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				’Tis the season for second chances…and secrets!

				Forget the mistletoe maneuvers. Kelly Rasmussen isn’t planning on having that reunion kiss with Dr. Caleb Buchanan any time soon. Things had long ago gone south for these former high school sweethearts. Except for that one night six years ago—which resulted in an explosive secret Kelly’s kept till this very day.

				Now career and family have brought them both back to Weaver, Wyoming. Their unavoidable clashes—and instant chemistry—make them realize this town isn’t big enough for the two of them. Or three of them—counting Kelly’s son. Because there’s something about that little boy… For one thing, he has Caleb’s eyes…

				

			

		

	
		
			
				“If you’re gonna hate me anyway—”

				She barely had a chance to frown before his mouth hit hers.

				She went rigid with shock, yanking away. But only two inches away. Maybe three. Just far enough to stare into his dark eyes while her chest heaved.

				Then his mouth was on hers again, and she wasn’t sure if she’d moved first, or if it had been him.

				But what did it really matter?

				They were once more in the shadows on the side of the high school gym, Caleb’s weight pressing into her while his hands raced down her sides, delving beneath her short leather jacket. She felt devoured by his kiss.

				Why was it always that way? His lips on hers, and she’d forget all rhyme or reason. She’d forget every single thing but the taste of him, the smell of him, the weight of—

				A burst of laughter accosted them and they both pulled apart. It was hard to tell who was breathing harder.

				“Some things don’t change, eh, Caleb?”

				Kelly’s cheeks burned. The sooner she and Tyler could get back home to Idaho Falls, the better off they all would be.

			

		

	
		
			
				Dear Reader,

				What is the nature of forgiveness?

				Some people think forgiving a deep hurt is the same thing as
					being weak. Personally, I’d like to think forgiving a deep hurt is more about
					showing strength.

				Between Caleb Buchanan and Kelly Rasmussen, there are some
					deep hurts. They were childhood sweethearts. Then they weren’t. He broke her
					heart when he chose another. Now they’re adults and the stakes are higher than
					ever. She could break his heart by withholding a very present and current
					truth.

				Even when there is love, there needs to be the strength to
					forgive. Maybe because there is love, there is the
					strength to forgive. Definitely because of love, there is the hope to be
					stronger and better. I believe this is what Caleb and Kelly learn.

				I hope you enjoy their journey.
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				A Child Under His Tree

				Allison Leigh
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				A frequent name on bestseller lists, Allison Leigh’s high point as a writer is hearing from readers that
					they laughed, cried or lost sleep while reading her books. She credits her
					family with great patience for the time she’s parked at her computer, and for
					blessing her with the kind of love she wants her readers to share with the
					characters living in the pages of her books. Contact her at allisonleigh.com.
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				For sweet baby David Rae—born the same day I began this story—his parents and his “Glama,” who is my dearest and oldest friend.
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				PROLOGUE

				Six years ago

				“You’re pregnant?”

				Startled, Kelly hid her hand down by her side, but it was too late. Her mother had already seen the distinctive plastic stick and snatched it out of her hand.

				This is what Kelly got for not waiting until she was back at work on Monday to take the test. But she’d been too anxious. Too worried to wait through the weekend, to wait another two days when she already knew.

				After a glance at the stick, where a huge blue plus sign broadcast the results, her mother pitched the test into the faded pink trash can that had been in Kelly’s room since she’d been ten. “Well? What do you have to say for yourself?”

				She wished she’d waited until Monday, that’s what she had to say.

				She wisely kept the sarcastic thought to herself. Kelly was twenty-three. Old enough to deal with the consequences of her actions, but not old enough to deal with her mother’s reaction.

				Evidently unsatisfied with Kelly’s silence, her mom grabbed her by the shoulders and shook her slightly. “Well? At the very least, tell me it’s the Buchanan boy’s baby.”

				Kelly looked away from her mother’s face. “Why? Caleb and I broke up two years ago.” She was only buying time, though. Because she knew why.

				Her mother made a disgusted sound and let her go. “Because you’ll be set for life, obviously!” She propped her hands on her skinny hips. “He’ll marry you. Even when it doesn’t work out, you’ll be taken care of. Those people take care of their own. Always have. Always will.”

				Those people.

				Kelly felt nauseated. More from her mother’s words than from the baby inside her that hadn’t even existed five weeks ago. By those people, her mother meant anyone connected to the wealthy Clay family. The family who possessed everything that Georgette and Kelly Rasmussen did not.

				Money. Plentiful land. Education. Class.

				Georgette envied everything they possessed, even as she seemed to hate them for it.

				“I don’t want to marry Caleb.”

				Her mother made another disgusted sound. “Since when?”

				Since he dumped me more than two years ago? Again, Kelly kept that answer to herself. She was over Caleb Buchanan. Had been for a long while now. Sleeping with him thirty-four days ago had been her way of proving it. Convoluted thinking, perhaps, but it was true, nevertheless. Which only seemed to confirm that the Rasmussen nut didn’t fall far from the tree.

				“You’ll marry that boy,” her mother said into the silence. She pointed her finger at Kelly’s face. “You’re not going to get stuck raising a baby on your own the way I was. You’ll marry him. He’ll provide for you both.” Her eyes narrowed, and she smiled tightly. “They’ll provide for all of us.”

				“You hated when I was dating him when we were teenagers! Now you’re all for me marrying him?” Kelly wanted to throw herself on the twin bed that also hadn’t changed since she was ten and pull the pillows over her head.

				“I knew you’d mess it up. Same as I did when I was that age.” Again the disgusted sound from her mother, accompanied by a hand swiping dismissively through the air. “And you did. He went off and found someone else.”

				Someone better. That’s what her mom had said at the time.

				Kelly pushed away the hurtful memory and put the width of the twin bed between them. “Exactly.” She didn’t throw herself on the bed. She wasn’t a teenager anymore. She was an adult. With a baby inside her. “He found someone else. A brilliant premed student just like him.” She left out the part that Caleb had also broken up with that woman. “Why on earth would you think this baby is his, anyway?”

				“He was home here in Weaver for Christmas. If not his, then whose? God knows you’re not much of a catch. Only boy who ever came sniffing around for you was that Buchanan kid.”

				“Ever think that’s because I didn’t want boys coming around here to meet you?” She couldn’t believe the words came out, even if they were true.

				“All right, then,” Georgette challenged. “Whose baby is it?”

				Kelly’s eyes stung. She wasn’t a liar by nature.

				But she lied. She lied because she wasn’t going to get foisted on Caleb Buchanan just because he and his people took care of their own. She wasn’t going to end up a wife out of his sense of responsibility. Not when she’d been raised by a mother who’d only acted out of responsibility instead of love.

				Caleb might have wanted her once, but he’d cast her aside.

				Until one night thirty-four days ago when he’d wanted her enough to get naked in the front seat of her pickup truck, just like they’d done back when they were in high school. Back before he’d left her and gone off to college. Back before he’d chosen another woman.

				“It was just a guy, Mama. Nobody you know at all.”

				The determined brightness in her mother’s eyes dimmed, and she got the same disappointed, dissatisfied, discontented look she’d had all of Kelly’s life. She sank down on the foot of the twin bed as if she couldn’t stand the weight of her own body. “The only chance you had of making something of yourself—snagging a fancy, educated surgeon like that Buchanan—and you take up with some guy just passing through town?”

				Her mother was editorializing. Adding details that Kelly had not. Embellishing the story with her own experiences. It wasn’t the first time, nor would it be the last. “Caleb has years to go before he’ll be a surgeon! And I don’t need to make someone like him marry me in order to make something of myself, Mama. I’ve got a good job working with Doc Cobb!”

				“Sure, answering his phones and putting out the trash. You think that old coot is gonna want his receptionist parading around with a pregnant belly and no ring on her finger? Times may have changed since you were born, but people in this town still expect mamas to be with the daddies. All you’re gonna earn is a lot of gossip and speculation. You ought to have been smarter than to ruin your life the same way I did!”

				Kelly stared at her mother and vowed right then and there that she’d make sure her child never heard such hateful words. “I’m sorry you feel that way.”

				Georgette just snorted, not seeming to notice Kelly pulling out her ancient suitcase from the closet until it lay open on the bed. “What fool thing are you doing now?”

				“Packing.” Kelly kept moving, pulling open her top drawer and dumping the contents into the suitcase, quickly followed by the second drawer, and the third and last. She had to push down hard on the suitcase when she closed it to get the lock latched, but she managed.

				Georgette was watching her with an annoyed look. “Gonna go chase after the guy, I suppose. Fat lot of good that’ll do.”

				Kelly didn’t have a second suitcase. But she had an oversize beach bag that managed to hold several pairs of shoes and her favorite pair of boots. “Why? Is that what you did?” She propped the bulging canvas bag against the faded pink suitcase and went back to the closet again. “Fruitlessly chase after my father?” She snatched two handfuls of hanging clothes from the single wooden bar in her closet. “Is that why you’ve always hated me?”

				Her mother answered with a huff. “I’ve always said you had a crazy imagination.”

				“Yes.” Kelly draped the clothes over her arm. She was leaving behind stuff, but she was beyond caring. “It’s my imagination that I can count on one hand the times you’ve ever shown a lick of caring for me.”

				Georgette’s frown deepened. She’d never welcomed other people’s opinions, and Kelly’s was no different. “Kept a roof over your ungrateful head, didn’t I?”

				“Yes, you did, Mama.” She awkwardly looped the beach bag strap over her shoulder and wrapped her fingers around the suitcase handle, dragging it off the mattress. It bumped hard against her knee. “You did your duty, that’s for sure.” Tears glazed her eyes. “But I’m not going to raise my baby like that.” She shuffled toward the door with her heavy load precariously balanced.

				Georgette followed, arms crossed tightly over her chest. “Go ahead and think you’re not just like your mama. Was a time I thought I wasn’t just like my mama, too. But here you are. Knocked up by some walk-away joe. Just who do you think is going to take you in when they learn you got yourself pregnant?”

				Kelly blinked hard and kept going, carefully navigating the creaking steps that she’d pounded up and down all of her life. “I can take care of myself.” She wasn’t going to allow herself to think otherwise. If she did, she’d want to curl up and disappear. And she wouldn’t do that now, not when she had a fledgling life inside her.

				Behind her, Georgette gave that I-told-you-so huff of hers. “Guess you proved that, all right.” She followed Kelly right out to the front porch of the small two-story house Georgette had inherited from her mother.

				There was a deep ache inside Kelly’s chest. She blamed it on the weight of carrying all of her belongings in one single trip and quickened her pace down the porch steps. The suitcase banged against her leg, and a few hangers slid out of her grasp. “I guess that’s my problem, isn’t it?”

				She stepped over the dresses lying in the dirt, aiming blindly for the pickup truck that had been old even when she’d bought it five years earlier with the money she’d earned working at the grocery store. She set down the suitcase long enough to open the door and shove her hangers and beach bag across the threadbare bench seat.

				“When you learn you can’t handle your problem, don’t come crawling back to me,” Georgette yelled.

				“Don’t worry, Mama.” Her voice was choked. She hefted the suitcase into the truck bed. It landed with a terrible bang, but at least the latches stayed closed. “I won’t be back.”

				Georgette wasn’t listening, though. “You’d be better off at least trying to pass off that kid as Buchanan’s baby! Least you’d get some money outta your mistake!”

				Kelly’s chest ached even more.

				She got behind the wheel, turned the key with a shaking hand until the engine cranked and drove away. When she dared a glance in the rearview mirror, all she saw was the plume of dust kicked up from her tires.

				She swiped a hand over her wet cheek. “I won’t be back,” she said through her teeth.

				She didn’t know where she was going.

				She just knew that anywhere was better than her mother’s house.

				But where could she go? She’d been working at Doc Cobb’s for a year now since leaving the grocery store and had saved up some money, but with a baby on the way, she would need to conserve every penny she could.

				She braked when she reached the highway and stared down the empty road toward Weaver.

				She could find a place to live in town. Keep working for Doc Cobb. He was a pediatrician. Nobody liked babies and children more than her genial boss. But whether Kelly wanted to admit it or not, her mother was right about one thing. Gossip was going to dog her every footstep when it became obvious that she was pregnant and there was no daddy standing by her side. More important than that, though, was the baby. And that same gossip was going to follow her child the same way it had always followed her.

				She was not going to repeat her mother’s mistakes.

				And she damn sure was not going to beg Caleb Buchanan for one single thing.

				She exhaled, wiped her cheeks again, looked down the empty highway one more time and hit the gas.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				CHAPTER ONE

				“Dr. C shouldn’t be too long.” The nurse—a young blonde Kelly didn’t know—smiled as she ushered them into an empty examining room. She winked at Tyler. “Be thinking about what color cast you want this time.” She slid the medical chart she’d started for them into the metal sleeve on the door that she closed as she left them alone.

				The door had barely latched before Kelly’s son gave her a plaintive look. “How come I gotta get another cast?”

				She dumped her purse and their jackets on the chair wedged in one corner of the room. “Because your wrist still hasn’t healed all the way and you cracked the cast you already have.”

				“But—”

				“Be glad that you didn’t hurt yourself even more.” She’d seen the X-rays herself on the computer screen just a few minutes ago. Not only had Doc Cobb hired several new faces since Kelly’d last been there, but he’d gotten himself some state-of-the-art equipment, as well. She patted the top of the examining room table. The thin paper covering it crinkled. “Want me to lift you up here, or—”

				Tyler didn’t wait for her to finish before he scrambled up onto the high table by himself. Then he stuck out his tongue and stared at the cast circling his right forearm. “Stupid cast,” he grumbled.

				She brushed her fingers through his dark hair, pushing the thick strands away from his forehead. He needed a haircut, but there just hadn’t been time enough to fit one in before they’d left Idaho Falls. Not between arranging her vacation days, talking to his kindergarten teacher about his absence and packing up what she thought he’d need during the two weeks she’d allotted to get things settled. She had a day before the funeral, though. She’d get him to the barber before then. “Maybe next time you’ll think twice before climbing a tree,” she said calmly.

				“Had to climb it,” he argued. “Gunnar did.”

				“And you have to do everything that Gunnar does?” She didn’t really expect an answer. Her five-year-old son and his best friend, Gunnar Nielsen, were like two peas in a pod. What one did, the other had to do, as well. Fortunately for Gunnar, he had climbed down the tree, whereas her daredevil son had decided to jump.

				Thus, the broken wrist.

				“So think twice next time about the way you get out of the tree,” she added.

				Tyler was swinging one leg back and forth, looking from the closed door of the small examining room to the sink and counter on the opposite side. “What’s in all those drawers?”

				“Bandages for little boys who don’t listen to their mothers when they should.” She tapped her finger pointedly against the crack in his cast then pulled a fresh coloring book out of her oversize purse. If she knew Doc Cobb—and she did, even though it had been nearly six years since she’d last seen him—it would be a good while yet before he made his way to Tyler. Given the nature of the doctor’s pediatric practice, the later in the afternoon the appointments were, the farther behind he was likely to be. “Want to color?”

				Tyler scrunched his face and swung his leg a few more times before nodding. She set the thin coloring book on the table beside him and rummaged in her purse again until she found the plastic baggie full of the washable markers he preferred over crayons. “Which color first?”

				“Red.”

				She extracted the red marker and handed it to him. She knew from experience that if she gave him the entire pen collection, he’d have them scattered everywhere within seconds and she wasn’t particularly in the mood to scramble around the floor in her dress and high heels picking them up. She would have changed out of the outfit she’d worn to the lawyer’s office if there had been time before Tyler’s appointment. But they’d worked him into the schedule as a favor when they could have just as easily referred him to the hospital to have his cast repaired.

				“Was I born yet?”

				“Were you born yet when?”

				“When you used to work here.” He stretched out on his stomach and attacked the robot on the page with his red pen.

				“You were born in Idaho, remember?”

				He giggled. “I don’t remember being born.”

				“Smarty-pants.” She pushed the jackets over the back of the chair and sat. “I worked for Dr. Cobb before I moved to Idaho. Before you were born. Before I became a nurse.”

				“What was Grandma Gette?”

				“Grandma Georgette had the farm,” she reminded him calmly. Small as it had been. Her mother had grown vegetables and raised chickens, though the lawyer had told Kelly the chickens had gone by the wayside a few years earlier. Which explained the broken-down state of the coops now. “The bedroom you slept in last night was my bedroom when I was your age.” She hadn’t been able to make herself use her mother’s room. Instead, she’d slept on the couch. It was the same couch from her childhood, with the same lumps.

				“But then we went to Idaho.”

				“Yes.” It had been one of the best decisions she’d ever made in her life. She held up the baggie. “Want another color yet?”

				He stuck the tip of his tongue in the corner of his mouth, considering. “Green.”

				They exchanged the markers. “Your robot is going to look like a Christmas robot.”

				He grinned, clearly liking that idea. “Santa robot.” He held up his cracked cast. It, too, had started out a bright red. But in the weeks since he’d gotten it, the color and the various drawings and signatures on it had all faded considerably. “Santa’s gonna know where I am, right?”

				“Santa doesn’t come until Christmas. That’s almost two months away. We’ll be home long before then.”

				“Not before Halloween, though.”

				She shook her head. Halloween was less than a week away. “I don’t think so, buddy. I’m sorry.”

				“Gunnar’s gonna trick-or-treat without me.”

				“I know.” She rubbed Tyler’s back. “I’ll figure out something for us to do on Halloween.” It wouldn’t be answering the door to trick-or-treaters, that was certain. Even back when she’d been a kid, children didn’t voluntarily knock on Georgette Rasmussen’s door. Not unless they were on a dare or something.

				“I wish we didn’t have to come here.”

				“I know.” She propped her elbow on the table and rested her head on her hand. “I wish that, too. We’ll only be here in Weaver for a little while, though.”

				It felt like months since she’d had a moment to draw breath, when it had really only been three days since she’d gotten the call about her mother. One day to absorb the news that the woman she hadn’t spoken to in six long years had died of a sudden heart attack. One day to pack up and drive nine hours from Idaho Falls to Weaver, Wyoming. One day to meet Tom Hook, the attorney who’d contacted her in the first place.

				That’s the way she meant to continue. Dealing with things one day after another until she and Tyler could go back home where they belonged in Idaho. Then she could examine her feelings about losing the mother who’d never wanted to be her mother in the first place.

				She pushed away the thought and started to cross her legs, but the doorknob suddenly rattled and she heard muffled voices on the other side of the door. She sat up straighter and brushed Tyler’s hair back from his eyes again. “You’ll like Doc Cobb. He’s one of the nicest men I’ve ever known.”

				“Is that why my middle name is Cobb?”

				“Mmm-hmm.” Considering everything her onetime boss had done for her, she should have stayed in better contact with him. She held up the baggie. “Put your marker away for now.”

				Tyler rolled onto his side and sat up but missed the bag when he dropped the marker. It rolled under the table.

				“Good aim, buddy,” she said wryly and crouched down to reach blindly beneath the metal base.

				She heard the door open behind her just as her fingertips found what she was looking for. “Sorry for the wait,” she heard as she quickly grabbed the marker.

				She was already smiling as she straightened and turned. “Doc—” The word caught in her throat, and all she could do was stare while everything inside her went hot.

				Then cold.

				Not because good old Doc Cobb, with his balding head, wildly wiry gray eyebrows and Santa-size belly was standing there.

				But because he wasn’t.

				Instead, the man facing her was six-plus feet of broad shoulders and very lean, un-Santa-like man. Sharply hewn jaw. Unsmiling mouth. Dark, uncommonly watchful eyes. Even darker hair brushed carelessly back from his face.

				Seeing Caleb Buchanan was like being punched in the solar plexus.

				She hadn’t seen him face-to-face in nearly six years. But there was no mistaking him now.

				And no mistaking the fact that—while she was blindsided at the sight of him here in Weaver, when he should have been a surgical resident somewhere else by now—he didn’t seem anywhere near as surprised by the sight of her.

				Well, duh, Kelly. Her name was written plainly in Tyler’s medical chart. How many Kelly Rasmussens could there be, particularly in the small town of Weaver?

				The young blonde nurse stepped between them as she rolled the cast saw unit into the room.

				Panic suddenly slid through Kelly’s veins and she snatched up their coats from the chair.

				“You can stay,” the nurse assured, looking as cheerful as ever. “The machine looks more intimidating than it really is.”

				Kelly’s mouth opened. But the assurance that she was perfectly comfortable with the saw stuck in her throat. She didn’t dare look at Caleb. And Tyler was starting to look alarmed.

				How could she explain to any of them her urgent need to flee?

				Caleb took a step past her, approaching the exam table. “I’m Dr. C, Tyler. We’ll have you fixed up in no time.”

				The nurse patted Kelly’s arm comfortingly as she moved the saw next to Caleb. “He’s going to cut off your cast and put the new one on,” she chirped. “Did you decide what color you want?”

				“Red.”

				“Again?”

				“I like red.”

				One part of Kelly’s brain observed the scene. The other part was imagining herself grabbing Tyler and running for the hills.

				“I was expecting Dr. Cobb,” she blurted.

				The nurse blinked, clearly surprised. Kelly felt an insane urge to laugh hysterically. The practice was still clearly Cobb Pediatrics. The sign on the outside of the building said so. When Kelly had called for an appointment, that was the greeting she’d received.

				“He’s on sabbatical,” Caleb said. “Put your coats down, Kelly. It’s been a long time, but you’re here and your son’s cast needs to be replaced.”

				Your son.

				She let out a careful breath, finally daring to glance his way as he set the medical chart on the counter next to the sink before flipping on the water to wash his hands. He was wearing an unfastened white lab coat over blue jeans and an untucked black shirt. “How’d you break your cast, Tyler?”

				“Sliding down the banister at my mother’s house,” Kelly answered before Tyler could say a word. She knew it was silly not to want her son talking to Caleb, but she couldn’t help it. And she felt sure that Caleb would have already read the information the nurse had recorded in Tyler’s chart. “I would have taken him to the hospital if I’d known the doctor was away,” she said to the nurse.

				“No need for that.” Just as Kelly had spoken to the nurse, Caleb aimed his comment at Tyler. “Banisters are pretty cool. How’d you break your arm in the first place?”

				“Jumping out of a tree,” Kelly answered again. Even though it took her closer to Caleb than she wanted to be, she edged closer to Tyler. Every day that she looked at her boy, she could see his father in him. How could Caleb miss the similarities that were so obvious to her? “Sabbatical where?”

				“Florida,” the nurse provided. “Six more months yet. He’ll miss all of Weaver’s lovely winter.” She widened her eyes comically. “Poor guy.” She draped a blue pad over Tyler’s lap. “You’re lucky today,” she told him. “Dr. C is going to take your cast off himself. He doesn’t do that for just everyone.”

				Kelly’s nerves tightened even more. But she could see Tyler’s alarm growing as he stared at the saw. She dumped the coats on the chair again and rubbed her hand down his back. No matter what she felt inside, her son’s welfare was first and foremost. “It’s a special kind of saw, buddy. Only for cutting through casts. It won’t hurt a lick.”

				His eyes were the size of saucers. “How do you know?”

				“I had a broken wrist once, too. Remember I told you that?”

				“She did,” Caleb concurred. In a motion steeped in familiarity, he reached out his long arm and snagged two gloves from a box next to the sink. “She was fourteen years old.” As he worked his fingers into the blue gloves, she hated the fact that she noticed he wore no wedding ring. Not that the absence of one proved anything.

				Not that she cared, either way.

				The lie was so monumental she felt herself flushing.

				“Flew right over the handlebars of her bicycle,” he was saying. “Saw the whole thing. I’m sure your mom remembers that day very well, too.” His eyes snagged hers for the briefest of moments, and she looked away.

				The nurse handed him the saw. “This’ll be loud, Tyler, but your mom’s right. It won’t hurt,” Caleb said. He turned it on and the loud whine filled the room.

				Kelly didn’t want to, but she moved out of the way so he had more room to maneuver. Only then did she realize she was still clutching the plastic marker. She it inside her purse then moved back to the opposite corner near the door.

				The noise from the saw was short-lived. After only a few minutes, Caleb turned it off and handed it back to the nurse. Then he used the long-handled spreader to separate the gap he’d just cut in the fiberglass cast. “Doing okay there, Tyler?”

				“Mmm-hmm.” Tyler was obviously over his alarm and watched as Caleb worked. “You knew my mom before I was born?”

				The knot in Kelly’s throat doubled in size.

				“Sure did.” He took up a pair of scissors and began snipping through the padding next to Tyler’s skin.

				“That was a long time ago, huh.”

				“Sure was.” Caleb flicked another glance her way. What he was thinking was anybody’s guess. As a young man, she’d been able to read every thought he had.

				Now his expression was completely unreadable.

				Could he recognize his own eyes looking up at him from Tyler’s face and not show any reaction at all?

				Then he focused on Tyler again as he pulled open the fiberglass cast and slid it gently away from Tyler’s forearm. “Still doing okay, buddy?”

				“His name is Tyler,” Kelly said tightly. She was the one who called her son “buddy.”

				“Tyler Cobb Rasmussen,” Tyler piped proudly. “That’s my whole name.”

				“Cobb!” The nurse exclaimed. “What a coincidence.”

				Hardly that. But Kelly had no desire to explain anything to the nurse. As it was, she wondered just how close Caleb and Doc Cobb had gotten over the years. Even though the elder physician had been the one to refer Kelly to a professional associate of his in Idaho Falls, she had never told him why she’d been so anxious to leave Weaver. Aside from her mother, Kelly had never told anyone in Weaver that she’d been pregnant when she’d left.

				She crossed her arms tightly and returned Caleb’s look with a hard-won impassive look of her own. Mentally daring him to make some comment. Some observation.

				But none came.

				Instead, with the nurse’s assistance, he had Tyler’s arm recast in short order. Leaving the young blonde to clean up the small mess that remained, Caleb threw away his gloves, washed his hands again and scribbled in the chart before holding it out for Kelly. She took it, but he didn’t immediately release it, and her nerves ratcheted tight all over again. She tugged a little harder on the chart and he finally released it.

				“I was sorry to hear about your mother.”

				Her jaw felt tight as she flipped open the chart to scan the contents. She wished she could find fault with the notes but couldn’t, so she closed the folder with a snap. She wanted to ask him why he was sorry, but that sounded too much like something her mother would have said. “Thank you.”

				She wondered if she imagined his faint sigh before he went on to explain that the nurse would give them information on cast care.

				“Think I’ve got that covered,” Kelly said.

				One corner of his mouth kicked up in an imitation of a grin. It wasn’t a real one. Despite the intervening years, she could still tell the difference between real and fake with him. He turned back to Tyler and stuck out his hand. “Nice to meet you, Tyler Cobb Rasmussen.”

				She felt vaguely dizzy but her little boy giggled as he manfully shook the offered hand. “Nice to meet you, Dr. C.”

				“No more sliding down banisters, okay? At least for now.”

				Tyler nodded. “I promise.”

				Sure. Easy for Caleb to elicit the promise, whereas Kelly needed to be constantly on alert where her rambunctious, active son was concerned.

				Guilt squeezed her stomach. If she’d been better at her job, Tyler wouldn’t have been on that banister in the first place.

				And they could have avoided this trip to Doc Cobb’s office altogether.

				She rubbed at the pain between her eyebrows.

				“You all right?”

				She dropped her hand. She didn’t want or need Caleb’s concern. All she wanted was to escape unscathed with her son. “I’m fine.” She retrieved her purse from the chair in the corner and looped the leather strap over her shoulder before lifting Tyler off the table and handing him his jacket. She went ramrod stiff when Caleb cupped her shoulder. “It was good to see you.” The touch was as brief as it was light and shouldn’t have felt like it burned.

				Yet it did.

				Then he opened the door and left the room.

				Kelly could have collapsed with relief.

				“We all love Dr. C,” the nurse commented as she tore off the protective paper from the table and rolled out fresh. “He’s so great with the patients.” She smiled impishly. “And pretty great to look at, but don’t tell him I said so.”

				Kelly wrapped her fingers around her purse strap and clutched her own jacket to her waist. “How long has he been here?”

				“Almost a year now.”

				The nurse didn’t seem surprised by the question. But then she probably fielded lots of questions from single mothers about the handsome Dr. C. Kelly’s fingers tightened even more on the leather strap. “I’m surprised,” she mused casually. “I’d heard he was on the surgical track. Didn’t even know he’d switched to pediatrics. Is he here permanently?”

				“We’re all hoping so.” It was hardly the definitive answer Kelly wanted, but the nurse pulled the door open wider as she led the way from the room, pushing the saw unit ahead of her. She smiled brightly at Tyler. “Take care of that cast like Dr. C said, okay?”

				“I will.” Tyler tucked his left hand in Kelly’s. “Can we have ice cream?”

				The vise around her nerve endings eased up as she looked down at his hopeful face. Everything she did in her life was worth it when it came to her precious boy.

				Even facing his unknowing father.

				She leaned over and kissed Tyler’s nose. “After dinner.”

				“When’s dinner?”

				“Trying to tell me you’re already hungry?”

				He nodded.

				She led him through the rabbit warren of hallways until they reached the exit where the billing desk was located. The white-haired woman sitting at the desk was a welcome sight. “Mary Goodwin! You’re still here? You were threatening retirement even when I used to work here.”

				The woman laughed. “I tried a few years ago. Went stir-crazy after only a few months and begged Doc Cobb to give me back my job. I heard you were back in town. Haven’t changed a single little bit, either. Still as pretty as a picture. How’s married life?”

				Kelly faltered. “Excuse me?”

				Mary looked awkward for a moment. “I… Nothing. You know how word gets around in these parts.” She focused quickly on the paperwork in the chart. “No follow-up appointment?”

				Kelly hesitated. Had Doc Cobb told people that she’d gotten married? It was far more likely that such a story had originated with her mom. Though for what purpose, Kelly couldn’t imagine. “We’re only here for a few weeks. I’ll take Tyler to his regular pediatrician back home when it’s time.” She handed over her credit card before pushing her arms into her jacket sleeves. “You can put the co-pay on that.”

				Mary ran the card. “I saw your mother’s obituary in The Weaver Weekly.” She set the card and the printed charge slip on the desk in front of Kelly. “My condolences.”

				She quickly signed her name on the authorization. “Someone is still publishing The Weaver Weekly? Surprised that hasn’t died off by now.”

				Mary shook her head. “Quite the opposite. Comes out twice a week now.”

				“Any other changes around town I should know about?” She managed to keep her tone light.

				“Just drive on down Main Street and see for yourself,” Mary advised. “Weaver’s grown a lot since you left. There’s even a—” she cast a quick look at Tyler “—a particularly popular fast food place on the other side of town. Bekins Road, right before the highway on the way to Braden. Arches on the sign,” she added, raising her eyebrows for emphasis.

				“Never would have expected that.” Maybe in Braden. The town was a good thirty miles away and had always edged out Weaver in terms of available services. Kelly slid everything back into her purse and took Tyler’s hand again before pushing on the exit door. “Take care, Mary.”

				“You too, honey.”

				They stepped out into the weak October sunshine and Kelly hauled in a deep breath.

				“Mommy! You’re squeezing my hand too tight.”

				“Sorry, buddy.” Kelly quickly loosened her hold as they walked to the small parking lot that was full of vehicles. Hers was the only one sporting an out-of-state license plate. She let go of his hand and unlocked the car doors. He climbed into the rear onto his booster seat. He was particularly independent about fastening his own safety belt, and she waited while he worked at it, not closing the door until she tugged the strap to be sure it was secure.

				Then she straightened, glancing back at the building over the roof of her car.

				Six years had passed since that night she and Caleb had unintentionally conceived the brightest light in her life. Six years since they’d had any sort of contact. Intentional or otherwise.

				She’d gotten over Caleb a long time ago.

				He, of course, had never needed to get over her.

				Six years.

				That time had evidently brought a lot of changes to Weaver. But none of them mattered to her. She and Tyler had a life—a good life—in Idaho. One she’d worked darned hard to achieve. They had friends. They had a home where Tyler had never known anything but love. She’d returned to Weaver to do her last duty as Georgette Rasmussen’s daughter.

				She wasn’t going to let herself think about anything else.

				Caleb Buchanan included.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				CHAPTER TWO

				“I heard Kelly Rasmussen and her little boy are in town.” Caleb’s sister, Lucy, leaned past his shoulder to set a bowl of salad on the kitchen table. “Staying out at her mother’s place. I should take them a meal or something. Can’t be easy for her.”

				“I’m sure she’d like that,” Caleb answered smoothly. He wasn’t sure if his sister was fishing or not, but knowing Lucy, she probably was. “Last time I saw Georgette’s house it was practically falling apart, and that was years ago.” He’d gone to see Kelly’s mother only once after he and Kelly had parted ways for good. Only because he could hardly believe the story around town: that she’d moved to Idaho and gotten married. There were even stories about a kid.

				Georgette had confirmed it, though. The woman had wallowed in her bitterness as she told him how Kelly had abandoned her in favor of her new life in the city. She then told him about Kelly’s new man and the baby they’d had together.

				Georgette’s attitude hadn’t been particularly surprising. She’d always given new meaning to the word ornery. But the fact that Kelly really was married? With a baby, no less?

				Even though there was nothing between them anymore, the confirmation had knocked him sideways.

				He eyed the platter of pork chops Lucy put on the table. His mouth had been watering for her cooking since that morning when she’d called to invite him for supper. But his thoughts kept straying to his encounter with Kelly.

				He’d seen Tyler Rasmussen’s name written in as a last-minute addition on the schedule but hadn’t thought twice about it. There were dozens of Rasmussens around Weaver. The family seemed to have more branches than his own.

				Then he’d opened the boy’s chart and Kelly’s signature had all but smacked him in the face.

				His only thoughts when he’d opened the examining room door after that were to keep his act together. He was a physician, for God’s sake. Not a stupid kid who hadn’t known what he had until he’d thoughtlessly tossed it aside in favor of someone else.

				She’d always been pretty, with otter-brown hair, coffee-colored eyes and delicate features. But Kelly Rasmussen all grown up? She’d held herself with a confidence that she hadn’t possessed before. She was still beautiful. More…womanly.

				He pushed the disturbing image to the back of his mind and focused on his three-year-old niece bouncing on his knee. “What do you want more, Sunny? The salad? Or the pork chops?”

				“Gravy,” she said promptly. “And ’tatoes.”

				“You have to eat some carrots first,” Lucy said firmly. She moved the toddler from Caleb’s lap to her high chair and ruffled her daughter’s dark hair. “She’d eat mashed potatoes and gravy morning, noon and night if I let her,” Lucy said with a wry smile.

				“Girl knows what she likes.” He winked at the tot, who awarded him with a beaming smile. “Kelly’s boy is cute,” he commented casually. “Tall for his age.”

				Lucy stopped in her tracks and gave him a surprised look. “You’ve seen them?”

				He knew from long experience there was no point hiding anything from his family, especially his sister. It was better to head her off at the pass than to keep things secret. Then he’d never hear the end of it.

				“She brought him to the office today.” He got up and brought the mashed potatoes and gravy to the table himself, giving Sunny another wink that earned him a giggle from her and an eye roll from her mama.

				“You’re as bad as a three-year-old.” Lucy set a few carrot sticks on Sunny’s plastic plate then went to the kitchen doorway and called, “Shelby! Come and eat.”

				Only a matter of seconds passed before Lucy’s stepdaughter raced into the kitchen. “Uncle Caleb!” The girl’s light brown eyes were bright as she launched herself at him. Caleb caught her, wrinkling his nose when she smacked a kiss on his lips.

				“Kissing boys now, are you?”

				She giggled, shaking her head violently. “Boys are gross.”

				“Sometimes,” Lucy joked. She filled Shelby’s milk glass. “Caleb sure was for a long time.”

				“Spoken like a loving older sister.”

				She just grinned at him, forked a pork chop onto her plate and began cutting it into strips for Sunny.

				“Mommy, when’s Daddy coming home?”

				“He’ll be back from Cheyenne tomorrow night, sweetie.” She transferred some of the strips to Sunny’s plate.

				“Good.” Shelby sat up on her knees and attacked her own meal.

				Caleb followed suit. “How’s Nick doing?”

				“He’s twenty-five, as handsome as his daddy and spending the year in Europe, studying.”

				Like Lucy’s stepson, Caleb had been studying when he was twenty-five, too. But medicine in Colorado versus architecture in Europe. “In other words, he’s doing pretty fine. Is he going to go into business with Beck?”

				“Beck certainly hopes so. Father and son architects and all. So, how was it?”

				Caleb doused his plate with the creamy gravy. “How was what?”

				Lucy whisked the bowl out of his reach when he went in for another helping. “Don’t pretend ignorance. Seeing Kelly again, obviously.”

				With her mother otherwise occupied, Shelby slyly palmed some dreaded carrot sticks from her and Sunny’s plates. Beneath the table, Caleb reached out and Shelby dropped them into his hand.

				Lucy’s eyes narrowed suddenly, darting from Caleb to her daughters. “What are you three grinning about?”

				“Nothing.” Caleb blithely folded his napkin over the carrots. He hated them, too.

				“Who’s Kelly?” Shelby was only nine, but she’d already developed the art of distraction.

				“Uncle Caleb’s old girlfriend,” Lucy said. She smiled devilishly at him. “One of them, anyway.”

				“I don’t rub in your old mistakes,” he argued in a mild tone.

				She blinked innocently. “Well, I wasn’t the one going around breaking girls’ hearts.”

				Not all that long ago, before an injury had sidelined her career, his sister had been a prima ballerina with a dance company in New York. Now she ran a dance school in Weaver, and despite her blessedly relaxed rules over her personal diet, she still drew admiring looks everywhere she went. “Pretty sure you broke a few hearts along the way, Luce.”

				“Then she met Daddy and I got to wear a beautiful dress.” Shelby’s expression turned dreamy. “When you get married can I be in your wedding, too, Uncle Caleb?”

				He nearly choked on his food, and Lucy laughed merrily. “Sounds like a reasonable question, Uncle Caleb.”

				He ignored his sister and answered his far more agreeable niece. “Maybe I’ll just wait until you’re grown-up and marry you.”

				That elicited peals of laughter. “You’re my uncle. I can’t marry you!”

				Far be it for him to explain the finer aspects of blood relations. “Then I’ll just have to stay single,” he drawled.

				Lucy rolled her eyes. “Sure. Blame your loneliness on an innocent child.”

				Shelby’s brow knit with sudden concern. “Are you lonely, Uncle Caleb?”

				“No,” he assured her calmly. “Your mom’s just teasing. How could I be lonely when I have all of you around?”

				To his satisfaction, everyone seemed happy to let the matter go at that.

				He was wrong to think the reprieve would last, though.

				Two hours later, after he’d told Sunny two bedtime stories and played two games of checkers with Shelby, Caleb was ready to leave. But Lucy trailed after him as he headed to his truck. “You never answered the question.”

				He set the container of leftovers she’d packed for him inside the cab before climbing behind the wheel. “What question?”

				Coatless, she hugged her arms around herself, dancing a little in the cold. “What it was like seeing Kelly again.”

				“It wasn’t like anything,” he lied. “We broke up nearly ten years ago. She even married someone else, remember?”

				“One of my students’ moms works for Tom Hook, and she says there doesn’t seem to be a husband in the picture. If Kelly’s little boy were a few years older, he could’ve been yours.”

				“For God’s sake, Luce!” If he hadn’t known better, he’d have wondered himself about that boy. But even as impetuous as that night had been, they hadn’t been irresponsible. He’d used a condom. They’d always used condoms. From the first time until the last.

				“Hey!” His sister had lifted her hands innocently. “Don’t blame me for what other people find interesting topics of conversation. So…no sparks between old flames?”

				“It was just another appointment, Luce,” he said smoothly. “Thanks for supper. Tell Beck I’ll be in touch about the house plans.”

				“Have you decided where you want to build?”

				“Not yet.” He nudged her out of the way so he could grab the truck door. “It’s freezing. You’ll catch a cold.”

				“You’re a doctor. You’re supposed to know that being cold and catching a cold aren’t related.”

				“Tell that to Mom. She still thinks wearing a scarf during winter keeps a cold away.”

				Lucy smiled and lifted her hand, heading back to the house while he drove away.

				Lucy and Beck lived on the outskirts of Weaver, on the opposite side of town from the condo he’d been renting since he’d moved back home. Since he had nothing and no one waiting for him at home once he got there, he pulled into the hospital parking lot on his way. He didn’t have to be there, but he also didn’t have to be anywhere else. Might as well look in on the newborn he’d examined first thing that morning.

				His presence didn’t raise many eyebrows as he made his way to the nursery. The staff there were pretty used to him by now, ever since he’d joined Howard Cobb’s practice. When Caleb entered the nursery, he washed up and pulled on gloves.

				“Come to rock the babies, Dr. C?” Lisa Pope, one of the swing nurses, gave him a friendly smile over the minuscule diaper she was changing.

				“Any who need it?” He glanced at the clear-sided bassinets. The majority of them were empty. It was a slow night in the nursery.

				“Babies always need rocking.” As if to prove her point, she cradled her freshly diapered charge and sat in one of the wooden rocking chairs lined up against one of the walls. “But none of them tonight are missing a mommy or a daddy.”

				“So a slow night and a good night.”

				Lisa smiled over the tiny head cradled against her pink-and-blue scrubs. “Pretty much.”

				He took his time looking over his newest patient—an eight-pound little guy who sported a head full of brown hair and a serenely sleeping face. Caleb didn’t mind the nurses knowing that he came in sometimes just to rock the babies. Some didn’t have mothers in good enough condition to rock their restless infants. Some didn’t have any parents at all. Others had been born to perfectly normal moms and dads but were feeling outraged at finding themselves abruptly in a cold, bright world and didn’t like it one bit.

				He’d never particularly felt a need to let the nursery staff in on the real secret—that rocking those babies soothed something inside him, too. Truth was, most of the nursery staff probably felt that way themselves.

				But he wasn’t going to disturb the little guy’s slumber just because he was feeling restless. He wasn’t that selfish.

				He said good-night to Lisa, disposed of the gloves and headed back out of the hospital.

				What had it been like for Kelly when she’d given birth to Tyler?

				Had she been alone? Or had the man she’d found—the husband Georgette had told Caleb about all those years ago—been by her side?

				He walked briskly toward his truck, shaking off the pointless wondering. Whatever had happened between Kelly and Tyler’s father—was still happening, for all he knew—it was none of his business. Just because she wasn’t wearing a ring and she and her boy went by the name of Rasmussen didn’t mean she was single again.

				Available.

				And even if she were, chances were she still wanted nothing to do with him.

				Why would she?

				They’d been high school sweethearts. They’d been each other’s first. Even though they’d been just kids, it was a history. A history that had ended badly.

				His doing entirely, and one he took full responsibility for.

				But the last time they’d seen each other? When she’d told him flat out that she’d wanted to rock his world once more, simply for the pleasure of walking away from him afterward?

				That had been all her.

				He’d broken her heart once, and she’d proven just how well she’d recovered.

				He could even understand it. Some. After Melissa had dumped him, he’d gone out of his way proving to her that he was over her, too. Last he’d heard, she’d married a thoracic surgeon out in California. Caleb wished them well. Was glad, even, that she’d been smart enough not to marry Caleb when he’d proposed. They’d been all of twenty-one at the time. She’d known what he hadn’t, though—that they weren’t going to last.

				In the busy years since, he’d thought more about the girl back home whom he’d pushed aside in favor of Melissa than he had about Melissa herself.

				“Which makes you sound about as lonely as Lucy thinks you are,” he muttered as he got into his truck. He pulled out his cell phone and checked the signal. Near the hospital, it was pretty strong. Around Weaver, a steady cell phone signal was never a foregone conclusion. But whom to call?

				His cousin Justin Clay and Tabby Taggart had gotten married six months earlier. When his cousin wasn’t working at the hospital lab, he was practically glued to Tabby’s side.

				It would be revolting if it weren’t so annoyingly…cute, seeing his two oldest friends so stinking happy.

				He tossed his phone on the dashboard and drove out of the parking lot. He didn’t need company. For one simple reason.

				He wasn’t lonely.

				If he wanted a date, he got a date. There was never a dearth of willing women when you were single and had the initials M and D following your name. They usually didn’t even mind all that much when they came a distant third behind his studies and his patients. And if they did mind, they soon parted ways. No harm. No foul.

				Definitely no broken hearts.

				He’d learned his lesson well enough not to repeat it.

				He drove down Main Street. Even on a weeknight, the lights were shining brightly at Colbys Bar and Grill. He abruptly pulled into the lot and went inside. “Hey, Merilee.” He greeted the bartender as he slid onto an empty bar stool. Considering the crowded parking lot, the bar was pretty calm. Only two pool games going and nobody dancing on the small dance floor. “Grill must be busy tonight,” he commented when she stopped in front of him.

				“Have a school fund-raiser going on in there,” she told him. “What’re you having tonight?”

				Restlessness in a bottle.

				“Just a beer,” he told her. “Whatever’s on tap tonight.”

				She set a round coaster on the bar in front of him and a moment later topped that with a frosty mug of beer.

				“Jane not working tonight?” Jane was the owner. Married to another one of Caleb’s cousins.

				“Thursdays?” Merilee shook her head. “Do you want a menu?”

				He shook his head. “Just ate.” He glanced around again. The beer didn’t really hold any interest. Nothing in the bar held any interest. Not the trio of young women sitting at the other end who were nudging each other and looking his way. Not the hockey game on the television mounted on the wall.

				The door opened, and Caleb automatically glanced over, then wished he hadn’t, because the woman walking in looked straight at him. Pam Rasmussen was a dispatcher at the sheriff’s office. She had been around forever and was one of the biggest gossips in town.

				And she was married to one of Kelly Rasmussen’s cousins.

				He looked down into his beer, resigning himself to being courteous when she stopped next to him at the bar.

				“Evening, Caleb. How’re you doing?”

				“Same as ever, Pam. You just get off duty?”

				She nodded. “I came by to pick up Rob.” She tilted her head toward the breezeway that led from the bar into the attached restaurant. “He’s holding a fund-raiser thing tonight for his class at school.” She pulled out the stool next to Caleb’s and sat. “Heard you saw Kelly today.”

				He gave her a bland look. “Oh, yeah?”

				She wasn’t the least bit put off. “Shawna Simpson had her baby in your office today for her checkup. She told me.”

				“It’s still Doc Cobb’s office.”

				“Everyone knows you’re going to take over his practice for good when he retires.”

				“He’s not retiring. Just on sabbatical.”

				She shrugged, dismissing his words. “Shawna said Kelly looks just the same.”

				He slid a glance toward the restaurant, wishing her husband, Rob, would hurry his ass up. “I don’t remember Shawna from school.”

				“Sure you do. She was Shawna Allen then.” Pam’s eyes narrowed as she thought about it. “Would have graduated high school a year ahead of you and Kelly, I think.”

				Whatever. He pulled out his wallet and extracted enough cash to cover the beer plus a tip and dropped it on the counter.

				“Leaving already?”

				“Hospital rounds in the morning come early.” Not that early. But as an escape line, it was pretty good. “See you around.”

				“Probably at the funeral, I imagine.”

				The wind was blowing when he stepped outside the bar, and he flipped up the collar of his jacket as he headed for his truck. When he drove out of the parking lot, though, he didn’t head for his apartment.

				He headed for Georgette Rasmussen’s old place.

				Even though it had been several years since he’d last driven out there, he remembered the route as easily as ever. When he turned off the highway, the condition of the road was not so good. More dirt than pavement. More potholes and ruts than solid surface. The fact that there had never been anything as convenient as streetlights on the road didn’t help. If he were a stranger driving out to the Rasmussen place for the first time, he’d have needed GPS to find his way.

				But Caleb couldn’t count the number of times he’d gone up and down that road when he and Kelly were teenagers. Following the curves in the road still felt like second nature.

				When he pulled up in front of the two-story house, though, he wasn’t all that sure what he was doing there. It wasn’t as though she’d welcome a friendly ol’ visit from him.

				He turned off the engine and got out anyway. Walked up the creaking porch steps and stood in front of the door beneath the bare lightbulb above it.

				She answered on the second knock.

				She’d changed out of the formfitting gray dress she’d been wearing earlier. In jeans and sweatshirt, she looked more like the high school girl she’d once been.

				“Caleb.” She didn’t close the door in his face, which he supposed was a good sign. But she didn’t open it wider in invitation, either.

				“Kelly.” He wasn’t used to feeling short on words like this.

				Her lips were compressed. She’d let her hair down. It reached just below her shoulders. When they’d been teenagers, she’d usually worn it braided down to the middle of her back.

				He’d always liked unbraiding it.

				She suddenly tucked her hair behind her ear and shifted from one bare foot to the other. “What are you doing here?”

				He balled his fists in the pockets of his leather jacket. It’d been too long since he’d had a date if he was so vividly remembering unbraiding her hair the first time they’d had sex. “Wanted to see how you were.”

				“Still standing.” She held one arm out to her side. “As you can see.”

				“Yeah.” He glanced beyond the porch. Light shone from a few of the windows, but otherwise the place was dark. “How’s Tyler’s arm?”

				“Fine.” Her tone was short. “He’s asleep.”

				Caleb exhaled slightly. “He’s a good-looking boy.”

				She shifted again, lowering her lashes. “What do you want, Caleb?”

				He cleared his throat. Pushed away the memory of his hands tangled in her hair. “Where’s Tyler’s father?”

				

			

		

	
		
			
				CHAPTER THREE

				Kelly felt the blood drain out of her face. She tightened her grip on the doorknob. Her palm had gone slick. “I beg your pardon?”

				The porch light cast sharp shadows on Caleb’s face as he looked down at her. “Sorry. That was blunt.”

				She let out a breathy sigh, which was all her throat would allow.

				“There’s just no tactful way,” he went on. “You know. Asking.”

				“Right.” Still breathy. Still faint. “I, uh, I—”

				“Is he still in the picture?”

				“Who?”

				“Your husband.” He took a step back from the doorway, pulling one hand from his pocket and running it through his hair.

				“I don’t have a husband!”

				He didn’t look shocked. He just nodded and studied the toes of his boots for a moment. “I wondered if you’d split up after I saw your name on Tyler’s paperwork this afternoon.”

				She pressed her shaking fingers to her temple. “Who, uh, who told you I was married? My mom?”

				“Yeah. She told me you eloped after you went to Idaho. That you had a baby.”

				Kelly’s eyes burned. Her mother was dead. She hadn’t been a part of Kelly’s life since Kelly walked out all those years ago. So why did her mother’s words and actions still have the power to hurt? Georgette hadn’t felt a need to make up a fictional husband when she’d had Kelly. But she’d created one when it came to explaining an illegitimate grandchild? “When did she tell you?”

				“Doesn’t matter. A while ago.” He pushed his fingers through his hair again. “Look, I’m not trying to stick my nose where you don’t want it. I know this can’t be easy for you, coming back like this. Regardless of how tough things were between you, she was still your mom. I just wanted to tell you that if you need anything, just ask.”

				Her nose prickled. She couldn’t seem to get a word out. She managed to nod.

				“Well.” He took a step back. “It’s late. Watch for any increased tenderness or pain in your boy’s arm.” Caleb went down the porch steps, and she had the feeling he was anxious to get away. “The films looked good,” he went on, “but switching up the cast can still be jarring.”

				Her tongue finally loosened. “I’m an RN. I know what to watch for.”

				He stopped, obviously surprised. “You’re a nurse?”

				She lifted her chin. “Don’t look so shocked. Even I managed to get an education.”

				“That’s not why I—” He broke off. “I’m glad for you. I didn’t know nursing was something you were interested in. Doc Cobb never mentioned it.”

				“I wasn’t interested. Or at least I didn’t know I was when I was his receptionist. And I didn’t know you were interested in pediatrics. Seems there was a lot about each other we didn’t know.” She smiled tightly. “Good night, Caleb.” She didn’t wait for a response.

				Just shut the door in his face.

				After a tense minute, she heard his truck engine start up, followed by the crunch of his wheels over the uneven, rutted drive as he drove away.

				She shivered, leaning back against the door. “Oh, Mama. Why did you lie to everyone?”

				What was worse? Admitting to everyone that it was a lie? Or admitting to Caleb the truth?

				And why did she have to do either, when she was only there to bury her mother?

				“Mommy!” Tyler’s sleepy voice came from the head of the stairs, and she quickly swiped her cheeks.

				“What is it, buddy?”

				He came down the steps. He was wearing his footy pajama pants but—as was typical—had pulled off the matching shirt somewhere along the way. Didn’t matter how chilly it was outside, her son liked wearing as little as possible when he slept. He was rubbing his eyes, and his hair stood up in a cowlick. “My stomach’s growly.”

				She picked him up when he lifted his arms and smiled into his face. “I’m not surprised. You only ate half your supper.”

				He wrapped his legs around her waist and leaned his head on her shoulder. “Can I have ice cream?”

				“Not at this hour, bud.” She carried him into the kitchen. She’d spent two hours cleaning it, and there were still stacks of empty boxes and crates lining the small room. Among other things, her mother seemed to have become a pack rat.

				Kelly set him on the counter next to the refrigerator and made him half a sandwich. “PB and J,” she said, handing it to him. “Plus milk.”

				He swung his foot as he ate. “When do we get to go home?”

				“In a few weeks.” She brushed down his hair again. He definitely needed a barber. “We’ve talked about it, remember? We’ll go home just as soon as we can.”

				He nodded, licked his finger and drank his milk.

				Love for him swelled inside her. She cupped her hand under his chin. “You know what?”

				“What?”

				She kissed his nose. “I love you.”

				“To infinity and beyond!”

				She smiled. “You betcha. Come on.” He’d finished his milk already. “Gotta brush your teeth again, then back to bed.” He wrapped his arms around her neck and circled her waist with his legs, clinging like a limpet as she carried him back upstairs.

				“Can I have another story?”

				She was a sucker where he was concerned. She rubbed her hand down his bare back. “A short one.”

				The short story spread into two, then part of a third before his eyes finally closed and she was able to slide off the bed. She turned off the light and left the room, leaving the door ajar so she could hear him if he needed her.

				She passed her mother’s room and hesitated at the closed door. She inhaled deeply, then quickly pushed it open. It was the first time she’d gone inside the room since her mother’s death, and she did so now only because she still needed to choose an outfit for Georgette’s burial. She’d promised the funeral home that she’d deliver it the next day.

				The room hadn’t changed during Kelly’s absence, any more than Kelly’s bedroom had, except that like the kitchen, here too Georgette had stored dozens and dozens of containers. Empty shoe boxes. Empty plastic bags. Even empty coffee cans.

				Kelly was going to have to clean up all of it before she could put the house on the market.

				She opened the closet. Typically, there were only a few choices. For Kelly’s entire life, her mother had run her spit of land all on her own. She’d lived in jeans and boots. There was only one dress for those times when Georgette couldn’t get out of going to church.

				Kelly pulled out the dress. Studied it for a long while.

				Then she shook her head and hung it back up and chose a pair of clean jeans instead. Her mother was who she was. Burying her didn’t change that. The metal hangers squeaked as she pushed them on the rod until she found a decent plaid blouse. It was cotton and obviously new, judging by the tag still hanging from it.

				She set it on the bed along with the jeans and went to the chest of drawers. Georgette Rasmussen had never owned lingerie. For her, underwear was underwear. Serviceable and plain. Kelly chose socks and cowboy boots. The only pair in the closet that weren’t run down at the heels. She bundled all of it together in her arms and turned to leave the room, stopping at the last minute to grab the small metal box sitting on top of the chest. Her mother’s version of a jewelry box.

				She left the room, closing the door firmly, and carried everything downstairs. She used a kitchen towel to polish up the boots as best she could. Shiny boots were another thing that Georgette had considered a waste of time, so Kelly knew better than to look for polish.

				She set everything inside one of the plentiful boxes stacked around the room and flipped open the jewelry box. Her mother had only ever worn a plain gold chain necklace, but it wasn’t there. The only things inside the metal box were a couple faded photographs of her mother when she’d been young and still smiling—which meant before Kelly—and a few rings. Old-looking and probably belonging to Georgette’s mother. Kelly could barely remember her. She’d died when Kelly was little.

				She pulled out a tarnished ring, trying and failing to picture her grandmother. All she knew about her was what Georgette had told her. Kelly had always assumed it to be the truth.

				Yet Georgette had told at least one big lie in her life. She’d told Caleb—told everyone, it seemed—that Kelly had gotten married.

				Why bother? Had she actually wanted to protect Kelly’s reputation?

				It was too late for an answer. She would never know what had motivated her mother now.

				She dropped the ring back in the box, closed it with a snap and went to bed.

				* * *

				“Kelly! Kelly Rasmussen, hold up!”

				“Hold on, buddy.” Kelly caught Tyler’s hand and stopped him from stepping off the curb as she looked back to see who was yelling her name. It had been a busy morning. Dropping off the clothes at the funeral home. Signing some paperwork at the lawyer’s. Getting Tyler into the barbershop.

				“But I’m hungry.”

				“I know.” She barely got out the words before the dark-haired woman reached them and caught Kelly’s neck in a tight hold. “Pam,” she managed to squeeze out. “It’s been a long time.”

				“Rob and I are so sorry about your mama, honey.” Pam finally let go of Kelly’s neck and crouched down to Tyler’s level. “Hey, there, cutie pie. I’m your cousin.” More accurately, the woman was married to one of Kelly’s distant cousins. Even so, Pam had known Kelly all of her life. “But you can call me Auntie Pam. How’s that?”

				Tyler cast Kelly a wary look. She gave him a calm smile. “Pam used to babysit me when I was your age,” she told him.

				Pam laughed, tweaking Tyler’s nose lightly before rising. “Sure. Make me sound old, why don’t you? I was only sixteen when I babysat you. Now I hear you’re an RN even!”

				“I see word still spreads as fast as ever in Weaver.” She hadn’t mentioned becoming a nurse to anyone but Caleb. And that had been just the night before.

				“Time brings progress, but some things just stay the same and the grapevine is one of them. Puts all other means of social media to shame.”

				Kelly smiled despite herself. “I don’t do any kind of social media. Never had the time nor the inclination.”

				“Which explains why we still need a grapevine in Weaver. How else would we keep up with anyone?” Pam grinned. “So proud of you, though. I’m sure your mom was, too, even if she couldn’t bring herself to say so.” Pam’s smile softened. “I wanted to get by your place yesterday, but I was working a double shift at the sheriff’s. Is there anything we can do for you?”

				The offer reminded Kelly of Caleb’s. Not that she needed any sort of reminder.

				“The funeral’s pretty well taken care of,” she said. “The lawyer handled most of it. Evidently, my mother left him instructions a few years ago.”

				“Sounds like Georgette. Probably because she didn’t trust anyone else to get things right, rather than not wanting to burden her loved ones.” Pam made a face. “Sorry. Shouldn’t speak ill of the dead. Especially to you.”

				Kelly smiled humorlessly. “It’s all right. You’ve only said what everyone already knows.”

				Pam gave her a sympathetic look. “You and Tyler are welcome to stay with Rob and me at our place. We have plenty of room.”

				Kelly was genuinely touched. “Even though I haven’t spoken to any of you in all this time?”

				Pam clicked her tongue. “There’s not a soul who knew your mom who blames you for that, hon. She made it pretty obvious she didn’t approve of you eloping. She was so mad about it, all she’d say about him was his name was Joe.”

				Kelly opened her mouth, then closed it and smiled weakly. She rubbed her hand over Tyler’s neatly cut hair. “It…it doesn’t matter anymore.”

				Pam nodded sympathetically. “These things happen,” she said. “I meant what I said, though. You’re welcome to stay with us. We’re right here in town.”

				“Thanks, but there’s a lot to be done out at the house, and I only have a few weeks off work. I want to get the farm on the market as soon as possible.”

				“So you’re going to sell it, then?”

				“If it will sell.” The house was in deplorable condition, and the farmland was equally neglected.

				“Selfishly, we’d love to think about you moving back home. But I do understand. Your mom—” Pam broke off and shook her head. “Well, it was her way or the highway. She didn’t want help from anyone.”

				And the state of the farm showed it.

				“Mommy,” Tyler said, “my stomach’s growly again.”

				“I know, baby.” She knew Pam’s propensity for gossip. But she had never been anything but nice to Kelly. “I promised him lunch after we got his hair cut,” she told Pam.

				“Take him to Ruby’s. It’s still open until two.” Pam gestured down the street. “Tabby owns the place now.”

				“Tabby Taggart?”

				“Tabby Clay now. She and Justin got married earlier this year. Bubba Bumble’s the cook. Do you remember him?”

				She nodded, trying to imagine Justin Clay and Tabby as a married couple. From Kelly’s earliest memories in school, they along with Caleb had been like the Three Musketeers. Kelly hadn’t been part of that crew until she and Caleb started high school.

				Until he’d picked her up and dusted her off after she’d done a header over her bicycle right in front of him.

				She pushed away the memory.

				“Good for them. I thought Justin was living back east somewhere, though.”

				“He was. He’s in charge of the hospital lab now.” Pam adjusted the scarf around her neck and glanced at her watch. “I’ve got to run, but remember what I said. If you need anything—”

				“Thanks, Pam.”

				“See you later, peach pit.” Pam poked Tyler lightly on the nose.

				Tyler giggled, watching the woman hurry off. “I’m not a peach pit. I’m a boy.”

				“My favorite one,” Kelly assured him. She had thought about driving them out to the new McDonald’s that Mary had told her about, but Ruby’s Café was just down the street within walking distance. “Come on, buddy.” She turned until they were facing the opposite direction. “Lunch is waiting.”

				They’d made it partway down the block when Tyler stopped and pointed. “What’s that?”

				She glanced at the sign hanging in one of the storefronts. It was a colorful thing, featuring a black-hatted witch and a grinning jack-o’-lantern. “It’s an ad for a Halloween carnival,” she told him.

				“Can we go?”

				“It’s next week, bud. We’ll see.”

				He ducked his chin. “That means no.”

				“That means I have to think about it. Come on. I thought your stomach was all growly. When I was young, Ruby’s Café had great chocolate milk shakes.”

				His eyes widened. “I can have a milk shake?”

				“If you eat your vegetables first.”

				“They won’t be carrots, will they?”

				“I’m sure they’ll have something other than carrots.” They were the one vegetable he really hated. She’d learned that when he’d been a baby and spit them right back in her face. “That’s the café, right there.” She pointed at the building near the corner. “Race you.”

				Tyler giggled and shot off ahead of her. Kelly laughed, keeping pace right behind him. There’d come a day when he’d outrace her. Of that there was no doubt. But for now… She caught him and lifted him off his feet just as he reached the door. “It’s a tie!”

				He wrapped his legs around her waist. “Uh-uh. I won.”

				She tickled his ribs with the hand she kept around him and pulled open the café door. The little bell hanging over it jingled softly.

				Walking into the café was like stepping back six years in time.

				The red vinyl seats and linoleum-topped tables were the same. Even the waitresses still wore pale pink dresses as a uniform.

				Despite herself, she smiled. Tabby might be running the show, but she was certainly staying true to the history of the place.

				“Find a seat where you can,” a waitress Kelly didn’t know told them as she walked by bearing a round tray loaded with hamburgers.

				Tyler wriggled until Kelly set him on his feet. “Can we sit at the counter, Mommy? Please?”

				Four of the round stools were empty. She gestured at them. “Take your pick.”

				He aimed for the one closest to the old-fashioned cash register, climbed up onto it without waiting for her assistance and yanked off his hoodie sweatshirt. She caught it before it hit the floor and tucked it inside her bag as she sat down beside him.

				It was plenty noisy inside the diner, between people’s chatter, the clink of flatware against crockery and the slightly tinny country music coming from the kitchen. She still heard the bell jingle over the door and automatically glanced over her shoulder. A white-haired woman came in and headed for one of the few empty tables. Kelly focused on the specials written on the chalkboard in the corner. The bell jingled again. Kelly was glad they’d come when they had. The place was hopping. She angled her head toward Tyler’s. “Would you rather have a hamburger or a grilled cheese sandwich?”

				“Hamburger.” He swung his legs, making the stool rotate one way, then the other. “And a chocolate milk shake. Don’t forget.”

				Another waitress, who looked like she was about fifteen years old, set glasses of water on the counter in front of them. “Y’all need a menu?”

				Kelly shook her head. “We’ll have two burgers. One with cheese. No onions on either. French fries on the side. And a small salad.”

				“And the milk shake,” Tyler whispered loudly.

				“And a chocolate milk shake. Two straws.”

				“That’s a familiar-sounding order.”

				Kelly started in surprise, rotating her stool all the way around to see Caleb standing behind them.

				“Dr. C!” Tyler held up his cast. “I didn’t break it again.”

				Caleb smiled slightly. “Glad to hear it, Tyler.” His gaze went from Kelly’s face to the empty stool beside them. “Mind if I sit there?”

				She did. But saying so would have revealed more than she wanted. So she shrugged. “Open seating.”

				He swung his leg over the stool and leaned his arms on the counter, looking past her at Tyler. “I like the haircut. Looks sharp.”

				Tyler beamed. “I hadda get it cut ’cause of the funeral.”

				Caleb’s gaze flicked briefly to Kelly’s again. “Your grandma would have been impressed.”

				Kelly shifted. Despite everything, she’d sent cards every year to her mom with a new picture of Tyler inside. Her mom had never responded. And so far, Kelly hadn’t seen any evidence that Georgette had kept them.

				Apparently, she’d valued hoarding her empty oatmeal cartons and shoe boxes more.

				“I never been to a funeral before,” Tyler was saying.

				“That’s a lucky thing,” Caleb told him.

				“Mommy says they’re sad.”

				Caleb nodded. “Usually.”

				Kelly grabbed her water and drank half of it down. It was sad. Especially because she didn’t feel much of anything in the face of her mother’s funeral. And wasn’t that a horrible realization for a daughter to make?

				She unfolded Tyler’s big paper napkin and tucked it into his collar.

				“I don’t want a bib, Mommy!”

				“And I don’t want to wash ketchup out of your shirt.”

				The waitress delivered the side salad, and Kelly placed it in front of Tyler. She plucked out the two carrot matchsticks she spotted. “Eat at least half of it,” she told him.

				He made a face, but she drizzled ranch dressing on top and he picked up his fork and stabbed it into a cucumber slice.

				She grabbed her water glass, focusing on it rather than the disturbing warmth of Caleb’s shoulder brushing against hers when he reached over the counter and grabbed the coffeepot. He sat back, flipped over the white mug in front of him and filled it.

				“Want some?”

				She shook her head and watched from the corner of her eye as his fingers circled the mug. He’d always had long fingers. Deft fingers. And narrow, sinewy wrists that had become even more masculine and elegant all at the same time…

				She took a quick sip of her water. He was numbingly good-looking. Get over it already. She set the glass down decisively. “Slow day at the office?”

				“Had a cancellation. Figured I’d take advantage and grab some lunch.”

				She tapped her foot on the stool rung and hunted for something else to say.

				“There’s a picture I haven’t seen in a long time.” A brunette stopped in front of them on the other side of the counter, propping her hands on her very pregnant hips as she smiled at them. “The two of you sitting together right here in Ruby’s. Almost seems like old times.”

				“Tabby!” Kelly stood up on the rung and leaned across the counter to give the other woman a hug. “Look at you! Pam told me you were still running this place, but she neglected to say you were pregnant!”

				Tabby laughed wryly. “Maybe she forgot.”

				“You look marvelous. When is the baby due? Do you know what you’re having?”

				“We decided to wait to find out until the baby’s born. Which, hopefully, will be in about three weeks.” She dashed her hair out of her face and smiled ruefully. “Or less. Can’t be soon enough for me.”

				Kelly chuckled. “I remember those last few weeks all too well. In one sense, time went way too fast, but in another it just crawled. I didn’t know what my feet looked like. Couldn’t even fasten my own shoes.”

				“That’s what husbands are for.” Caleb’s comment was so abrupt, it unnerved Kelly. “To help fasten your shoes. So I hear, anyway.”

				Tabby wrapped a white apron over her belly, tying it below her breasts. “Imagine Justin’s been complaining to you about that, Caleb.”

				He snorted softly. “Bragging, more like. He always has liked doing things first. Earning his PhD before I got my MD. Now he’s having a kid before me.”

				Kelly sank her teeth into her tongue. She was pathetically grateful when Tabby shifted to one side so their waitress could deliver their hamburgers; it gave her something to focus on.

				“Well, if you want a baby—” Tabby’s tartness held the ease of lifelong friendship “—then find yourself a wife. I suggest you start by actually dating someone.” She gestured toward Kelly. “Tell him I’m right.”

				Kelly’s face felt hot. Tabby didn’t have a hurtful bone in her body. She had no way of knowing about the knife she was twisting. “Um, she’s—”

				“For God’s sake, Tab,” Caleb muttered. “You’re embarrassing her.”

				Tabby’s eyebrows shot up. “Why? She beat us both on the marriage front by a long shot.”

				“I’m not married.” Far too aware of the way her son was observing the exchange, Kelly nudged the milk shake toward him and kept her voice calm even though she felt like screaming inside.

				If she didn’t correct the ridiculous lie her mother had spread, it was only a matter of time before her little boy innocently did.

				So she lifted her chin and focused on Tabby, even though the words were meant just as much for the man sitting next to her. “I never was.”

				

			

		

	
		
			
				CHAPTER FOUR

				Caleb went still. He angled his head, giving Kelly a long look. “You said—”

				“I never said anything.” She looked defensive. “If you want to blame anyone, blame the person who spread that particular story.”

				Tabby’s brows were knit together. “Your mom—” She broke off. “Oh, boy.” Her gaze flicked from Caleb to Kelly and back again. “Let me get you the special,” she said suddenly and turned on her heel to waddle through the swinging kitchen doors.

				Coward, he thought.

				He looked at Kelly’s downturned head as she toyed with a crispy French fry. “Why’d you leave Weaver then? If there wasn’t a guy involved.”

				She stiffened and gave him a tense look. “You think you held the market on wanting something more?”

				“You never said you wanted to get out of Weaver.”

				“Well, after you told me you wanted to marry someone else, we didn’t talk about a whole lot of anything, did we?”

				They certainly hadn’t a couple years later, when they’d ended up steaming the windows of her truck. He’d thought she’d finally forgiven him for the Melissa debacle. It turned out she hadn’t.

				“Point taken.” He twisted the coffee mug in circles. “Why do you suppose she—”

				“—told a bald-faced lie about me? I’m the last person who could explain why my mother said or did anything. If I had to guess, I would say she was ashamed of me. Tyler—” she shifted focus to the little boy beside her “—stop playing with your hamburger. Are you full?”

				“No.” The boy poked his head forward so he could see past his mom to Caleb. “Are you and Dr. C fighting?”

				“Of course we’re not, buddy. Here.” She dropped a few more French fries on his plate and squeezed out another measure of ketchup from the dispenser.

				Caleb waited until she was finished. “Then you ended up in Idaho working for an old friend of Doc Cobb.”

				She didn’t look at him. Maybe so that her observant son wouldn’t pick up more of the tension between them. “He told you that?”

				“He mentioned it once. I thought it was an office job, though.”

				“It was. For a while.”

				The same waitress who’d delivered the meals for Kelly and Tyler set a plate in front of him. Meat loaf special. Ordinarily, he liked that just fine, but his appetite had taken a hike. “And the nursing bug bit?”

				She finally looked his way. Her amber-brown eyes were fathomless. “It took a few months,” she murmured. “But, yes.”

				“So what happened with the guy? The one you didn’t marry.”

				She looked back at her meal. She’d gotten after her boy for playing with his food, but as far as Caleb could tell, she was doing the same thing. “He never asked me.”

				Caleb frowned. “And Tyler?”

				She tilted her chin, giving Caleb a pained look. “What about him?”

				“Did he know about Tyler?”

				Her eyebrows rose slightly. “Should I have told him? Forced him into marrying me when he clearly didn’t want to?”

				He put down his fork. “People don’t automatically get married anymore just because there’s a baby on the way.”

				“Would you have?” Her expression got even more anxious. “Stepped up to the plate? Done the right thing? Sacrificed yourself in a marriage that wasn’t based on anything but responsibility toward a child?”

				His head suddenly hurt. “We’re not talking about me.”

				“What if we were?” She gave up the pretense of eating and pushed aside her plate altogether. Color rode her cheeks, making her eyes look bright. “For the sake of argument. What if Melissa—that was her name, right? What if she’d come to you one day and said, ‘Guess what? The rabbit died. The stick turned blue.’”

				“That’s different.”

				“How’s it different?” Kelly didn’t wait for him to answer. “Oh, that’s right. You already wanted to marry her.”

				“Yeah, well, she didn’t want to marry me, if you’ll remember.”

				“Fun to learn you’re not really what someone wants, isn’t it?”

				Tyler suddenly hung his arms over Kelly’s shoulders. He’d climbed up until he was kneeling on the seat of the stool and was giving Caleb a stern glare. “Don’t yell at Mommy.”

				Kelly’s sigh was audible. She closed her eyes and patted Tyler’s arms. “Nobody’s yelling,” she soothed, turning away from Caleb. “Now sit on your seat properly. Are you finished with your lunch?”

				“Uh-huh.”

				“Wipe your face with your napkin, then.” She didn’t look at Caleb while she pulled her wallet out of her purse and glanced at the check the waitress had left. She yanked out some cash and left it on the counter. “Come on, Tyler.” She lifted him down to the ground and quickly pulled his sweatshirt on over his head. “We still have things we need to do before tomorrow.”

				Caleb watched them walk straight out of the restaurant.

				Kelly didn’t look back.

				He couldn’t exactly blame her. He didn’t appreciate people butting their noses into his business, either.

				He turned back to the meal that he no longer wanted. Tabby waddled back out of the kitchen. Her timing was too perfect to be coincidental.

				“Nice work, Tab.”

				She spread her hands. “How was I to know I was stepping onto a Georgette Rasmussen land mine?” She leaned back against the counter and rubbed her belly with both hands. “I always felt sorry for Kelly, being raised in that household. Seems like nothing she did ever satisfied the woman.”

				Caleb had observed that himself. If Kelly didn’t get good enough grades because she’d been helping so much on the farm, Georgette was mad. When she got the best grades possible, Georgette accused her of acting too big for her britches and ignoring her responsibilities at home. No matter what Kelly did, she couldn’t have won where her mother was concerned.

				“She wouldn’t appreciate your pity,” he told Tabby. He was positive that neither time nor distance would have changed that about her. “She left Weaver. Found a career she probably wouldn’t have if she’d stayed.”

				“I know. But still.” Tabby chewed the inside of her cheek. “You know, I always thought you and Kelly would end up together. You couldn’t keep your hands off each other in high school. Caleb and Kelly, sitting in a tree. K-I-S-S-I-N-G.”

				The glare he gave her had no effect.

				“You even stayed together for a while after you went to college,” she continued.

				“We were teenagers.”

				“If Tyler were a few years older, he could have been yours. Ever think about that?”

				“Jesus, Tab.” First his sister, now his old friend?

				“What?”

				He shook his head. Of course he’d thought about it. Pointlessly. “He’s not mine. Obviously.” The timing could have been about right courtesy of their angry night of car sex, but they’d used a condom.

				Tabby was silent for a moment. Then she sighed and nudged his plate. “Do you want me to box that up for you?”

				He shook his head. “I have patients this afternoon.” He pulled out his wallet, but she made a face.

				“You don’t need to pay for a meal you didn’t touch.”

				“Not exactly the way to stay in business.”

				“Guess that’s my business, isn’t it?” Then she winced a little and pressed her hand to her belly.

				“You all right?”

				“Yup. Except for a kid who’s already practicing to be a football punter.” She waved him away then took his plate. “Go on with you now. Suppose I’ll see you at the funeral. You are going, aren’t you?”

				“Yeah. Not that I figure Kelly will appreciate my presence all that much. She still hates me.”

				Judging by the way she’d looked at him, he didn’t figure he had a chance of that ever changing.

				He pushed off the stool and left.

				* * *

				“Thank you for coming.”

				The next afternoon, Kelly stood with Reverend Stone in the narthex of the Weaver Community Church, shaking hands as people left following her mother’s funeral service. During a break, she glanced at the reverend and said, “I don’t know what to do with all the flowers.” She still couldn’t believe the number of people who’d attended her mother’s funeral, much less the quantity of plants and floral bouquets that had been sent. “My mother didn’t have this many friends,” she said under her breath.

				He smiled kindly. “I think that you did.”

				She was more comfortable thinking that the outpouring of sentiment was for Georgette.

				“Whatever plants and floral arrangements you choose not to take, you can leave here for worship tomorrow,” he advised. “That’s what most people do unless they’re having a reception after the service.” In this case, there would be no reception. Georgette’s instructions to the lawyer had expressly forbidden one. Just as her instructions had been clear about the open casket and a cremation immediately after the funeral.

				She’d left instructions about her death. She just hadn’t bothered with a will.

				“Thank you for coming.” Kelly shook another hand. Submitted her cheek for another sympathetic kiss. Then she looked back at the minister. “I don’t want to take any flowers,” she said. Though she was going to be writing a lot of thank-you notes for them. She pinned another pleasant look on her face for the next person that stopped in front of her but felt it falter when she recognized the couple standing there.

				Caleb’s parents.

				“Mr. and Mrs. Buchanan.”

				“Goodness.” Belle leaned forward and kissed Kelly’s cheek. “We’re all adults now. It’s Belle and Cage.”

				“Sorry about your mama, kiddo.” Cage gave her a kiss on the cheek, too, followed by a paternal squeeze of her shoulder. “It’s good to see you, but I sure wish it was under better circumstances.”

				Caleb’s folks had always been nice to her. “Thank you. So do I.” She felt guiltily grateful that she’d taken Reverend Stone’s suggestion to let Tyler play in the nursery with the other young kids after having had to sit still for the funeral service. She wasn’t sure she could take seeing Tyler through their eyes. “You’re both looking well.” To say the least. Belle Buchanan’s long hair was as dark as ever; her face showed only a few lines. And Cage—well, Cage was an older version of his handsome son. He’d look good when he was eighty. He just had that kind of bones.

				“You’re as sweet as ever.” Belle squeezed Kelly’s hands. “Is there anything we can do for you?”

				She immediately shook her head. Just as she’d been shaking her head at all of the other similar offers of help she’d heard that day. “That’s kind, but I’ll be fine.”

				“Just don’t be as independent as your mama was,” Cage advised gently. “You know where we are.” He squeezed her shoulder again, and the two moved off, making room for the next.

				“Thank you for coming,” Kelly said, focusing with an effort on the next face in the line. She was all too aware that Caleb hadn’t come through yet. She’d seen him sitting in the back of the small, crowded church, alongside Tabby and Justin. Just like old times, except Kelly was pretty sure the three of them had outgrown their habit of scribbling notes and passing them back and forth.

				Maybe he would take a different exit, she thought, as the mourners—which might have been a euphemism considering Georgette’s lifelong habit of alienating the people around her—made their way past her. Maybe he’d be as reluctant to face her after their last encounter as she was to face him.

				She still wished she’d just kept her mouth shut about having never been married. The conversation never would have gotten out of hand the way it had. Never would have gone down that dangerous road.

				If there was tension between her and Caleb now, how much worse would it be when—if!—she told him the truth?

				Her head ached and her stomach hurt from the internal debate that had been going on ever since coming face-to-face with him at Doc Cobb’s office.

				Everything had been fine up until then.

				She and Tyler had a busy life. It didn’t leave time for her to constantly second-guess the decisions she’d made six years earlier.

				“Hey, there.” Tabby and Justin appeared in Kelly’s field of vision. Tabby tucked her arm through Kelly’s. “You’re looking pale. Maybe you should sit down for a while.”

				“I’m fine.”

				“Where’s Tyler?”

				“Playing in the nursery downstairs.” She pushed at the sleeves of her black sweater dress. Would Caleb be soon to follow after Tabby and Justin? “He was getting antsy and there were some kids already down there he was able to play with.”

				“He’s about the same age as my brother’s little boy,” Tabby said. “I could set up a playdate for them if you want. I imagine you’ve got a lot on your plate trying to settle everything out at the farm.”

				“I’m sure he’d like that.” Kelly was distinctly uncomfortable with it since Tabby’s brother was married to one of Caleb’s cousins, but that was no reason to punish her son. Aside from the toys she’d brought with them from Idaho, there was very little to entertain him out at the farm. She couldn’t even let him outside to run and play without supervision yet, because the place was a wreck. The chicken coops were broken-down hazards; there were metal tools rusting in the overgrown weeds. And she wasn’t sure there was going to be money enough to hire someone to help with the worst of it. “I have another meeting with Mr. Hook the day after tomorrow. I’ll know more about what needs doing after that.” She tried surreptitiously looking past the very pregnant Tabby into the church. All she could see were the backs of empty pews.

				“Kelly.” Reverend Stone discreetly inserted himself into the conversation. “The funeral director is here to take the casket. Would you like a moment alone with your mother?”

				It was the very last thing she wanted. But she wasn’t up to shocking the kind minister by telling him so. And at least she wouldn’t have to wonder if or when she was going to have to face Caleb again. So she nodded.

				Tabby’s eyes looked moist. “Do you want someone to stay with you?”

				“No, it’s okay,” Kelly said. Tabby gave her hand a squeeze before leaving with Justin.

				Reverend Stone escorted Kelly back into the empty church and closed the double doors, leaving her alone.

				She exhaled and walked up the center aisle until she reached the casket. Someone had already closed it, and frankly, she was grateful. She set her hand on the glossy wood. Choosing a casket was another task that Kelly hadn’t had to deal with, thanks to Georgette’s advance orders.

				“I wish things had been different, Mama,” she murmured. Even now, her eyes were dry. Uncomfortably so. She’d given up crying over the relationship she’d never had with her mother when she drove away from the farm six years ago. “I wish you could have been happier in your life. I’m sorry if I was always the reason you weren’t. Maybe now you really are at peace.”

				That’s what Reverend Stone had talked about during the eulogy, at least. Maybe Georgette had found religion in the years Kelly had been away. Before that, her mother could hardly be bothered by what she’d called “church nonsense.”

				Kelly heard a noise and pulled her hand away from the casket. Two young men wearing black suits came in from the side entrance. “Ms. Rasmussen, are you ready for us?”

				She nodded, perched on the edge of a pew and watched them wheel the casket out.

				Then it was just her, alone.

				Her eyes stung.

				She sniffed. So much for being beyond tears.

				She blinked hard and stood.

				She wanted her son. And she wanted to go home.

				The narthex was empty when she pushed through one of the double doors, though she could see through the outer glass doors of the church that there were still a few clusters of people standing around outside on the grass.

				She took the stairs down to the basement where the nursery was located and found Tyler sitting on the floor. He was working on a puzzle. But not with Olive, the young woman who’d been watching the half dozen children when Kelly had left Tyler there.

				Instead, it was Caleb sitting on the floor with him.

				“Tyler,” she said more sharply than she intended. “We need to go.”

				“Mommy, I’m almost finished.” The little navy blue clip-on tie that had come with the child-size suit she’d bought for him was gone, along with the suit jacket. He had a smear of something red on his cheek, and one of his shoes was untied.

				The mere sight of him made the tightness in her chest ease, even though the man with him made everything else feel worse.

				“Tyler—”

				“A few more minutes won’t hurt, will it?” Caleb’s voice was deep. Easy.

				Her jaw clenched. “Where’s Olive? Does she usually leave the children she’s supposed to be watching in just anyone’s care?”

				He pushed himself off the floor and pulled on the charcoal-gray suit jacket that had been lying on top of a dollhouse. “Your mother’s funeral ended forty-five minutes ago. I’ll let you have that one.” He shot his cuffs and yanked his loosened tie back to center.

				The only time she’d ever seen him wear a suit had been at their high school graduation. Then he’d been a boy.

				Now he was a man.
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