps into my neck at the thought. Peacock Ridge’s public holiday dance at the local VFW hall. It brings everyone out, dressed up and ready to party. The chance to see him is just too high.

      “Nah, I’m not really in the ball mood.”

      “Because Luke will be there?”

      I jut out a hip, nice and sassy. “And you had to go and say his name.”

      I stop the quiver of my lip. I can’t even think his name. I know what I did doesn’t make sense to many, but I had to do it. I loved him…too much. I loved him more than I loved myself. And I realized that was wrong.

      Ellie reaches across the counter and grabs my hand that’s tightly gripping the hot coffeepot handle. “Hey, put it down, Grace. We don’t need you getting a burn.” She holds onto my hand.

      “Do you think I should go?” I ask, hoping she’ll give me her wise insight that I always loved in high school. There are others like her. Ursula Evans for one. I’d kept in contact with her. She promised she wouldn’t tell anyone, and I know she didn’t. I’d have to stop by her place soon and tell her how much I appreciate it.

      Ellie inhales deeply like she’s going to go on a diatribe and I’m not sure I’m ready for it. “Cole Reeves asked me to go with him…” Her creamy complexion flushes.

      I giggle. “You make it sound like we’re in high school.” Like those two young girls talking about guys behind the bleachers at a basketball game.

      A big smile settles across her face, happiness. “You’re right! Am I a teenager or a grown woman?” She squeezes my hand. “I can’t tell you how much I love having you back here.”

      “And you being back here, too. I never thought I’d be back.”

      “Ditto.”

      I walk to the order window when the bell rings and pile three plates on my arm. “Are you going to go with Cole?”

      “I… I’ll take the biscuits and gravy, please,” she answers.

      I shake my head and roll my eyes. “Nice diversion.” I deliver plates of food and fill a couple glasses of tea in the small but cozy thirty seat restaurant that is my dream come true.

      My face gets stern. I’ve got to play devil’s advocate here just to make sure she’s all in. “Ellie, this is Cole Reeves. Cole the football captain. Cole the prom king. Cole the guy who married your best friend.”

      “And then divorced him. I think the first was meant to hurt me and the second to hurt him.” I can see the want in her eyes. I know she’s always loved him. It was always in her eyes.

      “Shana’s always been a miserable person. We both know this.” I grab the plate of biscuits and gravy and set them in front of her. “But do you deserve to be miserable, too? Just because they were husband and wife, doesn’t make him any less available now that they’re divorced. He’s not broken goods, he’s just probably rough around the edges. So…what’re you gonna do?”

      And with that, I feel like I’m asking myself the same question.

      What am I gonna do?
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      “I see your two dollars and raise you two dollars.”

      I throw in my cards. Too rich for my blood. I have a limit and I’ve already lost it. “Guys, I’m out.”

      Nolan Church pulls the cigar to his mouth. “It’s really good you can admit the real you, Reeves.”

      I give him a long stare and wonder if prison is really that bad. Probably.

      I slide my rolling, leather, club chair back. “I’m not gay, Church, just done playing. And now I kinda wish I’d actually hit you with my truck.” I shrug. “I guess I’ll have to wish for better luck next time on both fronts.”

      The other four guys at the table laugh.

      Nolan’s presence was a surprise to me. My buddy Jeph thought we’d buried our differences. There was no burying anything, it was always alive. But I wonder how bad his home life has to be to want to pick a fight at a poker game.

      “And I’ll be over to get that calf as soon as it’s weaned,” he says, puffing smoke in my face as I pass. “After all, that semen was worth a hundred bucks a straw and your heifer got the whole bust-a-nut worth, so about seven thousand dollars’ worth of prime calf making jizz. That calf is mine.”

      He’s completely disgusting, but he’s not lying. I’d heard that one of our cows was pregnant with his prize-winning bull’s calf. Due to his lack of concern for other’s animals, allowing his bull to break through our fence and impregnant a cow out of season. It wasn’t smart to have a calf born during the dead of winter. In fact, it was asking for trouble.

      “I’ll talk to Cole and see what we can work out, but you’d better pray that heifer doesn’t die in birth cause I’ve heard it’s going to be a big calf.”

      “It’s a sixty grand award-winning bull that you got for free. That calf is mine.”

      “Nolan, you allowed that bull into our pasture. I guess he sweet talked his way into that heifer’s life. Seems like he takes after his owner.”

      Church and my oldest brother’s ex-wife were married now. They’d started their tryst before Cole and Shana were finished. It wasn’t cool and I wasn’t going to let him forget it.

      Nolan chuckles. “Well, if the Reeves men can’t keep track of their females, sometimes there’s a bigger and better stud to steal them away. Maybe that’s what Grace needed.”

      I jump for him ready to clock him and my friend Jeph slides between us, grabbing my arm as I raise it.

      “Luke. Come on.” He leans toward me. “He’s not worth it.”

      Just once. Just once I want to give him a black eye. After all, he’s a black eye on humanity.

      Jeph walks me out. “Luke…”

      I shake my head. “Don’t, Jeph. I’m done. If he’s going to be joining the group. I’m not coming back.”

      “I promise, he’s just here to fill in. Next week, he’ll be back home where he belongs.”

      “I’ll hold you to that.”

      He brushes a hand through his hair. “Hey, Sammy went to the Featherbone yesterday. Did you know that—”

      “Later, Jeph.” I know what he’s going to say and I don’t want to hear it. My heart pounds fast in my chest. I can’t hear it.

      On my way home, I drove by Grace’s parents’ house, but her car isn’t out front.

      Maybe she’s moved on.
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      After having a couple of Oreos with my brothers and avoiding waking the coven of guests on the other side of the house, I go to bed.

      I close my eyes. Tomorrow I have to get that proposal done.

      My phone buzzes with a text. I pick it up and my hand releases it as my eyes see the name. The metal cracks against the rug-covered wood floor.

      I pick it up again and wait for a second before using my thumb to reopen the screen.

      Grace: I’m in our place. If you want to come meet me.

      Our place…

      I stare at the phone.

      I was a mess after Grace left. I kept my pain from my brothers, but I cried myself to sleep a few nights. I felt like a failure as a man. My heart felt ripped from my chest.

      Grace: I’ll understand if you don’t want to, but I want you to. Please, Luke, hear me out?

      I want to go. I want to hear what she has to say, but I’m afraid. I’m afraid of what I’ll feel. I’m afraid of what I’ll say. And I’m afraid of what she’ll tell me.

      I don’t know how long I stare at the screen, but when it buzzes, I jump.

      Grace: I’m going to go. I do hope you’ll let me explain sometime.

      I close my eyes. Letting her walk away didn’t feel right.

      I stand, slip on joggers, tennis shoes, and tug a hoodie over my head. I grab a baseball cap, one from the Rockies that I got when went to a baseball game. A good memory. I still have many and I try to remember them.

      I quietly walk to the front door and out to the barn. Her car is parked in front. I shove my hands into the pocket on my hoodie. Every night, if we don’t get a foot of snow, it’s a couple of inches and it’s just starting tonight.

      I walk in and over to the stairs that lead to the loft. I look up. Ten wooden steps.

      I start up and my jaw locks. I try to soften it. I’m not angry. I’m hurt and I’m upset.

      I’ve always been told that I know my emotions and I give all credit to Gracie. It took a long time for me to understand what being vulnerable was…and then when I really put myself out there, telling my whole family how much I wanted to be with her for the rest of our lives. I was met with silence. She technically didn’t say ‘no’. She said nothing and walked out.

      I’m nearing where I can see the floor of the loft. I’d see her in a few more steps. I stop and take a deep breath.

      “Luke? I know it’s hard. My heart is beating like it’ll jump from my chest. I know…”

      Her voice. It drowns me in what we used to have. How she could calm me immediately, but now, it only makes my heart beat faster.

      I pinch myself. Part of me thought maybe I was sleepwalking.

      I take the last few steps and I see her.

      My Gracie.
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      Grace

      I stand perfectly still. He looks like a skittish animal, but damn, he looks so good too. He’s let his hair grow out a little. The dark chocolate strands peeking out from under his baseball cap. He’s got a little thinner, whereas I’ve taken on a few pounds. I was never thin, but I’ve filled out even more. My hips are more generous, my chest bountiful, and my butt voluptuous.

      I open my mouth and he holds up a hand.

      “I just need a minute, Grace. Please give me that.”

      I nod and stand there. His gaze holds to mine, but when he blinks, those dark brown eyes start a path over my body. I don’t feel violated. I feel worshiped. But when he brings them back up, I see the sadness.

      “Grace…why?”

      I have to look up as tears start to form in my lower lashes. “It’s a long explanation. Can we sit down, and I’ll tell you?”

      “Is there a Cliff Notes version?”

      “I’m afraid I won’t do the why justice, if I can’t explain some things.”

      “Are you back for good?”

      I sigh. “I hope so.”

      I can see how my honesty is upsetting and I hate that I’m doing it, but this was part of our problem before.

      He takes a step closer and my skin tingles. How we never had sex is beyond me. We’d skirted the edges of it happening, but it never did. Just more problems to add to the list. Trust and honesty.

      Not that sex is the end-all-be-all of a relationship, but I craved to be closer to him.

      I take a step to meet him.

      He steps closer and now we’re within arm’s length.

      I take a step and we’re inches apart.

      He clears his throat. “I missed you.”

      I buckle my lips inward. I won’t let myself be bowled over with the rush of emotions. I reach out and slip a hand into his. He doesn’t pull back and my hope escalates.

      “Gracie…”

      My name rolls out of him on a huff and part of me deflates.

      He shakes his head and a soft smile pulls at the corners of his mouth. “Grace. You look good.”

      I squeeze his hand. “Put on a few pounds, but I feel good and that’s what’s important.”

      “You look like you’re…happy?”

      I let go of his hand and walk over to the small futon that’s been up here in the loft since our high school years. We called it the magic make-out couch. I sit and he stares at me.

      “I’m happier, Luke.”

      “You weren’t happy with me?”

      He sits but it’s not close. It’s not like it used to be and I have to realize that it might never be.

      “I was happy. I just didn’t understand that I also wasn’t happy.”

      He shakes his head. “I don’t know what that means.”

      “I know and it’s going to take time to explain it. Maybe more time than we have in the middle of the night.”

      “Where’d you go?”

      “Denver.”

      “Two hours away?”

      “Did you think I traveled the world without you?”

      Luke blows out a long breath. “Honestly, I had no clue what to think. I asked you to marry me. To spend the rest of our lives together and you ran away without another word. And you were gone within an hour. Had you been planning it?”

      He’d have to get it all out. Relieving the truth was hard. I wasn’t proud of how I’d done it. It wasn’t the right way and I knew that now.

      “Yes.”

      His head turns quickly to me. “You’d planned it?”

      “Yes…but…”

      “But what?” Pain coated his words.

      “But I thought you’d be coming with me.”
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      I never would’ve left. She knew that. I knew that. Especially after I proposed to her.

      “Why did you want us to leave Peacock Ridge?”

      “You got away from here, Luke. You had your time to explore, but I was always here. Dependable. Working. Making the smart choices. I needed to know what was out there.”

      I want to listen, but my heart is trying to hear her. It’s wants to hear she’s back, really back so everything else is a struggle to listen to.

      “When did I get away?” I ask.

      “High school, all those camps your parents sent you to, college, when you got to go to Washington D.C. to talk to the Colorado senators, when you went with Cole and Breck to Tijuana for Cole’s bachelor party, when you went to—”

      “Fine. I get it. I’ve traveled, but I never said you couldn’t.” I close my eyes. It’s not really about me. It’s about her. I know that, but I feel attacked.

      “That’s not fair.”

      It wasn’t. Her parents were disabled and had lived on a fixed income for years. Her mother had Multiple Sclerosis and her father had been injured working for the railroad when he was in his late thirties. Grace worked from fourteen on for hours a week, starting as a babysitter and moving into waiting tables and working at the Robert’s Veterinary Clinic. It was one of the things that attracted me to her. She was so passionate about her family.

      I did and do have it differently than Grace. I work the ranch, but if I have something to do, someone else is there to step up, always has been that way. She didn’t have the same.

      She wrings her hands in her lap. “I needed to get away from all of the responsibilities and let people depend on themselves. My parents did great while I was gone. They even found out that they didn’t need me. That’s a good thing. And I found out I didn’t need them, too.”

      She reaches over and slips her hand under mine. “But there is one thing I found out that I need more than anything.”

      I bring my gaze to hers. “What’s that?”

      “Us.”

      I want to give her back the trust she once had effortlessly, but I can’t.

      I stand and step away, almost unable to breathe. “And I needed to hear from you. To know you were okay, Grace. I worried. I…I thought I’d done something wrong.”

      “You didn’t. I should have texted you back, but I was afraid that you would find me. You have to believe me, Luke, I… I cried leaving you. I cracked my heart, too.”

      I see the pain in her and it matches the pain in me, but can our love be the same?

      She stands and walks to me. “I want a chance to try again.” Her hand cups my jaw and her glossy eyes make me feel like I’m drowning. “Can we?”

      “I don’t know.”

      She steps back, but I take a step forward meeting her. Having her close makes me feel better. I reach out and catch a single silver tear that rolls down her face. She’s always been resilient and strong, and I can’t remember a time when I saw her cry.

      The back of my knuckles trail along her jawline and I feed my fingers into that dark wavy hair, the strands silkier than I remember.

      I touch our foreheads together. “I missed you, Grace.”

      “I missed you, too, Luke,” she whispers.

      The cool barn tingles against my skin as I heat, my body pulsing with need for her, like always.

      We’d taken a vow to not have sex until we were married. Not that we didn’t get close to tumbling over the edge. I flash back to Thanksgiving last year and how we’d slept in the same bed together. I’d held her close, every inch of me reaching out to her. It was torture in the best way.

      “Luke, I don’t expect you to take me back and I’m not sure if we should be back together, but I want to try.”

      “You’re working at the new Featherbone place?”

      She clears her throat and looks up at me. “I own Featherbone.”

      “You own?” That’s not something that’s usually kept quiet in our small town.

      “I took some classes at the Johnson & Wales University in culinary arts and business.”

      “I didn’t know you wanted to—”

      “I didn’t either. I never asked myself what I wanted because it just seemed like everything was falling into place the way it was. And in reality, it wasn’t really that it fell into place, it’s that I fell into a routine.”

      That makees sense. And I’d never asked…

      “What do you want to be when you grow up, Grace Quinn?”

      She giggles. “Well, thank you for asking Luke Reeves. I want to own and operate several restaurants, feeding lots of people for a reasonable price.”

      “I never knew.”

      Our over ten inches in height difference makes her strain her neck. “You never asked.”

      She was right. I never asked. That would have to change.

      I press my lips to her forehead. “It’s late.” I was tired and I’d need to be up early.

      She nods and my lips brush her skin. Her breath hitches in her chest. I see that spark in her eyes that I can’t resist.

      Can I?

      “Grace…”

      “Just one kiss, please, Luke.”

      “I don’t think I can stop at one, baby and if I can’t stop, I shouldn’t start. We’ve got a lot to work out first.”

      Her face drops. “I want you to know that I didn’t stop loving you. I just had to start loving me.”

      I sigh. “And I know we’ll do everything in our power to see if we can come back to each other, but right now, we need to make sure this is really what we want. You want to get breakfast in the morning?”

      “I have to work.”

      “Oh, right…” I stare at those perfect baby pink lips. They always tasted like cupcake icing. I lean down. Closer to tasting her and ignoring my broken heart.

      She pushes back at the last second, separating our bodies. “You can come by the restaurant. Breakfast on me.”

      “Are you going to the Snow Ball?”

      “I don’t think so.”

      “Can I change your mind?” I ask walking toward her, doing anything to close the distance between us.

      “I have to work.”

      “Same old Grace.”

      Her jaw tightens. “I’m not the same, Luke, and maybe that’s what’s going to keep us apart.”

      I take a step back. “I’m sorry. I’m trying to understand all of this. I really do want to understand.”

      She sighs. “I know you do and like I said, a couple of conversations and we’ll be there.”

      “I still love you, Grace.”

      “I still love you, too, Luke.”

      But will we ever be back in love?

      We don’t move. It’s too easy to imagine she’s just my imagination.

      “I’ll walk you out,” I say when I hear the pregnant heifer moving in her pen.

      She nods and in seconds she’s on the stairs heading down and out of my view. My heart hurts. I don’t want her to leave. I want to tell her it’s all okay. That I’ll forget the last year happened.

      “Luke?”

      The way she calls me makes my body respond. I shiver and shake my head.

      “Coming, baby.”

      She’s smiling as I climb down from the loft.

      And I realize…I forgot. She’s not my baby.

      Yet.
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      I drove home last night with a smile on my face. He was hurt. I understood that.

      But he called me “baby.”

      I was at the Featherbone at 5 a.m. I loved that I’d taken a chance on me. And thus far, people seemed to like the restaurant. The doorbell jingled right after I unlocked it at six.

      I yawned, then said with my back to the door, “Take a seat anywhere. I’ll be right with you.”

      “I like it, Grace. It’s you.”

      His voice makes me close my eyes just to feel how he affects me. Every molecule says good morning and I’m suddenly not tired at all.

      “’Morning. Coffee?” I ask him as I turn.

      Luke takes a stool at the counter. “Stopped drinking the stuff in May.”

      “Oh, okay.” I feel like my head is going to explode now. He’s also not the same Luke. We’ve both changed and we have to learn each other again. I slip the handwritten copy of the menu onto the counter. “Here’s our breakfast menu.”

      He lifts the simple menu. “Specials?”

      “I’m getting it figured out,” Samson calls out from the kitchen. “But I think blueberry French toast, two eggs any style, and two bacon or sausage.”

      “I’ll take it!” he yells back. “Scrambled and sausage.”

      I slip a glass of water to him. “It’s sausage from Hollister’s farm. Same with the bacon. I’m trying to source locally for about fifty percent of what I use.”

      “Sounds like a great idea.”

      “I got the idea from you.”

      “Figured.”

      The Peacock Ridge B&B is famous for buying from local businesses or finding a way to make their own. I loved the concept and decided to try it myself. It is a challenge, but the cook adapts easily and being in cow country, I had the BBQ part pretty set. It was the fruits and vegetables that were a little rougher, especially during the winter. Shipping them in was costly, but my chef was doing a good job of managing costs. My few classes at the university, specially picked so I could maximize my time and knowledge, really helped. It’s not the way it’s normally done, but I decided to do it my way.

      I wipe the counter and the whole time I have one eye on him. I know it’s not possible, but my body’s definitely doing it. And his eyes are always on me.

      “Order up!”

      I’m nervous. I want him to like it.

      I hand it over with a bottle of warm maple syrup. He eyes the meal up, his face showing no emotion, digs in and takes a bite.

      He sets his fork down. “Damn, Gracie. This is good. Like really good.”  He leans toward me. “Like better than my mom’s cooking.”

      I bite my bottom lip and smile. “Wow.” Betty Reeves was a great cook, every recipe a treasured treat. Her oatmeal cookies, one of my favorites.

      “It’s your recipe?” He shovels more into his mouth.

      “Yeah, I did a lot of experimenting while I was gone.”

      He pauses with the fork to his face. “With food or…”

      “Just food, Luke.”

      I know what he’s thinking and no, I didn’t have sex while I was gone. I didn’t date anyone. I just concentrated on learning who I was without him so hopefully I could be me with him.

      A couple enter and take a booth in the back. I take their order and hand it off to the kitchen.

      He wipes his lips, those dark red puffy lips. “Grace, this was delicious. I’m really impressed with this place and what you’ve accomplished.”

      “Thanks.”

      “Does my family know you’re back?”

      “No.” I shake my head.

      His shoulders rise as he leans forward. “If you see them could you not tell them that I know.”

      I tip my head in confusion. “Why?”

      “I need time to figure this out…with you and you know my family. They want to be in everyone’s business. Hell, I could barely think and get over…”

      “Get over me?”

      “I didn’t. But I think we need to be careful. If we give them hope…”

      God, he is so smart as well as hot. My nipples harden just thinking about having a little secret with him. We’d never done that before. We’ve never done a lot of things.

      “You’re right.”

      He reaches for my hand. “I’d love to see you later.”

      I rest my elbows on the counter and close the space between us. “We close at seven tonight and then I’m off for three days for the holiday.”

      “I’ve already told my brothers that I’ll go to the Snow Ball.”

      “Maybe after Christmas?” I ask, not wanting to wait that long, but I have to remember that the Reeves basically make Christmas a multi-day affair.

      He stands and pulls out a twenty from his wallet.

      I wave it off. “It’s on the house.”

      “Thanks. Okay, I gotta go help Cole with the herd and I have a proposal that I’ve been struggling with.”

      “Sorry to hear that. Is there anything I can do to help?”

      “We’ve gotta do something different. The ranch is just about breaking even with all costs and payroll. We’ve gotta do something new to get people in.”

      “Maybe talk to Cole and Breck?”

      He slaps his black cowboy hat on his head. I remember the first time he put it on my head and told me he loved me. It was of course another hat as he needs a new one every year, but it was like I was part of the family. My family life was good, but expectations were built into the framework due to my parents’ illnesses. I’d actually been able to show them that they were much more resilient and able to care for themselves while I was gone. They were mad when I left, but they came around quickly to understanding when they realized how much pressure they’d been putting on me.

      Luke leans toward me and I freeze. His lips settle on my cheek. “I’m proud of you, Gracie.”

      I lift a hand and touch his cheek as he pulls way. “I’m proud of me, too.”

      “I’ll text you later to see about meeting up in the next day or two, and in the meantime… you’re my little secret.” He winks a whiskey colored eye at me and I feel like I’ve been struck by the past, or lightning. My body tingles and a long shiver rolls across my skin.

      I watch him walk out and my chef whistles from the kitchen.

      “That’s the Luke?” Samson asks, leaning into the window where he set the plates. “Damn, girl, you sure know how to pick ‘em.”

      I can feel my face flush. He’s not wrong.

      Samson followed me to Peacock Ridge from Denver after I told him I was opening a place of my own. He wanted to see what life was like outside of Denver. Didn’t hurt that he had experience as a short-order cook and I trusted him with my life. I’d found the only greasy spoon open in Denver on Christmas Day last year and sat in a booth and cried. I really freaked out the wait staff and they sent Samson out of the kitchen to take care of the crazy lady who could only say “What have I done?” over and over.

      Samson sat there and talked me through what I had done. And my crying stopped. I made a plan. I found a place to live. I started working at that same greasy spoon. I used my savings to go to college. I planned my dreams. I implemented my dreams. And now I was living my dream. But it was missing one thing.

      The bell shakes me from my contemplations. Samson chuckles as I jump and I roll my eyes at him.

      “Gotcha. Girl, if you don’t get him locked up, I’m making my move.”

      “You’d never cheat on Finn. Get back to work.” I wave him off and turn to watch Luke’s F-250 drive off.

      I’m definitely making my move.
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        * * *

      

      I took a quick break to go home between breakfast and dinner and check on my cat, Socks. He’s a rescue from off the Denver streets. Took me almost three months to get him to love me, but I loved him from day one.

      I don’t regret what I did. I regret how I did it. I know that’s what I really need to concentrate on.

      I pull out my phone.

      Grace: Thanks for coming in today. Sorry I can’t make it to the Snow Ball, but if you have time after, my address is 1414 Lafayette Street. You’re welcome in my life and my home anytime, Luke.

      I hear voices but I don’t look up as I just stare at the message. I feel different today. Not scared. I’m hopeful.

      “Grace?”

      I raise my head from my phone. “Hi, Breck.” I stretch the greeting.

      I had to know I’d see one of the other Reeves brothers soon. I straighten my back and shove my phone in my pocket, even though it buzzes in my hand. I want nothing more than to look at that message.

      Breck Reeves, middle child to Carson and Betty Reeves, stands in front of me and something is new. Tilly Warren has a firm grip on his hand. Tilly knows I’m not a threat to them. But Breck probably thinks I’m a threat to his baby brother. I prepare for his questions, they’re coming.

      “How long have you been back?” he asks casually.

      I’m a little shocked. That’s not what I expected.

      “Not long.” My phone buzzes again and I’m distracted.

      “Have you seen Luke?”

      I shake my head almost imperceptibly, hoping it’s neither a confirmation or a denial.

      Breck raises Tilly’s hand and kisses the back and my heart about explodes. Breck’s always been that guy I imagined would grow old alone. I can’t explain it. He’s just enough of a cocky artist that someone would have to appreciate that side of him and maybe match it. Tilly Warren might just be that woman.

      He turns to Tilly. “Can you give us a moment?”

      Tilly smiles up at him, not that she has to look up far. She’s a beautiful, tall woman, meeting his over six-feet of height in her heeled boots. “I’ll go start the truck and get it warmed up.” Tilly passes by me. “Welcome home, Grace.”

      I smile at her. “Nice to see you and… congratulations.”

      Tilly chuckles. “Thanks.”

      As soon as we hear the door to Tilly’s truck close, Breck’s shaking his head as if he’s trying to organize his thoughts or maybe find the words.

      “Where’d you go?” he asks, but holds up a hand. “First…” He steps forward and wrap his arms around me and I sink into the move. Maybe Tilly’s had a bigger effect on him than I could ever imagine. “Grace… we were worried about you. Glad you’re safe and back.”

      My body hiccups and I push down harsh realities. This is unexpected. I wring the apron in my hand to distract my mind.

      “Are you going to contact Luke?” he asks.

      Luke’s plea returns to me: If you see them could you not tell them that I know.

      “I don’t know if I can…or should.” It’s true. There’s so much I don’t know when it comes to Luke and what will happen.

      “Yes, you should. And Grace, you can. If you could walk away after what you guys had, you have guts.”

      “I didn’t walk. I ran.” I need to take responsibility for what I did. For those I hurt, and I know it’s not just Luke. Breck and Cole were like brothers to me. They had to have hurt, too.

      I hope he can see the fear and remorse in my eyes, but he doesn’t confirm what I already know.

      Breck steps back from the hug. “I don’t need to know why, but I’m asking you to please text him. Just find a way to let him know that you’re okay.”

      “Please don’t tell him I’m back. I’m not ready. I know he’s going to be mad.” I really do wonder if Luke’s not a little mad.

      “He’s not mad. I know that fact like I know Peacock Ridge. Grace, I heard the man cry himself to sleep. He’s broken. You broke him.”

      My heart slows in my chest. He cried…

      “I know. I don’t regret leaving, but I regret what it did to him. I didn’t think and I did it all wrong.”

      “Do you want to be back with him?”

      “Do you think he’ll have me?”

      Breck’s gaze doesn’t meet mine and it hurts a little. Maybe he doesn’t think it.

      “If he asks, I won’t lie,” Breck clarifies.

      Luke won’t ask.

      “I don’t expect you to.”

      His hand lands on my shoulder. “You look good. Healthy. And happy?”

      “Yeah, put on a few pounds in the last year.” I sigh. “I’m not totally happy, but I feel like I know what happiness is now. I really want to be happy, Breck.”

      “I hope you get your Christmas wish, Grace. Okay, I need to get back to…”

      “This is new?” I ask, nodding over my shoulder to Tilly.

      “Very.”

      “I’ve always thought Tilly was amazing. You know that she paints?”

      He chuckles. “Yeah, I’ve seen some of her works. They’re… um, vivid.”

      I tip my head in question. “I don’t know what that means but good luck, Breck.”

      He stops while at my side and gives my temple a kiss as he passes by. “Good luck, Grace.”

      I bite my lip. This family has always been my family too. They’re warm and I want them back.

      Inside the restaurant, I walk into the kitchen, putting on my apron. I pull out my phone.

      Luke: I’ll be to your place after the ball. I can’t promise I’ll stay, but I know I want to. I’m glad you’re back.

      Luke: And…You look beautiful. I can’t believe I didn’t kiss you last night. Your ass has never looked better, baby.

      I laugh. He was always an ass man. He never once insinuated I wasn’t perfect for him.

      “Samson?” I call out.

      He sticks his head out of the walk-in fridge. “What’s up, boss lady?”

      “You think you can handle the place from four until seven?”

      “Whatchu up to, shortie?” He tips his head.

      I giggle. He’s more than a ham. He’s now my best friend and Luke’s going to have to be okay with that.

      “I’ve got to get ready…”

      “For?” he asks

      “To make him mine.”

      Forever.
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      The day seems like a week long. I’m showered and ready to go to the Snow Ball. I’ve always enjoyed this night, but tonight I’m wondering why I enjoyed it.

      Because it was the night when I had the most beautiful woman on my arm.

      And now I have regrets. Something I never thought I’d have. I did what I said and said what I mean and meant what I did. But now I see what I did. I never listened to Grace and what she wanted. I thought she wanted everything I wanted. I assumed she wanted what I wanted. The ranch life. The small town living. The low-key life. Maybe we both needed more.

      I open my desk drawer as I sit in the office. And there’s the little black box. I open it and a one-and-a-half princess cut diamond stares up at me. She didn’t even look at the box when I held it up and that’s how I knew.

      I pick up the box and stare at it.

      “Luke!”

      “I’m in here, Breck.”

      “You got a minute?” he asks, coming around the corner.

      “Yeah.”

      Breck sits in the chair next to my desk. “I’ve got an idea for the ranch.”

      I listen. I mean, really listen to him. I’ve learned a lesson.

      And when he’s done, I’m impressed.

      My brother has come up with an idea to save the ranch, bring us into a new era for the future. And it seems that something’s gotten into him.

      “What’s up with you?”

      Breck laughs. “I’m in love.”

      “What the fuck?” My mouth has never dropped open faster. “Who?”

      “Tilly Warren.”

      Now I’m really shocked. “Tilly…as in Cole’s Tilly?”

      “She’s not his Tilly.” His face hardens as he stands. “You don’t think that they’re something do you?”

      I’m not sure. I’ve never seen Cole and Tilly do anything. I still. I know what love looks and feels like…

      “No. They’re just friends. But here’s the deal. You wanna know, you need to ask him or Tilly.”

      He moves to the door. “I think Cole’s having a glass of the good stuff in the den, if you’re interested.”

      “Yeah, I’ll be there in a minute.” I close up my office, putting away a few files for the season. I’ll be taking a couple of weeks off—or at least not working every day.

      My job as Marketing and Sales Director for the B&B and all the other businesses we have—bees products, goats milk products, leather goods—keeps me busy and sometimes, I have a little too much on my plate. I needs an extra set of hands and I need to hire an assistant in the new year. We’ve had a decent year. We can afford someone to help me out, especially with Breck’s new idea.

      My phone buzzes.

      Grace: I have a surprise for you. I hope you like it. See you later. XOXO

      I round the corner and Cole’s lifting the bottle of Glenlivet XXV. “Whoa…hitting the hard stuff already?”

      “I need it.”

      “You get hit on by that cheetah in fake fur, too?”

      We rarely talked about the guests, but this one made quite the impression on all of us.

      “She’s something else.”

      “I’ve marked her account. She won’t be back.” I grab the bottle and pour myself a little sipper.

      “Thanks,” he says with raised eyebrows. “You ready for this?” Cole asks me.

      “I’m fine.”

      He chuckles. “You remember what Grandma used to say. ‘Fine’s for china and dining. Not people’.”

      I chuckle back and shake my head. “Okay, I’m missing her.” I take a long swig coating my senses in toasted marshmallow and caramel. “But today I’m missing Dad too.” It was true. Grace was back. But Dad never would be.

      “Luke, Dad wouldn’t want us to linger on his death. That tractor accident wasn’t your fault. Dad just didn’t get the parking brake engaged. Accidents happen.”

      It’s been two years, but it still hurts the same. “But I should’ve been out there with him. He asked me to help him and I kept telling him in a minute. In a minute. But there aren’t any more minutes, now, Cole. I can’t help but think of what sage advice Dad would have for me.”

      “He would tell you to stop fucking moping and go to the dance. Dance with every girl there, drink a few cocktails, and enjoy yourself. You’ve done everything you could. Grace made a choice.”

      “To leave me.”

      “Maybe she chose to save herself. Have you ever thought of that? We don’t always know what’s going on in someone’s head. You need to forgive.”

      “How can you forgive someone when you really don’t know what you’re forgiving them for?”

      “Forgiveness isn’t only for her…it’s for you, too, Luke.” My older brother is as sage as our father ever was.

      “Maybe someday.”

      I stop a smile from coming over my face. Apparently, my brothers don’t know she’s back. I like the feeling of having Grace all to myself. She was a part of the family and now I need to get to know the new her. I throw back the rest of my drink.

      “But not today.” I grab a few chili-lime-coated peanuts out of the bowl. “So you’re all fancy tonight.” I point to his get-up.

      Cole straightens the bowtie. “What? This little number? Just something I had in the closet.” He models it like he’s on the runway in New York City and I attempt to act unimpressed. Actually, I’m a bit jealous that he can fit it. Perfectly.

      “It’s Dad’s?” I ask while throwing a peanut in the air and catching it in my mouth.

      “Yeah. Is that okay?” He stills, his face questioning if he’s stepped over a line.

      I brush a hand through my hair, standing the strands in the front on end while finishing the peanuts in my mouth. “Cole, he’d love to see you wearing it. It’s too big for me, and Breck wouldn’t fit it either, but he’d try to fit his ass into it.” I heard our middle brother in the hallway.

      “I would wear the hell outta that tux.” Breck smiles. “But I agree with Luke, Dad would love to see you in it.” He steps to the shelves and lifts a frame. He opens the back and a stack of two dozen pictures drop onto the bar top. He starts filing through the two decades worth of pictures. “They were always so happy.”

      “They made me believe in love,” Cole says as I set my glass on the bar. “Even if I didn’t choose right the first time, I’m ready to have what they had. True love.”

      “Whoa…what’s up with you, Deepak Chopra?” My brow furrows.

      “He saw Ellie Roberts yesterday. Excuse me, Dr. Ellie Roberts, veterinarian. And he thinks he’s got a chance.” Breck holds up a picture of Mom and Dad.

      My head swings to Cole and my jaw tightens. “The same girl who graduated with me?”

      Cole crosses the room to the doorway. “Same one,” he says over his shoulder.

      “Cole, don’t fuck with her.” My protective side rears its head. It’s a trait that my father instilled in all of us.

      “I don’t plan to fuck with her, brother. I intend to marry her.”

      I open my mouth, but nothing comes out.

      Seems all of the Reeves brothers might be falling in love.

      And now…it’s my turn to fall back in love.
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      I ring the doorbell. Please be home. I reach to ring it again and the door opens.

      “I knew it!” Ursula’s green eyes light up. “I told Darren that you would take me up on my offer!”

      Ursula and Darren had come into the Featherbone last night and she said she’d help me get all made up for the dance.

      I hold up a dress bag and a makeup bag. “Like old days?”

      She opens the door. “You’re going to make Luke’s night.”

      It’s a chance I’m willing to take. Either he’s happy to see me, or I’ll see him in someone else’s arms dancing. There’s no chance that some other woman won’t ask him to.

      I open the dress bag and pull out what I have. It’s something I bought at a boutique in Colorado. It’s nothing I would’ve ever wore in the past. It’s…

      I stand back and bite my lip.

      “Holy shit!” Her mouth drops open. “That’s…wow.”

      “Is it too much?”

      “I’d almost say it’s too little.”

      I laugh. She’s not wrong.

      I sit at her kitchen table and the town’s hairdresser does her best to make me look presentable. Smokey grey eye, soft pink lip, softly curled hair.

      I slip on the dress. I don’t remember it being this short. I turn around for Ursula.

      “That’s amazing. It’s like it was sewn for your body.”

      I skim my hands over the fabric as it hugs every curve. “There’s enough Spanxx under here…”

      “Fashion is worth it!”

      “Honey, I’m sorry I’m late…” Darren rounds the corner into their bedroom. “What the…” His gaze slides over my body and Urs clear her throat.

      “You were saying, Mr. Evans?” she asks.

      “Um, I can’t think.”

      We all laugh.

      “I think he’s saying that you look wonderful, Grace. Tonight’s your night.”

      My phone buzzes.

      Luke: Still missing you. Still loving you.

      I hold the phone to my chest and my eyes water.

      “You ready Cinderella?” Ursula asks me.

      “I just need one more thing.” I pull a small box out of my bag and slip it into my clutch.

      “Ready.”

      I wait in my car until I see him go inside. My nerves are getting the best of me but if we’re starting over, I want it to be the real me. Maybe a lot different on the outside and a little different on the inside. I turn on the radio and just sit there for a few more minutes to calm myself. Then I remember. The letter her sent me. It’s in the glove compartment.

      I pull it out and just stare. I never opened it. I couldn’t. It was Schrodinger’s Cat in a letter. Either our love was alive or it was dead.

      I slide a finger into the edge and tug it open. The letter falls into my lap, I lift it and read.

      

      Dear Grace,

      I’ve tried everything to get to hear from you, so I want to take this one last stab and tell you something.

      I want you to be happy. Even if it’s without me. I want you to be truly happy no matter what.

      I’ll never find someone like you and I know what a gift our love was…is. I will love you forever, there is no doubt in my mind.

      I will be waiting for you, if you ever want to find me and I promise, I won’t propose.

      

      I giggle and dab my coat sleeve to my eyes.

      

      Grace, my love, I just want to know you’re okay.

      Baby, whatever you’re doing or wherever you are, we’re seeing the same stars. Like them, I’m always with you, no matter what.

      Love, Luke

      

      I swallow down the flooding of emotions that pound through my veins.

      It’s time.

      I walk to the hall door, looking up at the clear night and seeing those stars. They were always there. He was always with me.

      Inside the front doors the coat check ladies accost me. One slips my clutch from my hand while another drags my winter coat off. And then they all gasp.

      “Grace Quinn, you look…” Mrs. Taylor steps back eyeing me up.

      “Hot. She’s fucking hot!” Mrs. Cobb calls out from the coat check room with a little slurring of the words.

      Apparently, the ladies have been in the schnapps already. It’s a tradition and soon they’ll be passed out.

      “Thank you, Mrs. Cobb.” My mother’s best friend helped out while I was gone and I’ll be forever grateful. But that’s also why I’m back. I realized what I was missing. All of it.

      “And everyone needs to go to Grace’s new place, the Featherbone. Charles said the meatloaf was better than mine,” Mrs. Cobb adds with a shake of her head. “It hurt a little, not going to lie. But if I had to lose best meatloaf to anyone, I’m glad it’s you, sweetie.” She pulls me closer and kisses my cheek. “Now… go get him.”

      “Merry Christmas, everyone.” I give a wave as I turn and I’m met with Cole and Ellie.

      He slides to a stop, eyes wide. “Um…”

      Ellie pulls him along and I hear her mumble, “She can handle Luke.”

      But can Luke handle me.
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      Luke

      I’m staring at the stage, enjoying Breck and Tilly’s rendition of Don’t You Wanna Stay when I come to the realization that I don’t want to stay. The only reason I’m here is tradition and maybe traditions need to change. I need to change.

      I stand and turn and my mouth dries like the Sahara. I have tunnel vision and nothing else even matters.

      It’s her.

      Only Grace.

      I walk across the room and I never see it coming. The woman from the ranch steps in front of me, her hand pawing its away across my suit coat.

      “Hey, Mr. Reeves, did you save a dance for me?”

      I look around her and Grace is standing there with her hand on her hip, sassy and sexy. “No, I didn’t and as you can see, neither did any of my brothers. Ms. Foster, take some time, find yourself, and then maybe, maybe you’ll find that someone else will want to get to know you, too.”

      She glances over her shoulder to where I’ve never moved my gaze from. “Why are the good ones always taken?”

      I lean toward her. “It’s because we can see beauty on the inside and outside. Good luck, Ms. Foster and check out is at eleven in the morning.”

      “Yeah, I’ve heard that from every Reeves, and the cook.”

      I chuckle. I don’t think I need to say more and I’m already fighting my cock from coming to life. He wants to be near Gracie. Hell, he wants to make her his. I want to make her mine, again. She never wasn’t mine. She was always in my heart.

      I cross the room and people start cheering for Breck and Tilly.

      “Grace…” I can’t help myself, I wrap her in my arms. “You look amazing. Beautiful. Different.”

      She leans back our faces only inches from each other. Her soft honey breaths filling my lungs. “I am different, but I’m still me.”

      “I’m sorry. I know that the year before you left was hard. I didn’t accept Dad’s death very well. I didn’t listen to you. I’m…I’m sorry.”

      She tips her head. “I’m sorry, too. He was your dad. I understood and that’s not the reason I left. I left to know me before I could be forever with you. I never really knew me and now I do. I read your letter tonight.” She reaches up and runs her hands through my hair. “You said that you’d never propose to me again…”

      “Not until you want me to.”

      She steps back and my stomach clenches. She lowers to a knee. “What if I want to?”

      My heart leaps into my throat, this time he’s not strangling me, he’s telling me that Grace is my life. It beats for her only.

      “Luke Thomas Reeves, I love you more than you’ll ever know. I’m back and I want to be your wife and I want you to be my husband. Please tell me you’ll marry me and tell me you’ll always be the star in my life.”

      I reach down and look into her eyes. “I love you, Grace Angela Quinn. And yes, I’ll be your husband.”

      She slips the silver band on my hand and I assist her to stand. I claim her lips. Every touch bringing me back to her. Bringing us back to being…us.

      The people around us start clapping and she giggles against my lips.

      I pull the small black box out of my jacket and hold it out. “For you?”

      She looks at the ring and her hand covers her mouth. “You had it with you?”

      “I knew you were meant to be mine and I was meant to be yours, Gracie.”

      “I’ll be yours, Luke, forever.”
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      Valentine’s Day

      “And I now pronounce you husbands and wives. You may kiss your loves.” Darren Evans pronounces all of us—Cole and Ellie, Breck and Tilly, and Luke and me—as married couples. A ceremony held in the VFW with two hundred of our closest friends.

      The evening progresses with Tilly and Breck singing a few of their newly written songs and Cole making a toast that includes words of his mother and father, bringing not a dry eye to the room. And my Luke telling everyone about my latest venture in Heraldsville—Grace’s Kitchen, which will open in March. The Featherbone BBQ is doing well and I decided to take on another challenge, with Luke doing all of the marketing. He has an assistant now, Samson’s partner Finn who moved here to be with him, and Finn’s helped to give Luke’s life a little balance. And Luke and Samson have become best friend’s too.

      I’m a lucky woman.

      And Luke’s going to get lucky tonight.

      When the lights are all turned out, we give Mom and Dad hugs, and we’re in Luke’s truck. He drives us out to the ranch and parks in front of one of the cabins in the far back. We’ll have the place all to ourselves for a few days as Cole and Breck take Ellie and Tilly on their honeymoons. We’re not leaving until next Friday when Cole gets back. Breck and Tilly will head to New York City to talk to some entertainment manager who called Cole up after seeing a video of their Snow Ball performance. They won’t be back for two weeks.

      But I already know a secret that Ellie will be telling Cole and why her dress fit just a little different. They’ll be having a baby in September.

      He turns off the truck. “Are you as nervous as I am?”

      “Yeah.”

      “No matter what, I love you, Gracie.”

      “I know.”

      Inside the cabin, I slide to a stop while slipping off my jacket. He’s sprinkled red rose petals everywhere and I’d imagine Samson and Finn left the reception early to turn on the flameless candles and light the fireplace. It’s perfect.

      His hands wrap around me. The silk of my mermaid dress slides against my skin and under his hands. The zipper in the back slides down and he lifts the fabric off my shoulder, sliding his lips along as the gown falls down my arms and puddles at the floor. He steps back to see me in my strapless bra, white silk and lace panties, and thigh high garters. Those whiskey eyes heat, turning into molten lava.

      He lifts me into the air, spinning us and carrying me to the bed, falling with me on top of him. My hair cascades down, the waves shimmering around his head. He slides the strands to one shoulder, wrapping his long fingers around the mass and placing his hand on the back of my neck.

      Luke guides my head down to his, but this time he stops me just before our lips meet.

      “You’ve made me the happiest man.”

      “And I’m the happiest woman.”

      He lifts his hips and his hard cock presses into my clit. “Now, I’ll make you the most satisfied woman.”

      “Seems like you’re all talk to me.”

      “Damn, woman. Those baby pink silky lips. They were made for kissing me.”

      “And wrapping around your cock?”

      He sucks in a tight breath. “I won’t disagree, but I want to be buried in you, Grace. I want to make love to you. We have all week to try everything we’ve both ever imagined.”

      “I can’t wait.”

      “But…you tell me what you want when you want it and I’ll be there to give it to you.”

      “I know.” He never assumes anything anymore. And I speak my mind. It’s been so much better than I ever thought it could be.

      I grind my body against that massive bulge in his tuxedo pants. I’ve seen him naked. Once. And the vision hasn’t ever left me. And we’ve slept in the same bed since the Snow Ball. But we really knew we wanted to wait. We’d waited all this time, what was a few more days.

      And it almost killed me.

      His steel notches the softness between my legs. My panties are soaked already. His fingers brush my stomach. He unhooks my bra and my breasts hang free in his face. Warm hands cup the globes as I tease my tongue into his mouth. The tango of making love has started.

      He breaks our kiss to drop his head to my breast, his tongue darting out and swiping lightly over my nipple. I’m positive I might have an orgasm just from him massaging the swelling flesh and teasing my nipples into his mouth. The frantic heat we build together in each other is like a volcano. I grind against him again, more insistent.

      “Baby, you’ve got to stop that.”

      “I’m on fire, Luke. My pussy is pulsing already. I need you…”

      “And here I thought we’d take our time.”

      “Fuck no! I’ve waited so long for this. I want you inside of me.”

      He chuckles. “I guess I told you that I’ll give you whatever you want in my vows, so here goes.”

      We undress each other, franticly. Every moment is a wasted one in my mind.

      I climb back into the bed and he climbs on top of me.

      His hand slips between my legs and a long finger slips inside of me and I close my eyes and my back arches. Our bodies move against each other, grinding, touching, absorbing every inch, memorizing every dip and curve of his cut abs. The developing memories will never match the experience of being with him.

      He rubs the inner walls of my body, hitting a spot that makes me gasp. “Yes, fuck, yes.”

      “Come on my hand, baby.”

      I start grinding against his palm. I’m so close. “Please, I want to feel you inside of me.”

      He climbs over me and with his cock separating me, he pushes forward and with how he’s primed me, he slips into me and we both still. Shock covering his face, and I’m sure covering mine.

      “Holy shit,” he grunts through his teeth. “Gracie, you’re so hot.”

      “And you’re not wearing a condom.”

      We’d talked about protection. We knew we were clean, but were we ready for a baby? We couldn’t quite answer it. Because we both knew what was in our heart.

      “Fill me up, Luke, and if it happens, it was meant to be.”

      “Are you sure? I can,” he swallows deeply, “I can pull out and put on the condom.”

      I hold his face in my hands. “You pull out and I’m going to hurt you.”

      He laughs. “Okay, guess we’re making a baby.”

      Probably not.

      It wasn’t my fertile period, but if it happened, I’d be thrilled.

      His cock pulsed inside of me. “Can I move?”

      “Yes.”

      The burn of his thrusting started me down a path. Every part of my body tensed, and my thighs locked around his hips as he increased his speed. My stomach burned and then the blinding white heat of an orgasm seared over me.

      “Luke!” I screamed his name as I writhed under him.

      “Gracie…” He grunted my name and planted his cock deep inside of me, coating my walls with his seed and guiding me into the woman I wanted to be.

      We breathed heavy into each other’s mouths and he pressed his lips to mine.

      “Wow.” I ran my hands into his thick dark hair. “We’re doing that again.”

      He chuckles. “For the rest of our lives, baby.”

      I’d left Peacock Ridge to find myself, but I came back to Peacock Ridge to rediscover our love.
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      Luke

      The ranch was buzzing with activity. Christmas. The Snow Ball had happened the night before and the whole community was there. Reeves brothers and wives on their arms.

      The ranch is now the Peacock Ridge Ranch and Eco-Friendly Learning Center. Families from all over the United States come to learn about conservation and saving both the plants and animals that were vital to the ecosystem. My brother’s vision has made us the go to destination in northern Colorado. And his wife recently won an award for her work in presenting how we learned to live with the coyotes of the area, so we were celebrating that as well as the birth of our savior and a very profitable year.

      I serve myself a glass of my mom’s recipe for eggnog and I can smell it before it got to my lips.

      “Breck? What alcohol did you put into this?”

      “All of them.”

      “What’s wrong with you?”

      He grabs my shoulder. “We’re waiting for the call.”

      “The call?”

      “Our surrogate was implanted three days ago. Today’s the first day she can take a pregnancy test.”

      My chest burned for him and Tilly. They wanted this baby more than anything.

      Grace and I had gotten smarter after that first night of making love. We’d taken a few chances here and there, but she got on the pill to make a baby more to our timing, than a surprise.

      Ellie carries my niece into the room and I reach out to take her. Ms. Cameron Rose Reeves looks up at me, her eyes wide. She smiles.

      “She smiled at me.”

      “It’s gas,” Ellie says grabbing a glass of water.

      I nuzzle into her and that baby smell makes me think that maybe Grace and I need to start thinking about a family. Whenever she’s ready.

      Cole comes walking in and basically steals his daughter from me. I guess I’m fine with him taking her.

      My wife comes in and she’s holding a gift in her hands. “One more for under the tree.”

      Tilly follows and shakes her head. “No call.”

      I hand out the presents under the tree, each person getting five gifts, except for me. I have a sixth. I look to Grace and she smiles.

      “Open that one last, honey.”

      “Okay.”

      We take turns opening gifts. I get a new cowboy hat, perfect fit from Cole. A painted picture of Grace and I on our wedding day from Tilly. A subscription to a magazine from Breck—one I’d told him about earlier in the year. And a new set of gloves for going out to check on the cattle from Ellie. And then the last two from my wife. Everyone else opens theirs and I dig into the first gift. It’s a watch, my father’s watch. The one he wore every day and it’d stopped working the day he died, crushed against his chest.

      “How?”

      “Samson knows people in Denver. They fixed it.”

      I wipe a tear away. “It’s amazing.”

      “Glad you like it.”

      I start to open the next one and Tilly’s phone rings. She stands and Breck follows her to the corner, his hand on her back and her voice low.

      “Really?” she asks. “Okay. I’ll let Breck know. Thank you.” She turns and I’m on feet before she can say anything more, I just know. She nods with glassy eyes and my brother drags her to his body.

      “We’re having a baby?” he asks.

      “We’re having a baby!” she says as we all start to file in to hug both of them.

      When the chaos clears, we all sit back down and I finish opening my last gift. My chest heaves.

      “What?” I hold up the piece of white plastic.

      The women start screaming and hugging Grace.

      I sit stunned. “You’re pregnant?”

      “Yes.”

      I stand and press my lips to hers, my brain finally pulling me from the shock. “How?”

      “Wow, bro, if you don’t know that!” Cole calls from across the room.

      “I mean, when…”

      “I changed pill types when that last one was making me nauseas. I guess the new one just didn’t work? I missed my period and asked Ellie if she had a pregnancy test.”

      Ellie smiles. “Glad to help.”

      I entwine my fingers in hers. “I can’t wait to be a dad.”

      “You’ll be a great one.”

      My father had given me so much and I would pass that knowledge onto my child or children. Twins happened in our family…so…

      “I’ll be right back.” I grab the milk and the Oreos, too. I pour six glasses and have the Oreos out. A tradition our father started, and my brothers smile up at me as I hand them out. “I’d like to make a toast.”

      I hold up my glass of milk. “Here’s to the next generation of Reeves starting their lives on Peacock Ridge. I can’t wait for our children to grow up together. And to them falling in love under the stars. I love you all.”

      Glasses clink against each other and Oreos are dunked.

      This tradition will be passed on, Dad.

      
        
        ~THE END~
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