
        
            
                
            
        

    
		
		Can’t Leave Love

		Synopsis

		Sophia McGovern can’t seem to settle down. Memories of all her bad decisions refuse to leave her alone. So, she moves from town to town, from one dead-end job to another, keeping to herself, which serves her well—until she arrives in Ft. Devlin, Colorado. From the first day, Ft. Devlin was different. Maybe that’s why she says yes to teaching a car maintenance class at the local high school.

		High school literacy teacher Pru Glynn is happy with her life just as it is. She has a great job, close friends, and a loving family. She’d like to find a wonderful woman to share it with, but she isn’t about to settle for just anyone. When beautiful Sophia McGovern swings into town, Pru can’t deny an attraction, but Sophia’s itinerant lifestyle doesn’t fit in with her deep-set roots and strong ties to family and friends.

        Sophia and Pru have no intention of falling in love, but sometimes love happens when and where you least expect it.
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			Chapter One

			So, this is it. Sophia McGovern pushed her hair behind her ears and leaned forward, rested her chin on the wide steering wheel of her Ford F-350 PowerMax truck and killed the ignition. Sammy, her traveling companion, life partner, and best friend, propped her jowls on the dashboard, her muscled shoulder pressing against Sophia’s side as they checked out the automotive garage before them.

			It wasn’t what Sophia expected. Not at all. The red corrugated steel siding and white edging appeared freshly painted. Not a single drop of oil stained the cement driveway leading up to the glass-paned bay doors or the well-maintained parking lot with freshly painted lines and clean parking stones. Not at all like most of the garages she’d worked in.

			What a change from the dirt and grime she’d come to know and accept.

			The neatly kept flower beds across the front of the garage were the first she’d seen adorning an automotive repair shop in all her travels. If the sign above the place didn’t clearly say Willie’s Garage, she might have thought she’d rolled up to the wrong business, maybe a real estate office or a feed store but definitely not a mechanic’s shop. She shook her head and turned to Sammy, whose tail swept back and forth on the seat. The dog swung her enormous head, gracing Sophia with big brown eyes and an ever-present grin. Her gorgeous girl.

			“What do you think, Sammy? This sure isn’t Ricky’s garage.”

			She’d loved working at Ricky’s but not because of the shop itself, thick with grease and grunge. Nope. Ricky’s had been about the people, the customers and the other mechanics. It was the first place she’d seriously considered staying. But the urge to move on had caught up with her like it always did. And here they were.

			It had been harder to leave Austin than she’d expected, and she already missed it. Maybe Ft. Devlin would be the place that claimed her. Moving from town to town, garage to garage, was getting old. After years of letting the wind blow her from place to place without bothering to think about it, she allowed herself a moment to wonder if she wanted to continue doing it. But she quickly shut it down. Whether she was moving to or moving away from that unnamable thing that kept her moving from place to place—the thing she could sense, yet remained just out of reach—she knew she didn’t have power over it. If it came again, she’d go. She let out a deep sigh.

			Sammy tilted her head as if she knew what Sophia was thinking, but she blinked a few times and lifted her chin to say they needed to get moving. Sammy kept Sophia on track in more ways than Sophia could define.

			The temperature on the dash registered ninety-nine even at seven in the evening. “It’s too hot to leave you in the truck, Sams. I’m gonna leave you out front in the shade, okay?”

			Sammy gave her a look only pitty-lab mixes could, ears up, mouth curled into a grin and her little pink tongue peeking out from the side of her wide mouth. Sophia scratched her head and gave her a kiss before attaching the leash. Sammy didn’t need it. She wouldn’t go anywhere if Sophia told her to stay. The leash was for other people, the ones who gave them a wide berth when they recognized Sammy’s breed.

			They jumped out of the truck. It was at least ten degrees cooler in the shade of the covered entrance to the garage.

			“Hey, there. You must be Sophia.”

			Sammy moved between Sophia and the man who emerged from the building. She recognized his voice as Willie’s from a handful of phone conversations, and a pleasant sensation filled her when she finally set eyes on the man who’d hired her based solely on a recommendation from Ricky, her old boss. She reached down to hold Sammy’s collar to put Willie at ease.

			He resembled a cross between Ricky and a much younger version of Willie Nelson, only with black braided hair instead of red under his red bandana. He wore a friendly smile as he held the door open with his shoulder. One hand was tucked into the bib of his gray overalls as he scratched his thick black beard with the other. His black-booted feet were crossed at the ankle, just as Ricky did when he relaxed.

			She took a step toward him with her hand extended. “Yes, sir. Sophia McGovern.”

			“I’m Willie Anderson.” He shook her hand and tipped his head toward Sammy. “Who’s your handsome companion?”

			She glanced down, resting her hand on Sammy’s head. “This is Sammy. She’s friendly.”

			“May I introduce myself?”

			“Absolutely.” She chuckled to see Sammy’s butt swinging nearly as vigorously as her tail. “If you don’t, she will.”

			Sammy leaned her big head into Willie’s palm when he reached down to pet her. A good sign. She’d never been outwardly aggressive, but she’d been dismissive to a few people, and every time, it was for a good reason.

			He scratched her scruff and stood. “Bring her in with you. We’ve been having a bit of a heat spell in Northern Colorado this week if you haven’t noticed.”

			They followed Willie into the large customer waiting area, which proved even cleaner than the outside of the place. Leather couches lined the walls, and a well-stocked coffee bar gleamed in the corner next to a table piled high with toddler toys and books. Willie took a seat at one of the stools before the front counter, spinning it to face her, and gestured for her to sit in the one next to him. Power outlets, hand sanitizer, and a plastic table display with the Wi-Fi password were evidence that customers were treated well when they waited.

			“How was the drive from Austin?”

			“Uneventful but gorgeous, especially around Santa Fe and north of Colorado Springs. The desert stretches got a little boring, but I have satellite radio to keep me company.”

			Willie bobbed his head with a good-natured smile. “A necessity. I’ve made the drive many a time. Preachers and country music is all you’ll get otherwise. I’d go insane.”

			She would have taken him for a country music lover, mostly because of the singer he resembled. She wondered if the cello music playing quietly in the background indicated his usual preference. The song sounded familiar, almost poppy despite the cellos. She recognized it as a cover of a recent TSwift song, an interesting mix and a surprising choice.

			“That’s for sure,” she said.

			“Well, like I said on the phone, my brother’s recommendation means you’re as good as hired. It about killed him to see you leave.”

			“It was hard to leave.” Ricky had treated her like one of the family from the beginning, but even more, he’d nurtured a camaraderie at the shop she’d rarely been part of in the countless garages she’d worked.

			“He did say some guy came sniffing around looking for you right before you left, though.”

			Sophia sighed. She’d asked Ricky to leave that part out. “Yeah, about that. It was nothing.”

			“That’s what Ricky said.”

			It was what she got for having a godfather who was a private investigator and a boss who’d become like a dad to her. She couldn’t have secrets if she wanted them, not that she had much to hide.

			She couldn’t be mad, though. She already knew Willie and Ricky were tight. It was why she’d taken the job in Ft. Devlin without meeting Willie first. She trusted Ricky, even if he did have a big mouth, so she figured Willie would be good people, too. It was good people like Ricky and Willie that made her feel safe moving around as much as she did. She hoped that one day the feeling of something missing that had plagued her for most of her adult life would go away, and maybe she could settle down, but in the meantime, having good people watching out for her was a nice thing. But her traveling ways always fueled curiosity.

			“You said you move around a lot. Ricky told me you needed a change of scenery. I won’t pry. It’s your business. Some people are just born to roam. It’s your skills beneath the hood I’m interested in.”

			They’d talked about it on the phone during the interview, but she understood how hard it was to understand for most people. “Yeah. I’m glad it’s not a problem.”

			“Not at all. I’ll take what I can get.” He stroked his beard. “Ricky said you were a stand-up kind of person in addition to being one of the best mechanics he’s had. I don’t expect you to make this place your career, but I do like to hang on to the good ones for as long as I can. So you think two years?”

			She ducked her head. “I’m not the best, but I try. And, yeah, about two years, plus or minus.” It was one of her rules to always be honest, so she was relieved they were getting it out of the way.

			He fished a toothpick from his front pocket and stuck it in his mouth. A twinkle lit his eyes. “You know, I came to Colorado nearly twenty years ago to visit a friend and never left. Colorado has a way of capturing a person’s heart.”

			Less than a day in the state and she agreed. There was something about the air, the sunlight, the bluer than blue sky, the red and yellow earth, the very essence of Colorado, and it only grew more obvious the farther she drove into it. By the time she’d made it to Ft. Devlin, she’d already fallen in love with it. She’d experienced that kind of connection to a place once before, when she moved to Alaska. The hard winters were the one drawback, but she’d thought she could handle them because the summers were gorgeous. But still, the old wanderlust had crept back in, and she just had to see what Florida had to offer. That lasted all of three months. She couldn’t handle the bugs. It would be nice to put down roots in Colorado, but as much as she already liked it, she didn’t have any illusions that she’d be staying longer than the other places.

			“I’m not opposed to staying anywhere if it captures me, but it hasn’t happened yet.”

			Willie smoothed his braids with the palm of his hand. “Fair enough. Is tomorrow a good day to start? I’d tell you to take the rest of the week to get settled, but we’re down two guys, and we haven’t had a decent diesel mechanic in almost six months.”

			“I’m looking forward to it. Is it still okay for me to park my trailer on the property?”

			“The RV pad’s just inside the back fence with all the hookups. As long as you keep it clean, you can stay as long as you want, and I’ll even pay you extra for providing security.”

			“It looks like you have enough security. I noticed cameras all over the place.” She was used to Constantine wire around garage lots and sometimes dogs, but the cameras looked high-tech. Either Willie was paranoid or the area was higher crime than it looked.

			He must have picked up on her thoughts. “Don’t worry. It’s safe here. I have personal storage in the containers out back. Nothing beats a person on premises and the sound of a dog barking. We don’t have a lot of crime in Ft. Devlin, but it makes our customers more comfortable and brings repeat business. Come on, let me show you the garage.”

			After touring the property and listening to Willie’s spiel, it was evident that repeat customers were there for a lot more than just the security. She already knew she was going to enjoy working there.

		


		
			Chapter Two

			Pru Glynn stretched her sore back and admired six classes’ worth of textbooks, reading books, and composition notebooks stacked neatly on the classroom shelves. Her arms were tired, her back ached, and a fine layer of dust from the 4H club’s alfalfa fields surrounding Longs Peak High School covered every inch of her.

			Even with all of the windows open and two oscillating fans going full throttle, sweat dripped down the center of Pru’s back. She was almost finished getting her classroom ready for the first day next week. Hitching herself up onto the desk she’d sat behind for almost two decades, she crisscrossed her legs, rested her elbows on her knees, and balanced her chin on her fists to survey the room.

			The eyes of her friends, Virginia Woolf, Toni Morrison, Emily Dickenson, William Faulkner, Zora Neale Hurston, John Steinbeck, S. E. Hinton, Maya Angelou, and Oscar Wilde stared back at her from posters she’d hung on the walls. The classics were her favorites, but the shelves also contained books for the kids who wanted to read contemporary stories once they finished the required assignments. Her lunchtime book clubs were always full, and by the time most students left her classroom, they’d read at least one book for pleasure. If she could get a kid to take pleasure in a book, she could be relatively certain they’d read more. When she’d heard in college that one-third of high school graduates never read another book the rest of their lives, it became her life’s calling to try to change the depressing statistic. It was the primary reason she became a high school literature teacher.

			Satisfied with her work, she slid from the desk and touched her toes, stretching her tight back. Her mind was already on a long soak in a hot bath.

			The door to the classroom opened, and a tall, blond, blue-eyed man stepped into the room. “Knock, knock.”

			She peered at him through her legs and smiled as she stood. “What are you doing here, Gavin? It’s almost eight o’clock.”

			“Probably the same as you. It’s a sauna in the trades building this time of year.” He tossed his head and pushed his long bangs away from his face, reminding her of when they were both students at this very high school twenty-five years ago. “I don’t understand why they haven’t installed air-conditioning yet. It sucked when we were kids, and it sucks now, especially with global warming screwing up the afternoon rainfalls we used to get this time every year.”

			“You say the same thing every year, and every year I remind you we only need AC for maybe five days the whole school year. The money is better spent on technology and keeping the few remaining elective courses, like, oh, I don’t know…Shop?”

			She fake-punched him in the arm to emphasize her teasing. He pretended the little tap hurt, tempting her to toss him another, harder this time, just to remind him she was the boss. Maybe not in physical stature, since his six-four frame eclipsed her five-six, but in most other things, she definitely got to call the shots. He liked it that way. As did she. His ex-wives, not so much. But it was probably why they’d stayed friends this long. She loved his sweetness and loyalty, and he appreciated how she introduced him to new things and took the initiative.

			Then, there was Sawyer. Having a daughter together definitely strengthened their bond.

			He rubbed the back of his neck. “I know. I know. I need to count myself lucky that I get to teach shop. I’d still be teaching chemistry, otherwise.”

			She nodded. Ft. Devlin’s agricultural roots meant that Shop remained a highly sought-after elective. Farmers needed to know how to repair their equipment. “But you were a great chemistry teacher.”

			He pulled out her desk chair and straddled it, resting his chin on his arms. She hopped up on her desk again. “It lost its appeal when Breaking Bad got popular,” he said.

			She snorted.

			“You laugh, but if you only knew how many kids asked me how to make crack.” He peered behind the desk. “Where’s Rosie?”

			“I took her home after lunch. It’s hot in here.”

			He regarded her from the corners of his eyes, and she knew what he was thinking. Oh, yeah, it’s good enough for the teachers and kids but not good enough for the love of your life, Princess Wiener Dog. He was right. “Getting her acclimated to the new school year,” he said unconfrontationally.

			Such a steady, kind man. Sometimes, she wished she could love him the way he deserved to be loved. She swung her legs over the side of the desk, beating a light tempo on the wooden side. “What’s the ratio in your classes this year?”

			“We’re up from last year.”

			“Good news. By how much?”

			He lifted his chin and waggled three fingers. “Three young women.”

			She sighed and picked up a paperclip. “With thirty students per period, that makes it one hundred and seventy-seven young men and three young women. That’s pathetic, Gav.”

			He grimaced. “We raised the number of students per class from thirty to thirty-five this year. So it’s…” His eyes drifted upward while calculating the ratio in his head.

			“Two hundred and seven to three? We’re going backward, Gav.”

			“I know. I know. I’m trying, but the girls—”

			“Young women.”

			He grimaced again, and she loved him a little more for it. “Young women say they might sign up but don’t end up doing it. I can’t force them.”

			“I stopped to help Ashley Barkley change a tire a couple of days ago out on Smith Road. All the way out by the reservoir.”

			He snorted. “She won’t even pretend to consider taking the class. I’m surprised she didn’t call Triple-A.”

			“She would have if she’d had signal. I came upon her holding the car-jack, wondering where to place it.”

			His eyebrows shot up. “Did she actually help?”

			“Not at first, but once I got the jack under the car, she did all the work while I told her what to do. She walked with a proud swagger afterward.”

			“Kind of like you did when I taught you how to change your tires.”

			“And the oil and brake pads and spark plugs…”

			A dreamy expression softened his face. “We had a lot of fun restoring those old cars, huh?”

			It took everything to keep from rolling her eyes. “Oh, yeah. I had a grand time watching you.”

			“What? You were under the hood almost as much as I was.”

			“And now you know why.”

			“Because you were practicing at being good with your hands for the ladies?” He wiggled his eyebrows lasciviously.

			She threw the paperclip at him but was secretly pleased he could tease her about it now. It had taken a long time for him to stop reminding her how she’d broken his heart. As if it hadn’t been painful for her, too, thinking she was the only girl like her in their little town, that she’d never find love, especially with a baby. Eventually, she’d been able to meet women like her, and she’d had fun dating, she just hadn’t found “the one” yet. At least she didn’t have to go out of her way to protect his heart so much anymore. “Because the choices were either going to the reservoir to make out or hanging out with you while you fixed cars.”

			He caught the clip against his chest. “Ouch. You pain me, madam.”

			She laughed and jumped down from the desk, tussling his hair. “You got over it.”

			“I’ll never be over it,” he said, bending the wire. “But after two ex-wives I never speak to, I’m grateful we managed to remain friends after all these years.”

			“Me, too,” she said, her chest expanding with the usual gratitude when she thought about how they’d gone from high school sweethearts to teenage parents to best friends over the course of twenty-six years.

			There’d been rough times. Like how scared shitless they’d been when Sawyer was born two weeks after school let out after freshman year. Gavin had stood by her for all of it, despite the fact that they’d broken up just a month earlier. He’d been bound and determined to be a good father. At first, she’d been worried he hadn’t accepted the breakup, but in the end, it turned out to be a fundamental part of his character to honor his commitments and one of the reasons why they continued to be friends even after she’d confessed to being attracted to women.

			She shook her head, memories scattering to the recesses of her mind. “Back to what we were talking about,” she said. “You need to get more young women into your classes. What can we do to make it happen?”

			He rested his hands on the back of the chair again and dropped his chin onto them. “Even if we could figure it out, my classes are full.”

			“Really?”

			He nodded. “With a waiting list.”

			She lowered her shoulders and dropped her head back, frustrated. “The young women deserve more than art classes.” She glanced at him and paced. “Don’t get me wrong, art is awesome, but after witnessing how accomplished Ashley felt after changing her own tire, well, we need to give them more.”

			“Hey, the girls outnumber the guys in tech,” he pointed out.

			She didn’t bother to correct him on the diminutive term this time. “Which is a step in the right direction. Dr. Carter worked hard to make it happen, too. But we have an obligation to encourage the young women into some of the more non-traditional roles to give them more opportunities and to give them confidence in their abilities outside of impressing guys.”

			She thought about how hard she’d had to work to convince the teachers at the continuation high school to let her take college prep classes. Pregnant in high school meant that she’d been forced to move to the alternative high school as soon as she started to show, and it automatically put her on the housewife track as far as they were concerned. They never even expected her to finish high school. Less than half of the students that went there did. But she showed them. Not only had she graduated, she’d gone to college. Having supportive parents and Gavin had helped, but it had been hard. She didn’t want that to happen to the young women she taught. She wanted them to have as much of a chance of making something of themselves as they could, which was hard coming from a small town.

			Understanding splashed across his face. “Hey, is this about the college entrance report they put out last spring?”

			She slowly nodded. It still made her mad when she thought about it. “Our number of young women going to college are half that of the Denver metro area. Ours are getting married right out of high school, having babies, getting…stuck.”

			His eyes grew soft. “I get it.”

			She sighed. “I know you do.”

			“I’m not sure what we can do right now, though.”

			Her mind clicked through ideas until something stood out. “How about a lunch class? It wouldn’t be official, but it would give the ones who want to take it an opportunity without the commitment. Once they get a taste of it, they’ll want more. Kind of like my book club kids.”

			He scratched the back of his neck. “It’s not a bad idea. I’ll float it by Dr. Carter and get back to you. We’d still require waivers and parental permission because of the power tools.” His face fell. “I can’t teach it, though. I have lunch detention duty this semester.”

			“We’ll get you out of it.”

			“I can’t. I weaseled out of it last year. Dr. Carter said no more excuses.” He pushed his bangs back again, and his eyes lit up. “I’ll ask Willie. He’ll do it.”

			“Perfect.” She wanted to dance. She leaned against the desk again. “I can’t believe school starts in a week. Summer gets shorter every year.”

			“Tell me about it. I started practice with the golf team at the end of July. I have an awesome golfer’s tan.”

			“Sunscreen.”

			He dropped his head, and his bangs fell over his eyes. “I came in here to ask you if you want to go to the Thumb for a beer. But if you’re just gonna lecture me, maybe I should just go by myself.”

			She knew he secretly loved when she looked after him, and she had to admit that she loved it, too. They’d navigated rough waters and emerged better than they’d gone in.

			“A beer sounds good.” She surveyed the classroom. “It’s only Thursday, and I’m mostly done.”

		


		
			Chapter Three

			After parking her trailer on the pad behind Willie’s garage, Sophia took one step into the brewery restaurant a half-block down the street and immediately liked the place. The huge corrugated metal building with wide bay doors was inconspicuous from the outside, but inside, the gleaming bar, brass accents, and colorful metal and wood artwork interspersed among chunky wooden tables and chairs gave off a comfortable atmosphere. Games of Connect Four and Battleship were on many of the high bar tables, and oversized sets of Jenga were waiting on low tables surrounded by Adirondack chairs near the far wall. In the center of the space were comfortable-looking seating areas and several tall tables. A couple of cornhole games were set up near the bay doors, where it looked like a tournament of sorts was going on, or at least the players were serious about the game.

			The space begged folks to sit and stay and for a person who resisted setting down roots, this was the kind of place that gave her a sense of belonging. She was pretty sure she could become a regular here.

			She walked toward the bar and took a deep breath. It smelled and looked like a working brewery, with the heady aroma of hops filling the air and stacks of kegs lining one entire wall. An array of shiny steel brewing tanks was tucked into the back area, which had been roped off.

			She rubbed at goose bumps prickling her arms. Her tank top and shorts did little to keep her warm, but the air-conditioning was refreshing after setting up the trailer in the heat. She knew she’d get used to the chill in a few minutes.

			A big sign hung above the long wooden bar, featuring a food menu and an impressive list of beers, stouts, and porters. She’d expected the normal offering of pretzels and jalapeno poppers, but there were some tasty-sounding entrées, too. The place wasn’t crowded, yet there were several customers sitting at the long wooden bar, and many of the tables were occupied. Her growling stomach went into overdrive when the aroma of barbecue wafted over her. She could eat the entire menu. Her last sustenance had been a hotdog from a gas station just outside of Pueblo about two hundred miles earlier. She craved something a little more nutritious for dinner, maybe with some vegetables.

			“What can I get for you?” The bartender smiled at her, smoothing his beard.

			She grinned because everywhere she went, guys had beards these days. All of them sporting the lumberjack fashion, making her cheeks itch just imagining having to get up next to something like that every morning. This guy wore his beard well, but she preferred a softer, hairless cheek.

			She squinted at the drink menu. “How’s the almond buttermilk stout? It sounds good, but stouts can go either way for me.”

			He poured a taster and pushed it across the bar. “It’s one of my favorites. If you don’t like this, we just tapped a limited batch of a crème brulee nitro.”

			She sipped the taster enjoying the rich, smooth taste. “This is really good. But can I still try the crème brulee nitro? I’m a sucker for nitros and crème brulee, but I’ve never had both at the same time.”

			“Absolutely.” He poured the taster and pushed it toward her with a nod. “This is the inaugural batch.”

			She took a drink, letting the beer settle on her tongue. The creamy flavors were vivid, along with a distinct caramelized sugar note that filled her sinuses. When she swallowed, the smoky-sweet finish surprised her. She watched the residual creamy foam slide down the inside of the small glass as she enjoyed the lingering notes of vanilla. A sort of nostalgia hit her along with a memory of going to a fancy restaurant with her parents where she had her first taste of crème brulee to celebrate her first communion. It was a good memory.

			“This is it. I love it. You’re responsible for this?”

			He beamed. “Yep.”

			“Great work.”

			“Thanks.”

			He pushed a full pint to her and gestured at the room at large, indicating she could sit at any open spot. She settled onto one of two empty barstools at the crowded bar and ordered a pulled pork sandwich and truffle fries. Potatoes were veggies, too.

			Just as she finished ordering her food, a tall blond man walked up and motioned to the barstool next to her. “Do you mind if I sit here?”

			“No one’s called dibs on it as far as I can tell,” she said.

			“Thanks.” He sat and rapped his knuckles lightly on the shiny wooden top as he studied the chalkboard above the row of taps. “Hey, Trent. Did you tap the keg yet?”

			Trent, who’d served Sophia, nodded. “Hey, Mr. D. About an hour ago.” He poured a taster, slid it across the bar to him, and nodded at her. “She gave it a thumbs-up.”

			Mr. D. raised an eyebrow at her. “I have every confidence in her expertise, but let’s make sure.” He sipped it, and Trent watched him intently. He placed the taster down and very seriously contemplated the nitro. He rocked his head from side to side before offering the bartender a beaming smile. “Nice, man. You nailed it.”

			Trent and Mr. D. high-fived. The interaction made Sophia happy, especially the bartender’s infectious glee. He reminded her of a student who’d just aced a difficult exam. He turned to pour Mr. D.’s pint.

			“Do you go to the university?” Mr. D. asked.

			Sophia couldn’t tell if he was talking to her since he appeared to be studying the remaining contents of the taster. She looked around to make sure. “Me?”

			His clear blue eyes crinkled in the corners, but he still didn’t look at her. “Well, Brody graduated last year.” He hooked his thumb at the man on the barstool on the other side of him. Brody raised his glass with a nod before turning back to his companions. “And Trent there,” he said, pointing to the bartender, “left college when he decided to become a brewmeister.”

			His teasing tone belied his words, and Trent shook his head with a chuckle, placing a full pint before Mr. D., then leaning forward on his elbows and pulling on his beard. “I actually started classes up at the U again this session. I settled on a chemistry major like you suggested.”

			Mr. D. sat taller. “That’s great, man. Brewing beer is like a great big chemistry experiment.”

			Trent dropped his head and shook it. “Who would have thought I’d be going for a chemistry major and liking it?” He glanced sheepishly at Sophia. “I failed biology twice in high school before they moved me to basic science to keep me on the football team. Mr. D. helped a lot. I barely finished high school so college, let alone a science degree, well, I never would have seen it in my future.”

			Sophia raised her glass, the feeling of belonging she’d hoped for already starting to take hold. Maybe it was the small-town thing because most places she’d stayed were bigger, but it felt good to be part of a conversation that didn’t revolve around the weather. “Good for you.”

			Mr. D. took an appreciative drink from his pint glass and sighed. “Indeed. Good for you. Sometimes, you just have to let your passion lead you.”

			“Truth.” Trent held out his fist, and Mr. D. bumped it with his own.

			Sophia laughed and couldn’t explain the odd sensation of having the same conversation before. The impression of de ja vu was intense. She remembered something her mother used to say. De ja vu is God telling you you’re in the right place at the right time. Sophia preferred to swap out God with the universe, but she understood the concept. It was one of the more positive pieces of advice her mom had given her.

			Mr. D. held out his hand, looking her in the eye for the first time, startling her with the glacier-blue intensity of his gaze. The way he quickly dipped his head and looked away again told her shyness contributed to his lack of eye contact. It astonished her, coming from such a handsome man. Nevertheless, it was charming. Unfortunately for him, his looks and charm wouldn’t go far with her. “I’m Gavin,” he said.

			She shook his hand. “Sophia.”

			“So, Sophia, back to my original question. Do you go to the university?”

			She almost snorted, covering a laugh. More like eighteen years ago, but she wasn’t one to easily offer personal information to strangers. Although she was good at taking care of herself, being a woman on the road alone, she had to be extra careful. She took a sip of stout before answering. “What makes you think I go to the university?”

			“This time of year, the population of Ft. Devlin doubles as the university gets ready for the fall semester. Lots of new faces, like yours.”

			“I finished college a few years ago,” she said.

			He glanced at her with an amused expression. “You’re going to make me work for it, aren’t you? You aren’t from around here.” He tapped a finger against his chin, studying her. Oddly enough, it didn’t make her uncomfortable. His questions seemed conversational rather than intrusive. She’d learned to avoid men who gave her too much attention, the ones who wanted something. He didn’t seem the type, which made her a little less wary.

			She picked at the paper coaster under her beer. “Just moved here, actually.”

			“Don’t tell me,” he said.

			She wouldn’t, but he didn’t know it.

			“I think I’m getting…not east coast, but inland. Philly? No. Chicago. Yeah, that’s it, Chicago or thereabouts.”

			His guess surprised her. She’d worked hard to lose the accent she associated with growing up in Chicago. “What made you guess that?”

			“A few things. The way you said ‘pork’ when you ordered. But when you said ‘dibs,’ I just knew. There’s a slight Texas drawl that wanted to throw me off, but I think that’s just something you picked up from a friend or passing through or something.”

			She stared at her drink. He’d picked up more than she’d expected.

			“Did I guess right?”

			He didn’t come off as a threat, but she wasn’t quite ready to take a chance. “How do you do it?”

			He shrugged. “I’ve always been good at picking up on accents. Well, dialects, actually.” He stared at the ceiling for a beat. “Chicago, huh? I’ve never been, but I’ve always wanted to check it out.”

			“I’m from all over, really.”

			“A military family, maybe?”

			She laughed. He couldn’t be further off the mark. “Maybe,” she said.

			He lifted his glass toward her, and she tapped hers to it. “I’ll stop prying. Welcome to paradise. I think you’ll like Ft. Devlin. It’s not usually as warm here as it is today.” He took a sip and shook his head, admiring the liquid in his pint glass. “Damn, this is good. Trent. You outdid yourself.”

			The bartender ducked his head. “Thanks, Mr. D.”

			“Mr. D?” she asked.

			“I’m a teacher over at Longs Peak High School. I can’t get my students to stop calling me Mr. after they graduate.”

			She glanced at Trent just as his attention moved to someone or something behind her.

			“Hey, Ms. G.” he said.

			She turned to follow his gaze. A strikingly beautiful woman approached the bar. “Hey, Trent.”

			Sophia’s breath caught at the sight of the petite woman. Her voice was deeper than Sophia would have expected. She liked it. Long curly red hair fell over her shoulders, and her blue eyes twinkled as she returned Trent’s greeting. Sophia took stock of the tiny dimple in her left cheek, the smattering of freckles dusting her smile-crinkled nose, and her long, pale neck, all of which caused a flurry of butterflies in her stomach.

			Mrs. G. stood just behind Gavin with a hand on the back of his barstool. She waved to a man at the other end of the bar, which gave Sophia a moment to catch her breath and study her. She could have been a model off the page of an Irish catalogue. Fair skin, faint freckles, a ready smile, and all that gorgeous hair. Sophia realized what she was feeling was pure attraction. It took her off guard. It wasn’t like she didn’t notice women. She noticed them all the time, but something about this woman struck her almost physically. A tightness filled her diaphragm. She couldn’t deny being a sucker for redheads, but it was more than that. She pried her eyes away before Mrs. G. caught her staring. She fixed her eyes on her pint and waited for her heart to slow. How long had it been since she’d had this kind of reaction to someone? She tried to think, but nothing compared.

			Normally, she wouldn’t stick around to let her curiosity have free rein in a situation like this. The woman was obviously with Gavin. It could only lead to a dead end. But she’d ordered food, and something made her want to stay just to be around a woman who made her feel like she was mid-spin on a carnival ride.

			Gavin got up and offered his seat to her. “You gotta try the crème brulee nitro, Pru. I think it’s Trent’s best yet.”

			Pru, Sophia silently repeated. What an interesting name. She wondered how Pru and Gavin knew each other.

			Pru climbed onto the barstool. “Guess I’ll have to try it, then,” she said in her throaty voice, sending little shivers through Sophia’s body.

			The soft scent of coconut lotion wafted toward Sophia, and it tingled where Pru’s arm grazed her shoulder. Sophia almost jumped when Pru rested a hand on her tingling skin, and her heart rate took it up a notch again and then some more when Pru smiled at her.

			“Sorry. I’m a clutz. I have no spatial awareness. I’m always bumping into people.”

			Sophia grinned, hoping the attraction wreaking havoc inside her wasn’t as obvious as it felt. “You’re fine.”

			Gavin rested a hand on Pru’s shoulder. “Pru, this is Sophia from Chicago,” he said, gesturing between them with his glass.

			Pru’s smile widened as she gazed into Sophia’s eyes. Sophia held her breath, hopeful the flush crawling up her neck wasn’t noticeable under the tan she’d developed over the summer.

			“What a beautiful name, Sophia. Nice to meet you.” She turned toward Gavin. “Why am I not surprised Gavin already has your personal biography when he hasn’t been here five minutes yet?”

			Her laugh, so different from her deeper speaking voice, came out bubbly and light, reminding Sophia of the brook behind the service station in Austin she used to sit next to on her lunch breaks.

			“Her accent isn’t strong, but her dialect cued me in,” Gavin said.

			Pru leaned close. “He picked up an interest in dialects from an episode of one of those crime shows a few years ago. Since then, he’s been ‘reading’ strangers’ origins any chance he gets. He’s good at it. I keep telling him he should find a job with the FBI or something.”

			Gavin stood taller and stuck his hands into his shorts’ pockets. “It’s a gift.”

			Pru swiped at him. “He’ll never leave Ft. Devlin, though.”

			“Why would I want to leave paradise?” he asked.

			Amusement filled Sophia as she watched the interplay. They seemed like genuinely nice people. Sophia’s natural guard lowered. Her shoulders relaxed, and she shrugged away some of the tension she’d been holding since leaving Austin. She was about to ask them how they knew each other when Trent slid a full pint glass toward Pru.

			“I hope you like it, Ms. G,” he said, watching her intently.

			Pru took a sip, and Sophia had to look away. It was pure voyeurism watching Pru’s enjoyment sweep over her face. “This is excellent, Trent. And I usually don’t like stouts. You need to take this to the beer festival next month.”

			Despite his burly appearance, Trent again acted like a little boy in light of the praise, and Sophia didn’t blame him. She probably would, too. “You think so?”

			“Definitely. I think it’s better than the ale you always sell out of.”

			Trent poured himself a pint and used it to gesture to the three of them. “Well, so far, the three of you like it, making it three out of three. That’s a good sign.”

			When Pru raised her glass to his, Gavin and Sophia followed suit, and Sophia had another sensation of de ja vu. She was pretty sure it meant she was going to like it here.

		


		
			Chapter Four

			Pru left the Broken Thumb with a little less bounce in her step than she had when she walked in. It had been a long, hot, and dusty day, but she’d always loved this part of the school year. Getting things organized, lesson plans settled, figuring out ways to keep the content fresh for her students.

			Despite the excitement of looking forward to a new year, she left the Thumb with a faint pall over her mood. She’d claimed being tired, but that wasn’t really why she’d left. The real reason came from Gavin’s interest in Sophia, and Pru never liked being a third wheel. Despite two failed marriages, he didn’t often set his sights on someone, especially in front of her. He hadn’t explicitly voiced his interest in the beautiful Sophia McGovern, but she could tell. She could always tell. When Gavin couldn’t make eye contact, there were only two reasons: he was lying about something, or he was attracted to the person. Otherwise, Gavin gave great eye contact.

			It was why his students liked him, and people were drawn to him. They could be sure of his engagement in the conversation. A great listener, he connected with people. But tonight, Mr. No Eye Contact flirted with beautiful Sophia, and Pru didn’t blame him. She was probably the most interesting woman Pru had met in years. Combined with her effortless beauty, glowing skin, gorgeous eyes, perfectly toned legs…well, it all added up to a very compelling woman. Every guy in the place had taken note of her.

			Pru would be lying if she said she wasn’t just as aware of Sophia as they were. But although Sophia had made sure to include her in the conversation and might have even talked more with Pru than Gavin, Pru didn’t think she had displayed any obvious interest beyond friendly pub talk. However, Gavin had indicated his interest in her. Therefore, Pru had to leave, even if she wanted to stay and get to know the fascinating woman better.

			When Trent opened the giant bay doors in the dining room, she used that as her excuse to leave. The sun had just dipped below the mountains in the west, dropping the temperature perceptibly and leaving Ft. Devlin in twilight. Pru made her exit, and just outside the patio, a beautiful dog she’d never seen before stood and wagged its tail so vigorously, it stumbled in its exuberance. It reminded her of Cobalt, a dog her mother had recently lost to old age, and her heart melted. Like Cobie, the dog looked well-behaved where it stood tied to a tree in the shade next to a big bowl of water and a blue dragon toy that looked well-loved. Not pulling at its leash, the dog just stood there wagging. A sap for animals, Pru took a quick peek at the dog’s undercarriage and went to her, offering her a sniff of the back of her hand. The sweet dog gave it a few licks and then showed Pru her toy.

			Pru couldn’t help but giggle. “Hello, beautiful girl. Is your person inside?”

			She knelt and gave the dog a good scratch around the scruff before reaching around the door to take a treat from the stash Trent kept. The dog swallowed it in one crunch. Such a difference from her own Rosie, who often hid her own treats before she’d seek them out to eat in private later. Pru gave the dog one last pet and reluctantly stood to leave.

			It took all of her resolve not to peek back in to see how Sophia and Gavin were getting along. As much as she loved Rosie, she wished she had someone to go home to. But it had been a while since she’d had a one-night stand, let alone a serious girlfriend. That was the trouble with basically living in the country: the dating pool was limited. Sure, the population grew with the college session, but she wasn’t interested in dating women just slightly older than some of the kids she taught. She sighed. If they were anything like Sophia, she’d reconsider, though.

			She took the short trek home at a leisurely pace to enjoy the cooler evening air. It didn’t matter how many times she’d walked the same path; she blissfully soaked in the sights and sounds of the dusky evening hour. There was just something about the unique scent of warm earth and dry grass getting ready to bathe in the night’s dew. She recalled many a night lying on a blanket in an empty field, enjoying the heady combination of scents. The paved street transitioned to hardpacked gravel, and she thought about how Ft. Devlin existed in a special realm, almost a city because of the college yet retaining a small, country town atmosphere with dirt roads and fields of hay, alfalfa, and corn. All within spitting distance, as Pru’s mom would say. Pru loved her hometown specifically for its unique big-city small-town way of life. It filled her with the promise of possibility and opportunity.

			She wondered if Sophia sensed any of those special things about Ft. Devlin.

			Sophia. Pru grinned and picked a black-eyed Susan from the gigantic shrub bursting with color and overflowing the pickets of the white fence enclosing her tidy front yard. Like the flower, Sophia was gorgeous. Not in a classical sense but more of a regal sense, if Pru was asked to define it. No. Regal implied a certain stiffness. In fact, Sophia came off as mostly relaxed. Her long, dark, wavy hair, cargo shorts, tank top, and flip-flops were all definitely casual. Poised might be a better description. It matched her reserved smile. Complex could describe her, too. Although friendly and nice, she definitely put off a standoffish vibe. Whatever words described her best, Pru had to admit she was captivated.

			She wasn’t proud of the small flare of jealousy when she’d realized Gavin’s interest. But if it was going to happen, she wanted to give Gavin the opportunity to ask Sophia out. He wouldn’t do it in front of her, and honestly, she didn’t want to be there if he did. He deserved a nice woman for a change. And as much as she wanted to stay and get to know Sophia, too, Gavin had met her first.

			The gate to her front walk squeaked when she opened it, and three seconds later, a miniature comet of brindled fur came barreling out from the back of the house, racing circles around her as she walked up the cracked sidewalk toward the front porch. As always, Rosie, her miniature doxy, had heard the gate open and had used the back doggie door to come greet her. Pru dropped onto the bottom of the wooden steps, and the racing wiener dog leapt across her lap a few times, pausing to lick her face before making another circuit, too excited to stand still for pets.

			“Hey, my Rosie girl. You aren’t excited at all I’m home, are you?”

			Rosie yipped happily, pushed herself under Pru’s legs, wiggled around, and jumped into her lap, vibrating with joy. Pru knew better than to pet her or speak too much right away, lest Rosie leap back down with another case of the zoomies. Pru dropped her head, and Rosie licked her cheek.

			Guilt drifted over her. “Are you ready to be home by yourself most of the day for a couple weeks?” Pru wasn’t surprised by the tears that threatened before she swallowed them away. It happened every year.

			A new school year meant leaving Rosie home alone the first week or so. Once the term settled into a routine, Pru would bring her in, and she’d sleep, hidden under the desk after a couple of days getting to know the students. Pru always scheduled group work during those days while everyone adjusted, after the kids’ excitement about a new year moved into resignation about adhering to a schedule again. Having Rosie in the classroom gave the kids a nice incentive to come to class.

			Rosie gave Pru’s nose a tiny lick, jumped from her lap, scurried under a nearby lilac bush, and emerged with a bright yellow tennis ball, dropping it at Pru’s feet.

			Pru picked it up and tossed the ball toward the front fence, waving at Mel Lewis across the street. He was a teacher at the high school, too, and from the pile of empty plastic boxes he carried from his car, Pru could tell he’d been down at the school getting his history classroom set up. He’d been a teacher when she attended there, and she still had a hard time calling him Mel.

			“Ready for next week, Pru?” he yelled, shifting the load in his arms.

			“Mostly. Just a few things left to hang. I’ll be done tomorrow or the next day. I’m not in any hurry.”

			“The summers get shorter every year.” He said this every year.

			“Yeah,” she agreed, even though she was ready to go back to work.

			She loved her summer breaks and would miss going on hikes with Rosie and long floats on the river, but she missed teaching even more. Especially interacting with the kids. Excitement for the first week of school rose in her stomach.

			Mel waved again. “See you up at the reservoir on Sunday. Your mom promised to bring her potato salad.”

			He went into his house, and Rosie brought the ball back to Pru, dropping it once again at her feet. She picked it up and gave it another toss into the now mostly dark yard when her phone played the ringtone she’d assigned for Sawyer. She smiled at the photo of her daughter on the screen as she answered.

			“Hey, it’s my favorite person in the world,” Pru said, warmth expanding in her chest while she seated her ear buds into her ears.

			“Hello, my beautiful goddess mother,” responded Sawyer, completing their customary greeting.

			“Let me guess. You’re just getting back from setting up your classroom, same as me.” Pru tossed the ball again for Rosie.

			“I am. Don’t tell anyone, but I think this is my favorite part of teaching. The whole setup and planning part. Don’t get me wrong, I love working with the kids, but if I could just do the setup part all the time, I’d be a happy person.”

			“You get your classroom design gene from me,” Pru said.

			It never ceased to tickle her when she found another trait she shared with her daughter. At least the good ones. She always said the bad traits were from her father, not that Sawyer really possessed any bad traits. Her precious daughter was perfect, even in her imperfections.

			“I know. I know. I get all my good looks from you, too,” Sawyer said, proving to Pru just how on the same wavelength they were. “I wish we worked at the same school. Wouldn’t it be awesome?”

			Pru returned the wishful sigh she heard over the line. “You know I’d love it. I’m still keeping my eyes open. I’ll tell you if any openings come up.”

			“Thanks, Mom. Denver is nice, but it’s not home. I know it’s only an hour away, but it feels like much more, with all the business of life keeping me from visiting as often as I’d like. It’s been almost a month.”

			She tried to stuff down the inevitable stab of missing Sawyer that came up during their calls. “It’s okay, sweetie. You’d be here if you could. But this is your time to branch out. I’ll be here when you decide to settle down.”

			“Do you think you could come down on Saturday? I have something I want to talk to you about. I’ll make cheese croquettes,” she said by way of enticement.

			“Aren’t you coming up Sunday for the end of summer barbeque?”

			Pru’s Spidey senses flared, but Sawyer had mentioned croquettes. Her mouth watered.

			“I wouldn’t miss it. The whole town will be there, though. I want you to myself.”

			She couldn’t read the tone in Sawyer’s voice, but she always knew when Sawyer wanted to talk about something big. She wondered if it had something to do with Sawyer bringing up her suspicion that she might be asexual the last few times they’d visited. It hadn’t seemed like Sawyer was struggling with it, or anything else, aside from homesickness, but Pru had been thinking about it and what it meant for her daughter. Regardless of what Sawyer wanted to talk about, Pru was determined to be as supportive as she could, just like her parents had always been for her.

			“Sure. How does Saturday afternoon around two sound?”

			“Sounds great. And bring Rosie. The landlord fixed the fence, and she’ll have the whole backyard to explore.”

			They exchanged I love yous, and Pru took the earbuds off, slipping them into their case. She threw the ball again for Rosie, this time into real darkness. She already missed Sawyer and wondered more about the big news. A shred of anxiety flickered in her chest. Maybe because the last time Sawyer had told her she had something to talk about in person turned out to be when she’d been offered the teaching position in Denver. Pru had been excited for her kid, but it had been a big change for all of them. Granted, Denver wasn’t far, and she’d known it wasn’t going to be the last major change for Sawyer, but she missed having her near. Sawyer had the majority of her life ahead of her. There were adventures waiting to be taken. It both excited Pru and worried her. She swallowed back the worry, remembering what her dad had always said about there being no use in worrying about things to worry about.

			Rosie signaled the end of the game by taking the tennis ball back to its rightful place under the lilac bush and trundled up to the front door where she sat on the mat, waiting to be let in.

			Pru opened the unlocked screen door. Like most of the people in her little town, she never locked her house or her car unless she left for a few days. Rosie sat patiently on the front mat, putting on an air of being above it all, which Pru knew to be the basic default setting for dachshunds of all types.

			Pru let the inner door swing open and bowed toward her little princess. “After you, my fur-queen.”

			Rosie raised her nose and walked in the door as if she were entering a grand ball. Pru shook her head and followed, giggling when Rosie flopped her sausage-shaped body into her bed near the kitchen dining room, curled up among her stuffed toys, and watched Pru drop her bag onto the countertop before she closed her eyes. Always the same routine. Pru loved her beyond reason and was glad for the comfort of the familiar.

			Thoughts of dinner entered her mind, leading her to remember the barbeque sandwich Sophia had ordered at the Thumb. It had smelled delicious, and Sophia had looked beautiful eating it. Pru shook her head, opening the refrigerator. She was just hungry. Or maybe she’d gone a little too long between dates. Even so, the salad and cold chicken waiting for her in the fridge paled in comparison.

			Another thought invaded her thoughts: Were Sophia and Gavin still at the Thumb getting to know each other?

			She shut the fridge door with a little more force than she intended and decided she’d have a glass of wine and call it dinner.

		


		
			Chapter Five

			Sophia slammed the hood shut on the blue Ford F-250 and shoved the rag she’d used to wipe her hands into the back pocket of her blue coveralls. She walked to the driver’s side where the owner stood typing something into his phone. The sun blasted them in Willie’s parking lot. A fine trickle of sweat rolled down Sophia’s neck, and she wished she had her sunglasses with her.

			“I’m sure it’s just a leak in the gasket in the upper oil pan,” Sophia said. “But I can tell you for sure once I’ve cracked it open. Can you leave it overnight? I’ll call you a little later today and give you a quote for the parts and service.”

			He removed his ball cap and ran his hand through his short hair. A tan line across his forehead showed how much time he spent working outdoors. He contemplated the assessment but to her relief, didn’t appear put out. Her first day had gone well so far. Not that she hadn’t expected it to, but she wanted to keep the streak going so Willie wouldn’t have a reason to regret hiring her. Once upon a time, it hadn’t mattered if a job didn’t work out. That was one of the benefits of the fifth wheel. All she had to do was drop it onto the hitch and roll on down the road. But in the last few years, things had changed. She liked being known for her good work. She liked her bosses to depend on her. And right now, she liked Ft. Devlin. She wanted to get to know it better.

			“Sure,” he said. He waved his phone at her. “I already called a Lyft.”

			Willie strolled up and the man gave him a wry grin. “Hey, Lance. I told you you’d be back before the end of the month.”

			Lance accepted Willie’s outstretched hand. “Yeah. You were right, the upper oil pan gasket went out. Sophia here saw it right away. I’m glad you finally got yourself some help.”

			Willie tipped his cap to Sophia. “Yep. I got lucky with her. Or should I say, you got lucky, since you won’t have to wait a couple more days to get ‘er fixed.”

			“Don’t let this one slip away.” He nodded to a car pulling up. “There’s my Lyft.” He nodded at Sophia. “I’ll talk to you this afternoon.”

			She basked in the praise and waved Lance good-bye while Willie bent to retrieve a gum wrapper skittering across the pavement. Sophia had quickly picked up on his neatness, which showed in his exceptional work. But it affected how quickly he could turn each repair around. She was fastidious, too, but the difference was, she was also quick.

			“People like you, Sophia. I’m glad you’re here.”

			She smiled. “Did you expect otherwise?”

			“Folks come here because they like the people service as much as they like the car service. You’re gonna do just fine.”

			“Hey, Willie.” Sophia recognized Gavin from the Broken Thumb walking up the sidewalk. She’d been in town less than twenty-four hours and hadn’t met many people other than customers yet. She was happy to see him, but it appeared he didn’t recognize her as he gave a friendly nod and focused on Willie. To his credit, she guessed she must look different with her hair up in her ballcap and dressed in work clothes, but it kind of stung. She’d enjoyed his and Pru’s company the night before. The thought of Pru initiated a flutter of pleasure in her stomach.

			“How are you?” Gavin asked.

			Willie offered his hand, adding a shoulder squeeze. She figured they were probably buddies. “If I was any better, my mama’d have to slap me.”

			Gavin laughed and shook his head. “Where do you come up with those sayings?”

			Willie ignored the question and turned to Sophia. “This is Sophia. The mechanic from Austin I told you about. Gavin runs the Shop class out to the high school.”

			Sophia nodded and held her hand out, seeing recognition dawn on Gavin’s face. “We’ve met,” she said.

			“Sorry, I didn’t recognize you. And I nailed it. I did hear a Texas twang.” He shook her hand, but his eyes kept darting away, causing Sophia to smile.

			People never expected her to be a mechanic and it hadn’t come up at the Thumb. He’d told her he was a teacher but not what he taught. “It happens all the time.”

			“We met at the Thumb last night,” Gavin said to Willie.

			Willie rocked on his feet. “Glad you’re already making friends. Once you get to know folks around here, you’ll never want to leave.”

			“I understand why people like it here.” She automatically went with a non-committal answer. People often joked about curing her of her nomad lifestyle. So far, it hadn’t changed her ways. In fact, it sometimes made her want to move on. Not this time. Sure, she’d only been in town a day, but so far, she liked it.

			“I have a bunch of tools at the shop I need to unload,” Gavin said. “I just don’t have the room to keep all the old stuff, and there’s too much red tape to sell it. Are you interested in taking any of it?”

			“Can I take a gander?”

			“Sure, I’ll bring the lot over this afternoon, and you can pick out what you want. On a related note, I have a favor to ask.”

			Willie tucked his hands into his coveralls. “Here’s the catch.”

			Gavin shook his head. “No catch. If you say no, you still get the tools. I’m going to start up a Shop Club during lunch one day a week, and I wanted to ask if you’d want to help with it. It’s a volunteer position. I can’t pay you.”

			Willie drew his hand across the back of his neck, appearing slightly uncomfortable. “You know I would, Gavin. But that thing that happened…”

			Gavin ran his hand over his face. “Oh, jeez, man. I totally forgot.”

			“I can’t be within five-hundred feet of the school.”

			Gavin moved from one foot to the other, and Sophia considered leaving to let the two of them talk freely, although it surprised her that Willie would have done something bad enough to ban him from the high school premises. She tried not to imagine what it could be, but the worst possibilities started to stream through her mind. She hadn’t vetted Willie before agreeing to take the job, trusting Ricky’s stories about his favorite brother. Should she be afraid? Her trailer was locked inside his yard. She was a sitting duck if he ended up being some weirdo. Documentaries about serial killers said the worst kinds of people were often the ones nobody suspected.

			Her expression must have given away her thoughts. Willie barked out a laugh and wagged his finger at her. “Girl, stop thinking I murdered someone. I got busted smoking a joint on school grounds a few years ago during a football game. Got my wrist slapped, and the judge said I’m not allowed to be near school property for another year or so.”

			She was embarrassed at her relief and felt guilty for thinking the worst. She should have known better. Someone as loved and respected as much as he was by his customers made the litany of worst-case scenarios she’d imagined absolutely ridiculous. “But it’s legal in Colorado,” she said.

			Willie rubbed the back of his neck. “Ft. Devlin is mostly pro-cannabis. I’d gotten used to smoking anywhere I want, so I’d started treating it like smoking a cigarette. But it’s not. Especially around schools, which I totally respect.”

			Gavin kicked at the ground. “You should look at getting it expunged from your record. Judge Hoffman’s retired now, and I hear Judge Lewis is way less uptight.”

			“Nah. I broke the law, and I should’ve known better. Besides, the story’s good for business. Gives me a badass reputation to have a record.”

			Willie seemed to hold no ill will about getting in trouble, but she didn’t understand. “Getting in trouble is good for auto repair?”

			They both laughed, and Gavin slapped Willie’s back. “Folks who get their cars fixed don’t care one way or the other,” Willie said. “But it’s a good rep for my other business.”

			“Other business?” she asked, totally confused.

			“I own a few dispensaries. You don’t think I dress like this for fun, do you? Ricky didn’t tell you? I’m not surprised. Texas isn’t onboard with the green tide. And Ricky prefers whiskey over weed.”

			Then it dawned on her. “Wait. You’re Willie from Little Willie’s Dispensaries?” The information blew her mind. She’d seen billboard after billboard along the highway on the way up to Ft. Devlin and hadn’t paid much attention, but the guy on them had looked like Willie Nelson.

			“You probably think Willie is his real name, too,” Gavin said.

			She glanced at Willie, who grinned.

			“Chad never really suited me.”

			“He’s okay with it?”

			“You mean the lookalike thing? I pay him royalties.”

			“You know the real Willie?” she asked.

			He shook his head. “Nope. Never met him. I opened the first store, and his people caught wind of it and sent someone up here, and I offered to let him in on it, but he didn’t care.”

			Willie—definitely not Chad, he was right about that—was an interesting man. It helped her to feel as if her less-than-ordinary nomadic life was normal in comparison, which was a nice change.

			Gavin snorted. “Don’t worry. You’ll learn all our little secrets in time. Everyone’s privy to everyone else’s business in a small town. It’s a blessing and a curse.”

			Willie shook his head amicably and then looked up. “Hey, I have an idea. Maybe Sophia can help you with your volunteer class.”

			Gavin tilted his head, thinking it over. “Not a bad idea. What do you say, Sophia?”

			She hesitated. She didn’t want to let anyone down if she wasn’t there long enough to fulfill the commitment, but things felt different here already. Besides, a semester wasn’t that long.

			“It’s just an hour a week,” Gavin said. “There’d always be another teacher there because volunteers require chaperones. More for your sake than the kids.” Both Willie and Gavin laughed.

			Being asked to do a favor filled her with an unexpected sense of belonging. “What kind of stuff would I be teaching?”

			“Basic automotive skills. Changing tires, checking and adding fluids, brake maintenance, that sort of thing.”

			She could do all of that in her sleep. “It doesn’t sound too hard.” She’d be helping kids learn a valuable skill. “I guess I could see how it goes…”

			Gavin rubbed his hands together. “Great. Pru will be happy. A female role model and all of that. Speaking of Pru, her parents are having their annual end of summer bash up at the reservoir on Sunday. Most of the town is coming. You should come up and hang out.”

			Another tremor of excitement thrummed in her stomach at the mention of Pru, and she chided herself about it. First, she didn’t know if Pru and Gavin were together. Second, she was so out of practice, she wasn’t even sure how to tell if Pru might be interested. She could be straight for all she knew. Third, the fact that she was even debating any of this with herself told her it wasn’t a good idea. Something about the way Pru affected her made her think she might not be able to keep her feelings light, and light was what she needed to make sure that when she left, no one would get hurt.

		


		
			Chapter Six

			Pru let go of Sawyer’s hand, letting Rosie lead her down the bank to explore the tall grass on the edge of Cherry Creek. She loved after-dinner walks along the river, wending through Denver, recessed below most of the city streets with trees and grasses along the flowing water and a nice path to follow. Sawyer’s house was only a block away, so they usually took a walk when she came down to visit.

			Pru stopped several feet from the water, not wanting to get her sandal-clad feet muddy while Rosie wandered to the limits of her retractable leash. Bike riders and runners streamed past on the cement path above them, enjoying the sun-drenched day, but Pru didn’t pay any attention to them as she tried to absorb what Sawyer had just told her. She wanted to be happy about Sawyer’s news that she was pregnant, but her emotions were all jumbled up. She tried to decide if she was angry, surprised, sad, scared, or disappointed. Probably a little bit of all of them including a few more she hadn’t thought of. Of course, she wouldn’t tell Sawyer how she felt. She just needed to figure out how to be supportive once she got past the shock.

			“You’re trying to figure out how to respond, aren’t you? Worried about saying the wrong thing,” Sawyer said, holding her hand over her eyes against the glare of the sun. Even with her eyes all squinty, she looked amused. Sawyer always had a way of reading her mind.

			Pru pushed her hair back, peering up at her beautiful young daughter standing above her on the bank of the creek. Her radiant smile made Pru want to pretend she wasn’t trying to conceal a swirl of chaos under her skin. She wanted to preserve the air of placidness she’d always tried to present to Sawyer, to let her believe in a future full of unlimited potential and to know that situations didn’t have to bind her to a specific path. Be careful what you wish for, her father whispered in her mind. Maybe she’d been too good at appearing calm.

			“I’m just absorbing.” Pru forced a smile but knew it didn’t reach her eyes, and she could see the effect it had in Sawyer’s disappointed expression. She hated herself for not being able to mask it. Not that it would make much of a difference. Sawyer was too in tune with her. They were so much alike.

			Sawyer stepped off the shoulder of the path and stood next to her. “I guessed you wouldn’t be happy, but I want you to understand why I needed to pursue this. Can you at least try?”

			Pru lifted her eyebrows and pursed her lips, an immediate response sitting on her tongue. A distance seemed to be building between her and Sawyer, and she hated it. She had to figure out how to accept their new reality. She took Sawyer’s hands.

			“Oh, honey. I’m just shocked. I’m not unhappy. How can I be about this? You’ve already made the decision.”

			“Is that what upsets you the most? That you can’t control this?”

			Pru almost said yes without thinking. But it wasn’t true. Okay, maybe a little. Sawyer being an adult didn’t make her any less of her mother, but Sawyer had grown into a strong and capable woman. They were alike in that respect. They understood the importance of self-sufficiency.

			“This is your choice, honey. I have to be okay with it.”

			“But you wish I wasn’t making it. Am I right?”

			Pru turned to watch Rosie nose at a huge dragonfly resting on a stick. The dragonfly remained seemingly unperturbed.

			“I don’t know what I wish, actually.” She squeezed Sawyer’s hands. “Maybe that you weren’t doing this alone, or that you weren’t living so far away when you decided to do it, or…oh, I don’t know. All I’ve ever wanted is your happiness.”

			“I am happy.”

			“Well, that’s all that matters.”

			“I want you to be happy, too, though. And not just happy for me. Happy for you. You’re going to be a grandmother.”

			Pru held Sawyer’s hands to her chest and watched the blond curls fluttering next to Sawyer’s clear blue eyes. She rested a hand against the soft freckled skin of Sawyer’s cheek. “You are my life, my love. That makes me happy. This is just a shock. I’ll be happy when it wears off.”

			Sawyer’s eyes filled with tears as she tilted her head. “I’m going into this with my eyes wide open. You’ll see.”

			A flutter of something settled in Pru’s stomach. Life was on the verge of change again. Maybe things would be okay. No matter what, though, she had to let go of her doubts and let her daughter decide what would be.

			“I trust you, baby.” The smile Sawyer beamed back at her tempered her resignation. “Are you going to tell him, or should I?”

			Sawyer’s smile faded.

			Gavin was going to shit his pants about being a grandpa.

		


		
			Chapter Seven

			Sophia pulled her truck into the dirt parking lot and gazed over the sparkling Devlin Reservoir. An armada of sailboats, kayaks, and paddleboards dotted the bright blue water. Sammy sat next to her with a canine grin and her thick tail whipping against the seat, her love for the water apparent in her tightly held excitement.

			“Yes, it’s amazing. Let’s get settled first and then you can get your fill of swimming and splashing, okay?”

			A chuckle bubbled from Sophia’s throat at the lick she received across her cheek. Sammy jumped in a few circles when they got out of the truck, and Sophia grabbed the bag with their towels and water toys. Sammy picked her tennis ball out of it before Sophia dropped a chilled watermelon on top of the gear.

			A tickle of anticipation danced in Sophia’s stomach as they trekked toward the beach. She didn’t want to analyze it, but she knew who she was hoping to see.

			A bunch of colorful balloons tied to a fence post above a piece of cardboard told them where to go, and they followed a path toward a gathering of people around a set of picnic tables loaded with food in the shade of cottonwood trees. Calm water sparkled several feet beyond. More people were hanging out on the shore. A dozen children splashed in the shallows. It seemed half the town had showed up.

			Sophia scanned the area for friendly faces, not expecting to recognize many. She didn’t see Pru or Gavin, but she saw a few customers from the garage and Willie. It wasn’t like meeting up with friends, but it was something. She was used to being the newbie at events, and she always hated it. This felt a little more comfortable.

			Red hair drew Sophia’s attention, and a small ball of excitement rose in her chest as she shifted directions. She was a dozen steps away when the woman turned. While the woman had a similar shape and build, along with the gorgeous head of hair, she wasn’t Pru. Disappointed, Sophia scanned the area and found quite a few people there with red hair. In fact, she’d never seen so many redheads in one place.

			The woman she’d first mistaken for Pru took a few steps toward her, waving. Sophia looked over her shoulder, sure the woman was greeting someone else. Seeing no one behind her, she turned back, and the woman was right there. Up close, she resembled Pru even more.

			“Hi, there. You two are new. I’m Millie.” She held out her hand, and Sophia shook it.

			“I’m Sophia, and this is Sammy.”

			Millie’s smile widened. “Oh, she’s beautiful,” she said, kneeling to scratch Sammy’s neck. Sammy dropped her beloved tennis ball and leaned into the scratches with a hearty groan. “I noticed her right away. She reminds me of someone I loved.”

			“She’s ferocious, as you can see.” Sophia chuckled.

			“She’s adorable.” Millie peered up at her, and Sophia was positive that Millie had to be related to Pru somehow. “How come I’ve never seen you two before? I think I would have noticed you around town. Are you at the university?”

			“We just moved here,” Sophia said inanely, feeling as if she’d crashed the party. “Gavin invited me,” she threw in, struggling to find a way to connect herself to the gathering. She was used to being a new face in town, but this felt different. Everyone seemed to know each other. She was the only one there alone, it seemed.

			A sparkle flared in Millie’s eyes as she stood. “A friend of Gavin’s is a friend of mine. In fact, I was just talking to him. Let’s go find him.”

			She looped her arm in Sophia’s, and they walked toward the water, much to Sammy’s growing delight. In her excitement, she’d almost forgotten to pick up her ball. Millie led them to the shore where a number of cornhole games were going on, and Sophia assumed it must be the official sport of Colorado.

			Millie stopped a few yards from the water’s edge. “There’s Gavin, but he may be a bit indisposed. We’ll give them a few minutes.”

			Sophia followed Millie’s gaze, and she was excited to see he was with Pru at the foot of a nearby tree.

			A whine from Sammy stole Sophia’s attention. The impatient dog glanced at the water and back to Sophia, who could never say no to those soft eyes, especially over a mouthful of tennis ball.

			Millie smiled at Sammy with a face full of adoration. “You can let her off the leash. We set up over here just so people can bring their dogs.” Millie scratched Sammy’s head. “Can I toss the ball into the water for her? I lost my boy Cobalt in January. Sammy reminds me of him, only she has the white bowtie on her chest. Cobalt was all-black.”

			“I’m sorry to hear about Cobalt.” Sophia dug Sammy’s bright yellow water vest out of the bag. When she saw it, Sammy did two full spins before sitting again to help Sophia slip it on. Once the vest was secured, she continued to sit even as Millie gently took the ball and tossed it a few feet into the water. She was waiting for Sophia’s command.

			“Go get it, Sammy,” she said, and Sammy took off like a shot, getting to the ball in just a few leaps. She splashed in the water a few times and then brought the dripping ball back to them, laying it at Millie’s feet. “You can throw it farther out into the water. She’s a strong swimmer.”

			“With the life vest, I thought she might be a beginner.”

			“She’d stay in the water all day if I let her. The vest is so I can see her since her fur is so dark. She likes wearing it. After she gets tired, she’ll go out and float. She’s a weird dog.”

			“She’s a wonderful dog,” Millie said, throwing the ball several feet into the water.

			Sammy bounded after it again, clearly in dog nirvana.

			“I’ve met this dog,” a new but familiar voice said.

			Sophia turned with happy anticipation. She found that Pru’s voice had a way of making the skin between her shoulders tingle in a delightful way.

			“Doesn’t Sammy resemble Cobalt, honey?” Millie said, bending to pick up the ball returned again. She tossed it into the water.

			“She does, Mom. Except for the patch of white on her chest, they could be twins.” Pru held a brindled dachshund in her arms and turned her attention to Sophia. “I met her on the patio of the Thumb last week and thought the same thing. Is she good with bossy little dogs?”

			“She’s never met a dog she didn’t like,” Sophia said, gazing into Pru’s beautiful eyes.

			“Even if they try to take her tennis ball? Because if I put Rosie down, she’s going straight for the ball.”

			“Despite Sammy’s size, she’s a zeta dog. Rosie has nothing to worry about.”

			“Zeta?”

			“You’ve heard of a beta dog, right? They defer to the alpha dogs. Sammy rolls over for all dogs, thus, she’s a zeta.”

			“I’m going to have to tell your father that one,” Millie said.

			“My dad’s a veterinarian.” Pru chuckled and put Rosie down. The little dog tore toward the water, barking at Sammy as she swam for the ball. Sammy paid no notice to the little dog now prancing next to the water’s edge. But when she got back to shore, Rosie strolled up to her, took the ball right out of her mouth, ran up the beach, and dropped the ball at Pru’s feet. Sammy watched it all unfold with interest and without a speck of aggression. It was comical to watch her trail Rosie back to their little group with questioning eyes, as if asking the humans what just happened.

			“Oh my God,” Pru said, resting her hand on Sophia’s arm. “I told you she’s a bossy little turd.”

			“The fruit doesn’t fall far from the tree.” Millie picked up the ball and winked at Sophia.

			Sophia laughed when Pru pretended to strangle Millie. It was so different than the relationship Sophia had with her own mother. She knew her mother loved her, but she put the church before her family, so there was always a distance between them. She’d stopped wishing her mother was someone else a long time ago, but it didn’t stop her from wishing their relationship was more like Pru and Millie’s.

			“Let’s test this again,” Millie said. She threw the ball out into the water.

			Sammy and Rosie raced after it, but Rosie skidded to a halt at the water’s edge while Sammy bounded in and swam after the ball. This time, though, when she approached the shore, she stood a couple feet out. She splashed one way down the water’s edge, and Rosie followed. She walked the other way, and the little dog did the same. Finally, Sammy realized the futility of getting around Rosie. She splashed to shore and put the ball down, pushing it with her nose right to Rosie, who picked it up and proudly dropped it at Pru’s feet.

			Pru covered her face with her hands. “Oh, for goodness’ sake, Rosie. Let Sammy play with her ball.”

			“It’s completely fine,” Sophia said. “See? Sammy’s just waiting near the water. I think she wants to share the game.”

			“You’d think they’ve been playing together forever,” Millie said, handing the ball to Pru. She glanced up at the tables. “Why don’t you two catch up while I go say hi to the newcomers?”

			With that, Millie wiped her hand on her shorts and headed toward the picnic, patting their arms as she passed. Sophia had gone from feeling like a party crasher to feeling welcome. She’d been in Ft. Devlin less than a week, and she sensed a connection to it. Part of it was the people, part was the place, and part seemed to be her. She didn’t know exactly why, but it was a positive thing, and she didn’t want to analyze it too closely because she was afraid of ruining it. Whatever it was, it was a major shift for her.

			Sophia watched Pru toss the ball a couple times. “I thought she was you when I first showed up.”

			“People get us mixed up all the time. I think it’s because we have similar taste in clothes.”

			“No. It was the—” Sophia pulled on a strand of her own hair before she realized Pru was teasing. “It was the dirt on her cheek.”

			“My mom didn’t have dirt on her—”

			Pru was pushing her hair behind her ear when she stopped and looked at her hand, which had mud on it from the wet ball.

			“Holy hell. I have mud on my face?” She wiped her hand on her shorts and then rubbed her face. “Did I get it?”

			Sophia stifled a laugh.

			“Um. There’s just a little…” She pointed to her own face to show her where. “Wait.” She pulled a towelette from her bag. “It’s dried on. Use this.”

			Pru rolled her eyes and cleaned her face. “Well, now you know how to tell my mother and me apart. Just look for the smudges or stains. I take after my dad in that particular way.”

			The beach had become crowded while they’d played with the dogs. “I don’t think I’ve ever seen so many people with red hair in one place,” Sophia said and then wished she hadn’t. Her first crush had red hair—probably the reason Sophia had a thing for it—and she’d hated it when people brought up the color of her hair.

			Pru surveyed the crowd. “True. Would you believe it if I said I’m not related to most of them?”

			Sophia’s relief that Pru didn’t seem to mind made her laugh. “I have a hard time believing you.”

			“I’m serious. About seven people here are related to me, and the rest are either Hubbards or O’Malleys, who aren’t even distant cousins.”

			“Are you sure about that?”

			“My mom and her friends Liza Hubbard and Charlene O’Malley gave Double Helix genetic testing kits to all their families a couple of Christmases past.”

			“My mom gave those to my brothers and me a couple of years ago, too. Mine’s still sitting in a drawer in my kitchen,” Sophia said. A familiar twinge of regret threaded its way through her as it did anytime she saw the test sitting in the drawer. There were lots of reasons she was reluctant to send hers in, but the main one was that it made her think of the daughter she’d given up for adoption so many years ago. She shut that thought down as soon as it arrived. This wasn’t the time or place to go there. She reached down to pet Sammy, which worked to ground her.

			“My mom is an amateur genealogist and browbeat me until I did it. We were surprised to find no connection outside of the already established family relationships. Apparently, the teasing and speculation got intense over the years. Something to do with the seventies and a key party. But it turns out there has been no unauthorized mixing of DNA between the families.”

			Sophia found herself transfixed by how Pru’s cheeks turned the most adorable shade of red. Her moment of regret completely faded in the glow of Pru’s loveliness.

			“And now, in addition to revealing that I’m prone to inadvertently smearing mud on my face, I realize I’ve probably let you in on a little more of the town’s secrets than I should have.”

			Sophia remembered Willie’s comment about secrets in small towns and took it as an honor to be in on one more of them. “I’m glad you told me. I’m positive I would have made a few off-base assumptions if you hadn’t.”

			Pru self-consciously pushed her hair behind one of her ears. The shy gesture flew in the face of the confidence Sophia had witnessed at their first meeting, which was probably her default setting, which Sophia found endearing.

			“Well, since you’re in on the secret, you should be aware that only we Glynns get to call ourselves Colorado Red. The Hubbards and O’Malleys are not native to Colorado, thus not entitled to the nickname.”

			“I feel like I’m in the presence of royalty. You native Coloradans are a proud bunch. I noticed a lot of Colorado Native stickers on cars after I crossed the border out of New Mexico.”

			Pru nodded. “Native Coloradans like to know who their people are, especially in a university town. The state has a huge transplant population which started in the nineties.”

			“Does this all mean I won’t be shown the secret handshake?”

			Pru’s eyes twinkled. “There’s a minimum residency requirement of ten years for that.”

			“I’ll be long gone before then, so I guess I’ll never know.” Sophia wondered if she only imagined it, but something like disappointment shifted across Pru’s face. Either way, the sparkle in Pru’s eyes faded.

			“Are you already making plans to leave, Sophia?”

			“I can’t remember the last time I stayed in any town longer than a couple years.” She didn’t feel as casual as she hoped she sounded. Even if she was tired of it, leaving had been the way of her life for so long, she didn’t know anything different. She’d left home years ago, and since then, she’d always moved when the pressure of commitment or the feeling of roots began to take hold. It was her way of avoiding the pain of leaving if she grew too comfortable in any one place. However, lately, pangs of remorse about her transient life were happening more frequently, and she wished for something she didn’t know how to name.

			Pru looked thoughtful. “Is it a wanderlust thing?”

			Sophia tossed the ball into the water. “Something like that.”

			The simple comment threatened to surface old memories: why she’d left, pressures she couldn’t live up to, mistakes she’d made, her sense of failure. All things she rarely let herself think about. She stared out across the water.

			Pru sighed. “Part of me thinks it’s glamorous, traveling the country. But I’ve always lived in Ft. Devlin. I guess anything is more glamourous than here, but I love it. I couldn’t imagine leaving.”

			This was the point in most conversations when Sophia would change the subject, but for reasons unknown to her, she didn’t. She hardly knew Pru, but she seemed like the realest person she’d met in a long time. Maybe ever.

			“I’m not sure you’d call what I do glamorous. I’m just a mechanic, living in a fifth wheel, following the work.” Not exactly how it was but close enough.

			“Are you running or searching?” Pru asked with an amused twinkle in her eyes.

			Sophia was pulled into their multifaced blue depths while at the same time, she was taken aback by Pru’s innocent, yet laden, question. It was a question she’d recently started asking herself but didn’t have an answer to. “I’m not sure what you mean,” she said, knowing exactly what Pru meant.

			“Are you trying to leave something behind or searching for something? I’m a literature teacher. I’ve read enough books to know that people who move a lot are either avoiding something or hunting for something. Maybe it’s the eternal romantic in me, but I just got a sense that there might be a mystery behind your calm demeanor, Sophia MacGregor.”

			Pru picked up the ball, and Sophia wondered why she wasn’t shutting the conversation down like she normally did. Plenty of women gave babies up for adoption and probably even had disappointed families to deal with, but most of them didn’t run away from home feeling like an utter failure, let alone stay away for decades, unsure how to redeem themselves. Like Pru, she’d read all the books, but she still didn’t know whether she was running or searching. Maybe it was both. Either way, a summer picnic wasn’t the place to examine it, so she did what she always did, changed the subject.

			“Well, I’m neither glamorous or mysterious. Although, I can be extremely picky about my coffee, which can be misconstrued as snobby, and some could misunderstand it as putting on a glamourous air.”

			Pru stopped in mid-toss. Little Rosie ran toward the water at full speed but stopped dead in her tracks when she ran into Sammy, whose eyes were glued to the ball. Sophia burst into laughter, but when Pru remained contemplative, Sophia stopped laughing and cleared her throat nervously. “Sorry. I crack jokes when I’m nervous,” she said.

			“You’re nervous? Why?”

			“Lots of reasons but mostly because I’m not used to talking about myself.”

			Pru’s eyes grew soft. “I should be the one who’s sorry. I was interrogating you. I’ll tell you a secret about me to even the score. I’m embarrassed to say I just fell victim to an awful stereotype.”

			“Let me guess. The coffee snob thing is a total turn-off.”

			Pru’s serious face broke into a grin, and Sophia decided she wanted to make it happen more often. “I have to say it’s just the opposite. Coffee is a serious matter in my life, and I’m glad you share the same moral principal.”

			“Moral principal, huh? I like that. I think you’re one of the special few who understand how truly deep a passion for coffee can go, and I will take this as a good sign.” Sophia was flirting now, but she couldn’t help it.

			Pru finally laughed, and it tickled a place right in the middle of Sophia’s chest. She could listen to the sound forever. “Important coffee discussion aside, I have to admit I would never have guessed you were a mechanic.”

			“Mechanics have coffee values, too, you know.”

			“I have no doubt.”

			Sophia laid a hand on her arm. “Don’t worry. I get it a lot. At least when I’m not in my coveralls. I clean up nice, or so I’ve been told.”

			Sophia meant it as a joke, but Pru didn’t seem to pick up on it. Her shoulders slumped. “Oh, jeez. I’m a jerk. There is absolutely nothing wrong with being a mechanic. Wait, that sounded like I think it matters what I think. What I mean to say is I think it’s…cool.” She shook her head. “This is not coming out right. I love mechanics. In fact, some of my favorite…” She stopped herself again. “Fuck.” She pinched the bridge of her nose. “At the risk of continuing to sound like a blithering idiot, what I mean is, I find it wonderful how you’ve broken gender norms in pursuit of your career, and it’s wonderful that you’re an example to young women, proving they can do or be anything they want to be.”

			Sophia tried to hold back laughter. No one had ever accused her of being a role model.

			“I’m laughing because I’m a walking contradiction,” she said. “Being a mechanic is the family business. My parents didn’t want me to go into it, but being raised around it and hanging out with my brothers and their friends meant I picked it up. I wouldn’t call it a conscious career calling, but I enjoy working on cars, and it pays the bills. I do like the idea of being a role model, though. I would have liked one growing up. I mean, aside from the saints my mom prayed to.”

			She kept breaking her rule about not sharing her past, but it was worth it when Pru’s face softened, and a half-smile emerged.

			“Hi, Sophia. I’m glad you decided to come,” Gavin said, joining them.

			“Thanks for inviting me.” She liked Gavin, but she’d be lying if she said the interruption made her happy. She enjoyed having Pru to herself. Sophia wished he wasn’t there, even though she had no right to feel that way.

			“I’m sorry to interrupt,” he said to her and then turned to Pru. “I just wanted to say I’m sorry about my reaction. I let my own stupid issues take over. What’s important is that Sawyer knows we support her. I’m one-hundred-percent here for her.”

			Pru seemed as if she had something to say, but Sophia got the impression that she didn’t want to continue some earlier conversation in front of someone else.

			Sophia picked up her bag. “Hey, I brought a watermelon. I should take it up to the tables.”

			“I’ll come with you,” Pru said, surprising her. Pru placed a hand on Gavin’s chest. “I had a similar reaction, Gavin. I have no doubt you’ll support her. We both will. We’ll talk about this more later, okay? But when she gets here, we’re all in on Team Sawyer. Okay?”

			Gavin nodded, looking like a weight had been lifted from him, and Sophia felt awkward about them putting off their conversation on her account, but there wasn’t anything Sophia could do without making the situation more awkward. She called Sammy, who ran up from the water and shook off all over their legs.

			“Sorry,” Sophia said, pulling a towel from the bag to dry the dog before she sprayed them with more lake water. It gave her a moment to collect herself. The little bit she’d revealed about herself to Pru was more than she’d shared in years, and she’d breached the boundaries of memory she normally walled herself away from. Surprisingly, she didn’t feel as messed up as she normally did when some of those hard memories came up. She wondered if it was something about Pru or if she’d finally started to come to terms with her past.

		


		
			Chapter Eight

			Conflicting emotions assailed Pru as she walked with Sophia and Gavin to the picnic tables. She wanted more one-on-one time with Sophia. There was no shame in that. Except, apparently, Gavin wanted the same thing. Apparently, he’d invited Sophia to the picnic. She was glad he did, but she wondered how it had happened. He wasn’t one to casually ask a woman out after a single meeting. He worked up to things like that. He was notoriously slow. Unless they’d totally hit it off. The thought of it bothered her. It bothered her a lot.

			Absorbed in her thoughts, she almost missed it when her mom waved them over, but she was thankful for the distraction. She hated the feelings they were churning up. And honestly, she didn’t want those feelings. She had a long history with Gavin, and she barely knew Sophia.

			“You found Gavin,” Millie said to Sophia, and her eyes fell to the watermelon. “And you brought a watermelon. Most years, we have a surplus of them, but no one else brought one this year.”

			Pru leaned close to Sophia. “My mom is a bit of a freak for a good watermelon.”

			Gavin nodded. “It’s true. She legitimately is.”

			Millie waved her hand dismissively. “A good end of summer picnic requires a few things, and watermelon is one of them.” She liberated the melon from Sophia’s hands and set it on the table. “It’s nice and cold, too. Now, where did I put that knife? Gavin, can you bring me the box over there?”

			She gestured toward a nearby table, and Gavin went to fetch it.

			“I hope it lives up to her expectations. I just picked it up at the supermarket,” Sophia whispered into Pru’s ear, tickling her with her breath.

			“What? You didn’t grow it yourself?” Pru teased to cover the shiver that ran through her. “Are you hungry?”

			“Starved.”

			“Well, let’s hit the buffet. If we wait much longer, the tournament will end, and we’ll be left with the crumbs.”

			Sophia took a paper plate from the stack at the end of the table. “I notice Coloradans take cornhole pretty seriously.”

			Pru nodded. “It’s true, at least in Ft. Devlin. The winners get to claim the trophy until next year’s picnic.” Sidestepping to the other end of the table, Pru motioned toward a garage sale bowling trophy. The battered figure atop the pedestal had its arm cocked back, getting ready to roll the ball down the lane, only Pru’s dad had removed the ball and replaced it with a “bag,” which was really just a piece of Chex cereal spray painted gold to match the rest of the trophy. The inscription on the base read: Supreme Champion - Ft. Devlin Reservoir Annual End of Summer Cornhole Tournament. “It’s always a big competition. The last couple of years, Ron and Hip Delany won, and it’s been displayed under glass at their car dealership. I hear that when a competitor comes into the showroom, they have to bow and say something like, ‘Hail to the cornhole masters.’”

			“It’s exactly what they forced us to say,” Gavin said, brandishing the watermelon knife and a severe frown. “They think it’s hysterical, but I can tell you they lost a sale the day I came in to test-drive the new Camaro.”

			“Please. You weren’t going to buy a brand-new Camaro,” Pru said.

			“That’s what you think. I was this close to buying it that day,” Gavin said, holding his forefinger and thumb a hair apart.

			“I’ll believe it when I see it.”

			“Were you looking at one of the LTs?” Sophia asked.

			Pru knew she shouldn’t have been surprised at Sophia’s question, given her line of work.

			“The ZL1,” Gavin said. He sucked in his bottom lip, an expression Pru was familiar with because he did it anytime he talked to the guys about cars. That was usually when Pru tuned out, but a woman talking cars had a much different effect on her. She noticed Gavin having a similar response, and it bothered her. Especially since he was actually maintaining eye contact.

			“I saw one on my way up here from Austin,” Sophia said, spooning potato salad onto her plate. “Well, I saw the taillights. I didn’t even see it until it passed. They’re gorgeous.”

			Gavin’s eyes sparkled with excitement. “Have you driven one?” He put his hand in the center of his chest. “You can feel the power rumble through your sternum when you fire it up. The whole car shakes with it, but with the magnetic ride control, it’s incredibly comfortable.”

			Sophia shook her head. “I keep meaning to go to a dealership for a test-drive but just haven’t had the chance. Which one did you take out? The manual or the ten-speed paddle shift? I’m all about the manual, but I hear the paddle makes it fun to drive.”

			“I drove both, but I’m manual all the way. I’m a muscle car purist. But the paddle shift is fun to drive.” His face lit up with an idea. “We should go down to Delany Motors and take one for a spin if they have any on the lot.” He smirked. “I mean, if they don’t pull a threepeat and win the tournament again this year. I’m not bowing to their plastic effigy again. They got me once because they caught me off guard. It’s not gonna happen again.”

			Pru swatted his arm. “You told me you didn’t do it.”

			He couldn’t seem to look her in the eye. “To protect my ego. I was too humiliated.”

			“Hey, I don’t blame you. I’d do worse things to drive a ZL1,” Sophia said.

			Imagining Sophia and Gavin test-driving a car together and bonding over things like horsepower and torque made Pru grumpy.

			“Look who’s here,” Millie called, thankfully changing the subject. “The Glynn-Dugan progeny has arrived.”

			Sawyer walked toward them from the parking lot, and Pru’s mood improved at the sight of her daughter. “Grams,” Sawyer said, throwing her arms around Millie. “I’ve missed you.”

			Pru waited patiently while they hugged. She’d just seen Sawyer, but she could never get enough time with her. When Sawyer finished hugging her grandmother, Pru got her hug.

			“Mom. It’s been ages.”

			“Tens of hours, at least,” Pru joked. “I thought you weren’t coming.”

			Sawyer scrunched her nose and whispered, “There’s a person or two I need to talk to. I realized I was being a coward expecting you to do it for me.”

			“I told your dad. He took it better than I thought,” Pru whispered back.

			Sawyer’s shoulders relaxed as they stepped away from one another, and Gavin stepped in.

			“Hey, sweetie,” he said sweeping her up in a hug.

			They were so sweet together. Pru couldn’t help but think that Sawyer was an amalgamation of the best parts of her and Gavin. It was always obvious that he loved his daughter more than anything, even if he wasn’t the best at consistently showing it.

			Sawyer pulled Gavin’s arm. “Hey, Daddy. Come with me. I want to talk to you about something.”

			Gavin snuck a glance at Pru, who nodded encouragingly. She watched them walk down to the water together, knowing he’d do his best.

			“It’s been way too long since I laid eyes on that child,” Millie said, slicing the watermelon.

			Pru finished filling her plate and looked for Sophia. She found her sitting at a nearby picnic table, eating her food and petting Sammy. Pru meandered over and sat next to her. “Sorry I didn’t get to introduce you to Sawyer. When she’s finished talking to her dad, I’ll have her come meet you.”

			“The resemblance between all of you is astounding. When she was standing between you and your mom, it was striking. She didn’t get your red hair, though.”

			“Nope. She got the curls from me, but the color from her dad.” Pru spooned coleslaw into her mouth.

			“I hope this doesn’t sound rude or stupid, but I would have never thought you would have a grown daughter,” Sophia said.

			Pru sighed. “So I’ve heard quite a bit over the years. She’s twenty-six. I had her at fifteen. It’s easy to do the math.”

			“I wouldn’t have guessed a day over thirty. Although, it’s not cool to say such things.”

			Pru looked at Sophia as if she’d lost her mind. “Say what such things? It’s not cool to compliment someone? I’ll take all I can get, please.”

			Sophia smiled. “Telling a woman she looks good for her age is flagrant ageism, not to mention making her beauty more important than other more important things, like intellect, kindness, skills with flame throwers, and expertise in esoteric literature. Those kinds of things.”

			“I hear you. Especially about the flame throwers, a skill I personally need to improve upon. And you’re right. I get it’s not politically correct to care about appearances and age and all that, but thank you. I’d look a hundred and ninety if my appearance reflected the chronological age I feel sometimes.” Pru paused a few seconds to assess Sophia. “How old are you? I mean, since we’re being politically incorrect.”

			Sophia favored her with a crooked grin. “Forty-two. It’s cool by me, though. ‘Cuz forty-two is sexy as fu—” She stopped herself and glanced around with an amused light in her eyes. “I mean, maturity is very attractive on a woman.”

			Pru tapped the table in front of her with her index finger. “I agree. Forty-two is sexy as fuck.” She emphasized the swear word, but despite her bravado, glanced toward her mom, who didn’t seem to hear it. She didn’t curse as a habit, but it felt like a perfect time and place for it, as long as her mother didn’t hear. It was a respect thing. She looked at Sophia out of the corner of her eyes. “At least, from the evidence I’ve been provided.” She felt a blush creep up her neck, but she didn’t care when Sophia smiled.

			“And I can say the same for you,” Sophia said, ducking her head as if concentrating on her plate.

			Pru tried to find a safe topic to shift to when she heard Sawyer’s voice behind them. “Oh my God. Look at them.”

			Pru turned and then followed Sawyer’s gaze to see Sammy and Rosie curled up together in the shade of the picnic table. For a split-second, she had a vision of her and Sophia snuggled together but quickly pushed the thought out of her mind. Sophia might be the most interesting woman she’d met in a very long time, but it was a bit premature, especially if Sophia was more into cuddling with Gavin than her, a thought she didn’t want to dwell on.

		


		
			Chapter Nine

			Sophia parked in the mostly empty high school parking lot and second-guessed for the hundredth time why she’d agreed to help Gavin with his automotive class. Commitments of any type were hard for her. Especially when there was a possibility she wouldn’t be there for the entire school year. She’d tried telling Gavin at the picnic yesterday, but by the time she did, he’d already had a couple of beers, and he’d waved it off. At least she could say she tried.

			Resistance to commitment aside, she had to admit she was a little excited about the class. She’d trained a slew of mechanics but rarely anyone outside of her job and absolutely never had she worked with high school kids. She had no idea what she was getting herself into, but after seeing Pru’s eyes light up and how she’d called her a role model, Sophia wanted to be the person Pru thought she was. It had been a long time since she’d wanted to make someone else happy.

			Thoughts swirling in her mind, she mounted the stairs leading up to the school entrance. Without warning, memories of her own high school days inundated her. Maybe it was that her old school had also been a three-story brick building, albeit in the city, surrounded by businesses and concrete. A tall, wrought-iron fence had surrounded it, as they did in most urban schools. This school, surrounded by sprawling lawns, mature trees, and flower planters, didn’t even have a fence. Yet walking into the building, she could have been walking into the main corridor of her old school with the same black and white checked linoleum, the same gray lockers, the same wooden doors with narrow, wire-reinforced glass panes lining the hall. Even down to the same tall ceilings and walls covered in posters. The only things missing were the crucifixes, stained glass, and nuns in black habits hustling about. However, more than the similarities in decor and architecture, it was the smell which elicited her flashbacks of being a freshman walking into a new school on the first day. There was nothing quite like the combined scents of freshly applied floor wax, pine cleaning solution, and the faint aroma of all the rubber-soled shoes that had walked these halls. She could almost taste the cloying cologne of hundreds of boys and the lighter scent of body spray and shampoo of the girls. Underneath it all, she imagined the overwhelming energy of angsty teenage expectancy, the excitement that drifted in with the scent of dry grass and the heat of late summer before school schedules became routine, and excitement turned to resignation with the promise of cooler weather right around the corner.

			A flood of filed-away emotions swept through her as soon as her foot landed on the shiny linoleum threshold, and a host of long forgotten memories vied for her attention. She tried to push the thoughts to the back of her mind, not because they were bad memories—some were, some weren’t—but because they were in her past now, and to think about them would mean thinking about a few things she’d given up when she’d left her old life.

			“Hi, Sophia.”

			The familiar voice pulled her from her gloomy thoughts. Pru stood holding the door open to one of the classrooms down the hall. She looked like a sentry, and Sophia smiled, happy to see her again, thinking she should have known there was a possibility of running into her at the school. She was on her way to the main office to sign the required paperwork to be a regular volunteer at the school, but she passed the door to the office to say hi to Pru first.

			“Hi there,” she said when she got closer to her. “Are you standing guard or something?”

			Pru laughed, and like the day before at the reservoir, the delicate sound sent a shiver down Sophia’s spine.

			Pru rolled her eyes. “It’s only the first day of school, and I left my keys at home. Doris in the office unlocked the door for me this morning. It locks when it shuts, and the thingy to keep it propped open is broken. I can’t leave without propping it open with something, otherwise I’ll lock myself out.”

			Pru showed her a block of wood Sophia assumed was the intended blocking tool and toed the door stopper affixed to the bottom of the door, which dangled impotently.

			“The thingy definitely looks broken.” Sophia bent to examine it more closely and saw a few screws were missing. She pulled out the Leatherman she always carried in her pocket, borrowed a couple of screws from the brass kickplate spanning the bottom of the door, and used them to set the doorstop more firmly into place. It took about three minutes until the moment the rubber-tipped stopper set onto the floor, firmly propping the door open.

			The whole time she worked, she tried to think of how to apologize for having left the picnic at the reservoir early yesterday. Once Sawyer had arrived, Pru’s family had congregated together, which made her feel like an interloper again, even though Pru had made an obvious effort to keep her involved. Part of the feeling was the insecurity she always felt when she moved to a new town, but there was also something going on in the family, with Sawyer taking people aside to talk to them. Sophia had tried to stay a polite amount of time and had made sure to say good-bye to everyone before leaving, but she’d seen disappointment in Pru’s eyes. The idea of disappointing Pru had kept her up late into the night, wondering if she should have stayed.

			When Sophia stood up after testing the stopper, Pru hugged her like she had saved a puppy from drowning. Forgetting the apology and her reason for coming to the school in the first place, Sophia was tempted to ask if there were more things she could fix.

			“I put a work order in to have this fixed two years ago, and it took you a minute and a half to do it,” said Pru.

			“That’s a long time.”

			“It’s exponentially longer when the only air-conditioning in the school is in the main hallways, and you can’t leave your door open to coax some of it inside the classroom on hot days.”

			It explained the sheen of perspiration along Pru’s throat and in the deep vee of her blouse. Sophia stared for a few seconds before she realized she was staring at Pru’s chest. To be fair, Pru had grabbed the material and was flapping it to cool herself. It was only natural for her gaze to go there, but Sophia pried her eyes away and patted the door, only slightly out of breath.

			“Well, this should hold you for a while. They’ll want to replace the screws I borrowed, though.”

			“You are a literal lifesaver. It’s hot already, and it’s still mid-morning. I was about to go to the teacher’s lounge to get a cold drink. Let me buy you one? For saving my life?”

			Sophia scoffed. “I’m not sure I actually saved your life, but I’ll let you buy me a pop.”

			“You definitely saved my life. The summer heat is breaking records this year. I’ll have to lower the shades during last period to block the direct sun, which means even less air circulation during the hottest hours of the day. Heat stroke city. I definitely would have died. I owe you more than just a can of soda.”

			Sophia checked her watch. She’d told Willie she’d be less than an hour. She had a little extra time, and she could always take the paperwork home to fill out and bring back later. It was an easy decision. “Sure. I’ve never been in a teacher’s lounge.”

			Pru tested the stopper one more time with a happy grin before she stepped away from it, leaving the door propped open. “You’re in for a treat. What brings you up to the school?”

			“I need to fill out volunteer paperwork in order to teach the class Gavin asked me to help with. Where are all the kids, by the way?” She looked around, realizing she hadn’t seen any students. “Isn’t today the first day of school?”

			“Just for teachers. It’s an administrative day. Tomorrow is the first day for the kids. Gavin told me you’re teaching the lunchtime shop class on Wednesdays for the young women. I couldn’t be more excited about it.”

			“He didn’t say exactly who I’d be teaching, just that it was a basic automotive class during lunch. He mentioned you’d be happy about it.”

			“I’m ecstatic, actually. The young women need real-world courses. It bothers me that the Shop Department is almost all young men. This might be a step in the right direction, especially if we have a beautiful female instructor to show them it’s not just for men.”

			Sophia tripped over her own boot when Pru called her beautiful and would have done a faceplant if she hadn’t grabbed her arm. She was deceptively strong, and her response was lightning fast, even as she acted like nothing had happened. They continued walking with Pru holding Sophia’s arm as Sophia tried to hide her embarrassment.

			When Pru let go, Sophia made a show of scuffing her boot along the floor. “My work boots stick to these shiny floors.”

			Pru only nodded. “One reason I don’t wear heels to work. A single embarrassing sprawl across the tile taught me to stick to flats. These floors are Ralph’s pride and joy.”

			“I take it Ralph is on the janitorial staff?”

			“Ralph is the janitorial staff. Budget cuts have left us with one janitor and one other person to do grounds. It’s more than they can manage, but they do their best.”

			“I think I understand the door stopper situation, then.”

			“Yeah, Ralph’s hands are pretty full. The PTA arranges for volunteer days to help keep things running, but they can only help so much. Most of it’s up to Ralph. And speak of the devil…”

			A petite woman dressed in work gloves, cargo shorts, and a baggy T-shirt rounded a corner, her blond ponytail pulled through the back of her Rockies cap swaying from side to side with her stride. A large ball of keys jangled against her thigh.

			“Well, if it isn’t Colorado Red.” Ralph stopped before them and crossed her arms. Her intense gaze was directed solely at Pru. Sophia didn’t think she even registered. “How was your summer, Pru? I hoped to see your pretty face at the ballpark a few times.”

			“I took the season off to help my dad at the stables.”

			“Is he having trouble finding help? I can come out and toss around hay bales. Just say the word.”

			Ralph shifted her stance and flexed her arms, reminding Sophia of all the grandstanding studs she’d known in her life. Being around beautiful women seemed to puff certain people up. She scratched her nose to hide a smile. Ralph noticed her, then, swinging her gaze to Sophia, deliberately looking her up and down.

			Pru coughed, probably with amusement. “We’re good. He hired a few guys a couple weeks ago.”

			Ralph’s eyes were still on Sophia, making her slightly uncomfortable. “Who do we have here?”

			Ralph didn’t try to disguise her interest when Pru introduced them, or it could have been that she was sizing her up as competition. Sophia glanced at Pru just in time to catch her rolling her eyes, the corners of her mouth trembling into a smile.

			“Nice to meet you, Sophia. I’d stay and chat but I gotta run.” Ralph cocked gun fingers at them while walking backward a few steps and then spun around and continued in the direction they’d just come from.

			“She’s fun,” Sophia said, wondering if Pru had any idea Ralph had a thing for her.

			“Mother trucker! I just buffed these floors.”

			They both turned to see Ralph in a squat, examining the linoleum. Sophia’s eyes widened when she realized she’d probably made marks on the pristine floor when she’d tripped. She looked at Pru with a guilty expression. Pru pulled her the last few feet to a door that opened into the teacher’s lounge. “I won’t tell if you won’t,” she whispered.

			They broke into laughter when the door closed behind them and continued to laugh until tears ran down their cheeks as they purchased their soft drinks from the vending machine. Sophia’s sides hurt as she settled into a chair at one of the empty half dozen round tables scattered throughout the room.

			“I feel like we just escaped the scene of a crime,” she said.

			“We kind of did. Ralph is obsessed with the floors.”

			“She’s a very intense person, isn’t she?”

			“One of the intensest,” Pru agreed. “But one of the sweetest people you’ll ever meet.”

			Sophia ducked her head. “I feel bad about messing up her floor.”

			Pru rested her hand on Sophia’s arm, wiping a remaining tear from her eye. “She lives to use the buffer. You made her day.”

			Sophia hadn’t laughed so hard in ages, and Pru’s comment reignited it. “I think talking to you makes her day.”

			Pru was still smiling, but her expression told Sophia she had no idea what she meant, which just made her laugh harder. “What’s so funny?” Pru asked.

			“Oh, come on. Don’t make me say it.”

			“Say what?”

			Sophia leaned forward. “She likes you.”

			“What do you mean?”

			Sophia cleared her throat. Her silly mood vanished. Maybe Pru wouldn’t find Ralph’s crush on her funny. Maybe she would get offended. She didn’t want her to have a bad reaction. She had to change the subject. And fast. “So, hey, I wanted to tell you I’m sorry about taking off early yesterday,” she said. It was a dramatic switch, but the only thing she could think of to say. “I had fun.”

			Pru briefly touched her arm again. “You don’t need to apologize. I’m glad you came. I enjoyed talking with you.”

			“Same.” Sophia sipped her drink. “Your family and friends are nice. There’s an obvious closeness between you all. It was nice to be around.”

			“It’s one of the great things about living in a small town. Everyone knows everyone else. It has it’s goods and bads.”

			“So I gathered from the DNA testing story you told me, Colorado Red.” Sophia winked.

			Pru’s cheeks grew pink. Sophia loved how easily she blushed.

			“I can’t get over that you have a twenty-six-year-old kid, though.”

			Pru’s expression dimmed a little, but she shrugged good-naturedly. “Being a young mother is another thing about living in a small town. There are lots of us.”

			Sophia studied her face, wondering if she had somehow offended her. Part of her wanted to offer something personal about herself to let Pru know she wasn’t alone, and there was no judgment in her statement, that she wasn’t one to judge anyone, that it was all about how young Pru looked. But she didn’t want to stir up old memories any more than they already were. So she chose to pretend there wasn’t a swirl of overthinking going on in her mind.

			“Which category under small-town living does that go under? The good or the bad? I can’t tell,” she asked, hoping to bring back the lightheartedness from moments ago.

			“Good because I’m happy to have Sawyer. Bad because I’m tired of it defining me.”

			Sophia sat back in her chair. “Defining you?”

			Pru brandished her hands before her as if reading a headline. “The woman who overcame great odds to raise a child when she was only a child herself. That sort of thing.”

			“People have actually said those words to you?” Sophia asked, even though she’d thought exactly that when Pru told her how young she’d been when she’d had Sawyer.

			“Some do. Most just infer it.”

			“I guess it’s a good thing, right? Look at all you’ve accomplished. You have a great kid, a strongly connected family unit, a successful career doing the Lord’s work by molding our next generation—”

			“The Lord’s work?”

			Sophia realized she’d used a phrase she hadn’t thought of in years. She smiled, although beneath the smile churned a jumble of mixed emotions seasoned with the complexity of good and bad family dynamics. She blamed it on the unwanted memories that were too close to the surface lately.

			She traced the condensation that beaded on her Diet Dr. Pepper can. “Something my mother used to say. It’s the highest form of praise you can get from her.”

			“And you?”

			“Definitely praise, although I’m not religious. But the point is, I respect all you’ve done, and it couldn’t have been easy, especially with the non-traditional family part of it.”

			There. Pandora’s box remained successfully closed.

			“Not if being a teen mom is the main thing people focus on.”

			Well, maybe not completely closed.

			“I get it.” Sophia wanted to know what had happened in Pru’s past to cause this sensitivity. If she wasn’t trying to avoid bringing up her own past, she might have asked about it. “For the record, I’m focused on what a great kid you raised. Sawyer’s great, and I’m sorry I didn’t stay longer to talk to her more.”

			“You’re sweet.” Pru rested her hand on Sophia’s. “It’s fine. I hope you didn’t lose sleep over it.”

			“Nah,” Sophia lied. “I just wanted to tell you I had fun.”

			“I did, too. And for the record. I know Ralph has a crush on me. I was just messing with you.”

			Sophia sipped her pop and tried to figure out what she was doing. Trying to figure out if Pru cared if she left the picnic early? Or did she want to know if Pru was open to women having crushes on her? None of it really mattered. How could it if she couldn’t even say how long she’d be staying in town?

		


		
			Chapter Ten

			The tension of Monday faded away as Pru crossed onto the wooden planks at the threshold of the Thumb. Not that the day had been overly stressful, having been mostly faculty meetings and last-minute prep, but after summer vacation, it had taken effort to put on her professional persona.

			Sophia’s surprise visit to the school had been a highlight of her day. And not just because she’d fixed the door. Pru liked her energy, and she was pretty sure she wasn’t the only one between them who thought they clicked. Pru didn’t want to make too much of the clicking part, but she couldn’t help it. She liked her.

			“Hey, Ms. G,” Trent said as she walked by the bar.

			Pru stopped and leaned against the gleaming wood surface. “Have I told you how much I appreciate having your restaurant just down the street from my house, Trent?”

			He flashed one of his dazzling smiles. Back when she’d been his teacher, he’d tried to use it a few times to get out of missing assignments. She’d rolled her eyes back then. Now, as an adult, he only seemed to use it sincerely, and it never failed to brighten her day. Such a handsome young man, and one of the nicest people she’d had the honor of teaching. A successful business owner like him would normally have a busy social calendar. But he spent most of his time behind the bar, chatting up customers and making the Thumb a friendly place to be.

			“You may have mentioned it a time or two, Ms. G.” He swiped the already immaculate bar with a rag. “Buying it last year was one of the most terrifying yet wisest decisions I’ve made.”

			“Well, I’ll keep telling you. A woman can only eat so many of her own meals before she wants someone else to make one for her.”

			“I can relate. Hey, do you want to try the new batch of Devlin Peak lager? We bottled it just this morning.”

			She tapped her fingers against the bar, tempted. “I think I’ll stick to the lavender lemonade tonight. Big day tomorrow.”

			“Coming right up. I’ll bring it out to you. I think you have a friend waiting over there.” He pointed to a table behind her.

			She turned and saw that Haven had beaten her there. When Pru reached the table, Haven dropped her Kindle and greeted her with a hug. Her hugs were legendary, and Pru sank into her arms.

			“It’s been too long,” Pru said into her shoulder.

			“I agree.”

			“Then you shouldn’t leave for the entire summer,” Pru teased, pulling away to sit.

			“Next year, you should go to Italy with me.”

			“Weren’t you just there last year?”

			Haven nodded, taking her seat. “I’ve been to Venice and Tuscany. Now it’s time for Florence.”

			Haven almost had Pru with Florence. She wasn’t much of a traveler. Actually, she didn’t travel at all. But Florence had been the one place she’d always said she’d visit if she ever decided to go somewhere. The Renaissance period fascinated her.

			“I just might.”

			Haven scowled. “You won’t.”

			“I might,” Pru said. The cold wooden chair against the back of her shorts-clad thighs felt wonderful after the sweltering classroom. Starting tomorrow, she’d be wearing more professional attire and would miss wearing shorts to school.

			“Yeah, okay.” Haven gave her a side-eyed look. She’d been trying to get Pru to travel with her for years, but they both knew the chances of Pru actually going were slim. Pru just didn’t want to be away from home for such a long time. Her main excuse was that she had to consider Rosie. The neurotic dog hated being away from Pru for a few hours, let alone months.

			“Do you know what you want to eat?” Trent set a glass of lemonade and another fresh pint of beer on the table, removing Haven’s empty glass.

			Pru didn’t need to open the menu. “I’ll have the egg salad sandwich with the coleslaw.”

			Haven pushed an empty basket toward Trent and groaned. “Sounds good, but I think I ruined my appetite with the tots.”

			Pru wondered how many beers she’d had. Haven could hold her alcohol like no one else she knew. “You want to split the sandwich?” Pru said, hoping to prevent Haven from drinking her dinner. “I won’t eat it all. The heat messes with my appetite.”

			Haven waved a hand in indifference. “Sounds great.”

			Pru watched Trent return to the kitchen and caught sight of Sophia, who’d just walked in. Sophia waved and started toward the table. Pru’s stomach flipped despite the fact that she’d seen her just a few hours ago.

			“Who’s that?” Haven leaned forward, whispering loudly.

			Pru turned to her and raised an eyebrow. “Stop it.”

			Haven was like a shark sensing blood in the water when it came to beautiful women, and Pru hated it. She loved her friend, but she knew about Haven’s predatory habits with women. She wouldn’t wish Haven on any woman but especially not Sophia.

			“What?” Haven exuded false innocence.

			“You know exactly what I mean.” Pru rolled her eyes at her and turned to Sophia

			“Fancy meeting you here,” Sophia said.

			Sophia’s smile made her body produce sensations she couldn’t explain. Earlier in the day, she’d been pleased to see her and to spend a few unexpected moments with her, and she’d even mulled over how they seemed to click, but these feelings—the flutter of her stomach, the vibration in her chest, the heat all over—were definitely a progression she didn’t expect.

			She returned the smile and hoped her internal confusion didn’t show. “Yes. What a surprise.”

			Sophia looked around. “It’s within walking distance of my place. I’ve become a regular.”

			“Hi, I’m Haven.” Haven held her hand out. “I’ve met all of Pru’s friends. How have I not met you before?” She rested her chin on her other hand, splitting her attention between Pru and Sophia, her one-track mind transparent to Pru, who kicked her under the table.

			Sophia took Haven’s offered hand. Pru released an irritated sigh when Haven wrapped both hands around Sophia’s. A classic Haven move, usually followed by Haven leaning forward to sniff the air and compliment the woman on her perfume…whether she wore it or not.

			She glared at Haven, who lifted an eyebrow before having the manners to let go of Sophia’s hand. “Sophia, this is Haven. Sophia just moved here from Texas.”

			“Texas, huh?” Haven openly leered. “The Lone Star State produces some beautiful women.” Pru kicked Haven again, who only smiled. “I hope you’re enjoying Ft. Devlin.” Haven leaned back, casually resting her elbow on the back of her chair. She dropped her chin and favored Sophia with a smile that, thankfully, wasn’t as much of a leer.

			Many women seemed to find Haven’s confidence attractive. Right now, Pru found it tiresome.

			Sophia didn’t appear fazed. “I am. So far, I’ve met a lot of nice people.”

			The way Sophia’s eyes swept toward Pru as she spoke made a flare of pleasure erupt in her stomach. She barely heard Haven invite Sophia to join them. Then a conflict raged within Pru. She was there with Haven, but she wanted to spend more time with Sophia and definitely not both of them together.

			Sophia glanced at Pru as if to check to see if it was okay, and Pru nudged the chair across the table from Haven as an invitation, wondering if it was a good idea. She wanted her out of reach because as much as she loved Haven’s friendship now, no one deserved to be thrown into her web without their full knowledge, consideration, and consent.

			Sophia sat, and Pru’s shoulders tensed. “I’m glad I ran into you. I don’t know many people here yet.”

			“Glad to be of service,” Haven said, leaning forward, tracing the wood grain on the table and looking up with her patented sultry gaze. “Sophia as in Sophia Loren? You definitely have the classic bombshell thing going on. What brings you to Ft. Devlin?”

			Pru nearly groaned at Haven’s ridiculous lines, wishing she’d found a way to warn Sophia away. But Sophia didn’t seem to be bothered by the gross advances. She simply smiled. “You heard right. It’s Sophia. I came here for a job.”

			Pru wondered if Sophia might actually be enjoying the attention. A more intense irritation shot through her, this time at Sophia.

			Haven sipped her beer. “Oh yeah? What do you do?”

			“I work at Willie’s garage.”

			“Did he finally hire an accountant?”

			“I’m a mechanic.”

			Haven’s brow furrowed, and she took another sip.

			Pru relaxed when she witnessed Haven’s interest evaporate. She should have expected it. Haven’s intellectual snobbery prevented her from slumming with non-academic or professional types, no matter how attractive they were. Haven had said they weren’t worth her time more than once. The only reason Haven had ever dated Pru, with her mere master’s degree in elementary education, was because they’d met before Haven had gotten a doctorate. Afterward, Pru’s masters in educational leadership and European literature hadn’t been enough. Her disdain for the less educated became the primary reason they’d ended their romantic relationship several years earlier, which had been fine by Pru. Seeing Haven a couple of times a year was enough.

			“How do you like working with Willie?” Pru asked, hoping to make up for Haven’s chilly demeanor. “He’s quite a character, isn’t he?”

			Sophia grinned. “He really is. I’m used to a bigger crew, but it’s just Willie and me and a couple of part-timers. He doesn’t hover. That’s a plus. I think I’ll like it better after I get used to the flow.”

			Trent came and took Sophia’s order. As he talked about the beer he’d recently bottled, it occurred to Pru that her emotion felt too much like jealousy, and she wasn’t in a position to be jealous, wasn’t even sure she wanted to be in a position to be jealous.

			Haven sipped her drink and studied Sophia, probably trying to decide if a one-night stand would be worth lowering her intellectual standards, which pissed Pru off. When Trent headed back to the kitchen, Pru was trying to decide if she should ask for her dinner to go.

			“How long are you here for? It sounds like you move around a lot,” Haven said, scanning the room.

			Sophia spun her beer coaster. “I’m not sure. I don’t usually plan far ahead. I stay as long as I’m enjoying the work and while there’s a use for me.”

			“I’ll bet you—” Haven began, but Pru interrupted her.

			“How long do you typically stay in one place?” It hadn’t occurred to her that Sophia might leave soon, and it bothered her that it mattered so much.

			Sophia tilted her head. “It depends. The shortest I’ve stayed somewhere is six weeks.” She chewed her bottom lip, which Pru found sexy, another thing she didn’t want to think about.

			“Isn’t it hard to move so often?” Pru asked.

			“I have my fifth wheel. So all I need to do is hitch up my truck and take off.”

			“I mean, leaving friends and coworkers.”

			An unreadable expression settled on Sophia’s face. Something deep and unfathomable swam in her eyes. Sadness? Regret? Pru wished she hadn’t asked.

			Sophia rested her chin on her hand and cocked an eyebrow, dispatching a little of the sadness from her face, but her eyes still carried a trace of it. “It can be, but I get to meet all kinds of awesome people. And social media lets me keep connected with them.”

			“It sounds lonely to me,” Haven said.

			Sophia lifted one shoulder, spinning the beer coaster again. “Sometimes.”

			Trent dropped off their food, and Haven gathered her things, downing the rest of her beer as she shrugged the strap of her leather satchel onto her shoulder. “I’ve got a thing to get to. Nice meeting you, Sophia.” She stepped over to Pru, who was both surprised and relieved to see her go, and kissed her cheek. “Come to Claudia’s book club next week. We’ve missed you.”

			She didn’t give Pru time to reply before she left. Pru turned back to the table to say something to excuse Haven’s abrupt departure when Sophia snorted. “She’s your friend, but wow.” Sophia smiled and took a bite of her sandwich.

			Pru had a hard time hiding her gleeful smile. So she had picked up on all of Haven’s behavior from hot to cold to somewhere in between but didn’t seem bothered by it. Pru lost her compulsion to excuse her rude friend. Instead, she was happy—no, ecstatic—she got to spend more time alone with Sophia.

			And she had to admit, she had a big fat crush on her.

			Not that it mattered. Pru still didn’t know if Gavin was more her type. And even with the remote possibility that Sophia could be interested in her, the fact that Sophia could be gone soon took dating completely off the table. Pru resigned herself to friendship, which sounded like a perfectly good second option.

			Who could complain about having too many friends?

		


		
			Chapter Eleven

			Wednesday rolled around, and that weird sense of nostalgia washed over Sophia again when she arrived at the high school. It wasn’t a bad feeling. More like a blend of excitement and nervousness.

			Gavin met her at the entrance, got her signed in, and walked her across the quad. The shop building, with its cement block walls and corrugated steel roof, was an obvious addition to the big brick school. “You ready for your first day?”

			“As ready as I’ll ever be,” she said, hoping she sounded confident even as butterflies battered her stomach.

			The conversation she and Pru had at the reservoir rolled through her memory, the one where Pru had said she could be a positive role model for girls, although Pru always called them young women. Sophia liked the idea of being a positive role model, and here she was, doing it.

			Most of the chairs in the garage were full of kids eating lunch. A few glanced at her and Gavin as they walked in, but most continued to talk to one another or stare at their phones. One girl in the front row gaped as if shocked to see a woman in coveralls. To Sophia, it just reinforced the idea that the girls needed more examples of women in non-traditional roles.

			When Sophia stopped in front of the class, she was surprised to find that Gavin had already gone to the back of the room. They hadn’t discussed it, but she’d expected him to introduce her. She hadn’t been in a classroom in over a decade and a half.

			She cleared her throat to get their attention. The chatter didn’t stop. She took a deep breath and spoke loudly over the din of voices. “Hi, ladies and gentlemen.” She nodded at the only two boys in the room. “Welcome to Automobile Basics, or as I like to call it, How Not to Get Stranded in an Iffy Situation. I’m Sophia McGovern, and I’ll be your instructor.”

			Two dozen heads swiveled toward her. She noticed interest flare in the eyes of the ones who hadn’t paid attention when she’d walked in. The girl who had gaped appeared to be in shock now.

			“Where’s Mr. D? Isn’t this his class?” the girl asked.

			“He’s in the back, but I’ll be teaching.” She pointed to Gavin. To her delight, Pru now sat next to him. Pru nodded encouragingly, which helped steady her nerves. “As I said, my name is Sophia. I work at a garage called Willie’s, and I’m going to teach you about the basics of automotive maintenance.”

			With that, she launched into class by reviewing the schedule she’d planned with Gavin’s help and went over what to expect. She even promised a pizza party at the end of the semester for the students who showed up for every class, hoping it would keep everyone coming. After she passed around an attendance sheet, she showed them around the shop.

			The class went by quickly and more smoothly than she had even hoped.

			When she excused them, she let out a long breath and congratulated herself for not getting flustered, even with Pru watching. In fact, she drew comfort from having her and Gavin there. But nothing went awry, which gave her confidence without much worry going forward.

			As the kids filed from the shop, she congratulated herself on her successful first day and was about to join Gavin and Pru when one of the students approached her, the girl who had gaped in the beginning.

			“Um. Ms. Sophia? Do you have a sec?”

			“Sure. What’s up?”

			“I appreciate how you saved me from social death when I asked if motor oil was the same as vegetable oil.” She played with her hoop earring nervously. “So I just wanted to say thanks. Yeah, so, thanks.” She took a self-conscious step backward as if to leave but stopped as though she had something else to say.

			Sophia remembered how awkward she had been in school and tried not to laugh. “No problem, Hayden. That’s your name, right?”

			She reminded Sophia of herself at that age, sixteen or seventeen. Slightly shy, inquisitive, with confidence lurking behind her words and movements. The girl even bore a slight resemblance to her, with the same dark brown hair and brown eyes, except Hayden had a stylish short haircut.

			Hayden’s face lit up at the sound of her name, and she hitched the strap of her purse more securely onto her shoulder, shoving a hand into her back pocket. “Yeah. You remembered.”

			“I’m good with names, but it will take me a few weeks to remember twenty-five of them.”

			“I can imagine.” She bobbed her head. “Um. Can I ask you something?” She kept fidgeting with her earring.

			“Sure.”

			“Um, well.” She paused for several seconds, and Sophia wondered if she’d forgotten what she wanted to ask, but then she rattled off her question. “How did you figure out you wanted to do this?”

			Sophia was used to the curiosity. She hated that it was a thing, but here she was with the opportunity to normalize it. She decided to play it down, not hop up on a soapbox, and let Hayden do the work of understanding that women could do anything. “You mean volunteer to teach?”

			“Well, yeah.” She hitched her purse strap again. “But not just this. You know. Your career? Working on cars and stuff? Coming to Ft. Devlin to do it?”

			“Oh. I see.”

			“Not that I’m judging or anything. Just the opposite. I think it’s cool. Not many women do it. No offense, but I wouldn’t want to. Well, maybe as a hobby, but I’m going to be a therapist. I already lined up my school and scholarships and things. I’m going to CU Boulder.”

			“That’s great. You sound excited about it, which is wonderful.”

			“I am,” she said, twisting her hoop back and forth, causing her earlobe to stretch and bend. “I mean, I’m excited, yeah. I’ve wanted to be a therapist since forever. Did you want to be a mechanic since you were a kid?”

			Sophia stifled a laugh. “Not at all. I wanted to be a college professor. I even went to school for it. But I guess you could say being a mechanic is the family business, and sometimes, life doesn’t always go down the exact road you imagined.”

			She remembered the day she’d left her dreams behind, the day she’d packed a suitcase and slid behind the wheel of her car, barely an inch between it and her pregnant belly, and without saying good-bye to her parents or her brothers, she’d taken off for a cheap room on the other side of Chicago to figure out what she was going to do with her life.

			Hayden glanced at the door, breaking her train of thought. “That’s the bell,” she said. “You’ll be here next week?”

			Sophia mentally gathered herself and managed a grin. “Yep. Get ready for the fascinating world of tire pressure and inspecting brake pads.”

			“Cool. I’ll see you next week.” In the awkward way of teenagers, she backed up a couple of steps, turned, and left, nearly tripping over her own feet.

			Sophia put a hand over her mouth, remembering her own self-conscious adolescence, marveling at how quickly the years between then and now had become decades.

			“Hey, nice job up there, teacher lady,” Pru said.

			Sophia spun around to the voice that gave her goose bumps and came face-to-face with Pru’s bright smile. Between how good it felt to have successfully conducted her first class and Pru’s proximity, she came very close to impulsively hugging her, but Gavin was right there, and something held her back.

			“Yeah. You did great,” Gavin said, also smiling. “You two want to get together after work to celebrate? I’m buying.”

			“I can’t say no to that,” Sophia said.

			“As long as it’s at the Thumb, and I can bring Rosie,” Pru said.

			Feeling accomplished, yet a little numb about the sudden memories, Sophia followed them out of the shop.

		


		
			Chapter Twelve

			Gavin raised his pint glass and grinned. “To Sophia on her first class.”

			Sophia and Pru raised their glasses and tapped them against his. “It wasn’t as scary as I thought it would be,” Sophia said after a long sip. She licked the foam from her upper lip, and Pru found herself staring.

			“You could have fooled me. You were a pro up there today,” Gavin said.

			“I would have thought you taught all the time,” Pru said, examining the logo on her glass in an effort not to stare at Sophia’s mouth.

			Sophia shook her head, and her full, wavy hair reflected the ceiling lights. Pru hadn’t seen Sophia with her hair loose since the day they’d first met at the Thumb. She’d forgotten what a change it made in her appearance.

			“I’m terrified of public speaking,” Sophia said.

			Pru caught herself watching the locks of Sophia’s hair skim along her collarbone and barely picked up on what she said. “What? Oh. Yeah. Me, too. I’m surprised you have a hard time with it, though.”

			“I learned to hide it, but inside, I’m a bundle of nerves. But it’s me who’s surprised. You do it every day,” Sophia said.

			“Teaching is different. I know all the kids and what I’m teaching inside and out. It’s easy when you’re the expert.”

			“True. I think that’s what helped today. But right before I started speaking, I wondered what I’d do if they just ignored me. It’s stupid, but I had a flashback to high school and a moment of panic.”

			Pru had a hard time imagining anyone ignoring Sophia. She glanced at Gavin, who seemed just as incredulous. “What? Surely, you were one of the popular girls,” he said

			Sophia pulled a face, as if he’d called the sky yellow. “Not even close. I got teased endlessly.”

			“About what?” Pru asked, equally surprised.

			Sophia bit her lip and studied her glass, and for a minute, Pru thought she wouldn’t answer. When Sophia met her eyes, Pru saw a mix of emotions: sadness, fear, uncertainty. But Sophia sat up, and her expression changed to one of resolution.

			“It’s not interesting. It came down to me being confused about who I was. I also had a mouth on me, just like the rest of my family, and I wasn’t subtle about it. At an early age, I announced I was going to marry my best friend, Gwen. I guess my family considered it cute at five years old, but at eleven, not so much. My brothers started teasing me. Even Gwen got in on it. Instead of backing off, I felt the need to announce it to anyone who would listen. Kind of like challenging people. By the time I got to high school and realized how the social system worked, I’d already been labeled ‘Sophia the lez.’ I tried to fit in. I might have tried too hard, and I hid who I was, which made things worse in a different way. At least kids stopped teasing me, and my parents stopped trying to fix me with church camps.” She shifted in her seat, rotating her shoulders and looking anywhere but at Pru and Gavin. “We’ve all seen the movies, right?”

			The remembered pain radiated from her in thick waves. Pru might have figured things out later than her, but she related in some of those ways. If it had been just the two of them, she might have given her a hug. But Gavin was sitting right there, and she felt like she wasn’t responding appropriately, whatever appropriate might be.

			Gavin’s eyes flicked between them, and she knew what he was thinking. Probably the same thing she was. He’d been there through her own coming-out period. After the initial shock and six months of space, he’d always been supportive, but they didn’t talk about it often. She’d heard his buddies give him a hard time about it on occasion, but he’d never talked to her about it. She wondered how disappointed he was that Sophia was no longer a prospect. She felt a little guiltier about the crush she’d developed now that she knew there was—

			“Something tells me I may have shared too much.” Sophia kept her eyes glued to the glass she held in both hands.

			Pru was mortified that neither of them had responded.

			“No, I just—” Gavin began.

			“Oh, sorry. I didn’t know if—” Pru said at the same time. She waited for Gavin to finish, but he gestured for her to speak, probably thinking she was the natural one to do so. “Um. I…um…no. You definitely didn’t say too much. I was just thinking about how terrible it must have been for you.” She knew Gavin expected her to tell Sophia about herself, and she was tempted, but she didn’t for the same reason she couldn’t bring herself to touch Sophia in front of him. She filed her thoughts away in the folder of things to figure out later.

			“It wasn’t as bad as that.” Sophia continued to study her glass and tossed her hair back, setting her jaw. Despite the heavy topic, her beauty struck Pru hard.

			Gavin lifted his eyebrows at Pru. She felt she’d lost the comfortable window of telling Sophia she was gay, too, and if she blurted it out now, it would just sound awkward. Plus, with Gavin there, it just felt weird. She couldn’t go from never talking about it in front of him to a deep dive, especially in front of Sophia.

			She sat forward. “Sophia, high school is hard. Kids can be cruel. Siblings especially. I can imagine what you went through, and I’m sorry.”

			Sophia finally met her gaze with a forced smile. She glanced at Gavin, too, and seemed to relax when neither of them had a negative reaction. “Sorry I got weird. I’m usually pretty open about being a lesbian. Not that I was trying to hide it. I’d blame it on having spent six months in Texas, but Austin is pretty gay friendly. I’ve heard Colorado is, too.”

			Gavin took a sip of beer. “At least near the bigger cities and college towns.”

			Sophia relaxed even more. “One of the challenges of moving is to figure out if the new town is cool about it.” She laughed. “The funny thing is, those kids today gave me more anxiety than my move to Ft. Devlin.”

			Pru relaxed a little more, too. “They liked you. I could tell. I keep meaning to ask you what Hayden said after class today.”

			“She just wanted to ask me how I ended up becoming a mechanic.”

			“Ah. You two looked awfully serious there for a few minutes.” Pru made circles on the table with the condensation descending the side of her glass. “The poor girl has had a tough time. Her mom passed away just before school let out last spring. She had ALS, and it wasn’t easy toward the end.”

			Gavin cleared his throat. “A kid shouldn’t have to become their parent’s caretaker, but Hayden was a trooper.”

			“Wow. I can’t even imagine,” Sophia said. “But like I said, she just asked about how I’d decided to become a mechanic. She mentioned her plan to become a therapist.”

			Pru smiled. “She’s talked about being a therapist since I had her in Freshman Lit. She’s a planner, maintaining control over something when the rest of her life is out of control.”

			“Sounds like you’re the therapist,” Gavin said.

			“It might have helped me deal with you better all these years.” She punched his arm.

			“Hey, anyone at this table interested in joining the cornhole tournament?” Trent paused behind Gavin, his hopeful gaze sweeping the table.

			Gavin craned his neck. “Why? So we can get our butts kicked by Ron and Hip? Count me out.”

			Trent dropped his head and shook it. “Yeah, no one wants to play because they always win. I can’t tell them not to play. They spend a lot of money here and bring in business to watch the games. I’m kind of stuck.”

			“How does the tournament work?” Sophia asked.

			“Registration is twenty dollars a person. Each team keeps playing until they lose two games and are bumped out. The last team standing takes the purse.”

			“Why don’t you split the purse to the top three teams? That way, Ron and Hip still get to play and even win first place, but more people get to win,” Sophia suggested.

			Trent considered the idea for a moment and broke into a wide grin. “It might work. Let me go pass it by the regulars and let them have a say. I can’t go changing the rules without making sure everyone is good.”

			Trent returned to the bar where Ron and Hip and some of the other regular players stood.

			“Do you play?” Gavin asked Sophia.

			She shook her head. “I played a lot of sports in school, though.”

			“Why don’t you and Pru play, and I’ll watch,” he suggested.

			“Don’t you want to?” Pru asked.

			He finished his beer and shook his head. “I have to leave as soon as we finish dinner.”

			Trent returned quickly. “Good news. The rest of the teams are cool with the new rules, especially if it means more teams will play. Now, if you guys make a team, we’ll have a full roster for tonight.”

			Sophia hesitated, and as far as Pru was concerned, it was up to her. She wanted to spend more time with her, but it was also a school night.

			Willie approached their table and pressed some cash into Trent’s hand. “I’m paying for this team, too. With the new rules, I finally have a chance to win something. Second or third is still in the money.”

			“I guess we’re playing, huh?” Sophia raised her eyebrows at Pru. “I hope you’re good because you’ll be carrying our team.”

			The tournament started in fifteen minutes, which gave them time to finish their dinner, and for Pru and Sophia to order another round of drinks. Two beers on a school night wasn’t Pru’s normal style, but she didn’t have any grading to do yet, and it helped loosen her up before the game. She didn’t want to let Sophia down.

			“The secret is all in the extension and flick of the wrist.” Gavin explained the rules and described a little of his throwing technique. Sophia’s first toss came up comically short, and she laughed, which made Pru laugh, too.

			She turned to Pru with an eyebrow raised. “Are you laughing at me?”

			“I’m laughing with you. Big difference.”

			“As long as you aren’t laughing at me.” Sophia managed a serious expression. “Let’s try this again.” She executed her second toss much better, and it landed on the bottom edge of the platform. Still not near the hole but much closer.

			Gavin clapped and then dropped cash on the table to pay for their meals since he’d said he was buying. “Great toss. Just a little more juice on the next one, and you’ll be in the hole.”

			Pru coughed to cover her reaction to Gavin’s comment, glad he’d already turned to leave and didn’t see.

			Sophia gave her a look from over her shoulder. “You were making fun of me again.” The sparkle in her eyes belied her stern expression.

			“I wasn’t. I swear.” Pru couldn’t admit that her mind had taken a dive into the gutter. They didn’t know each other well enough.

			Sophia returned her focus to the far platform and tossed her third bag. It hit with a thump just in front of the hole, and momentum made it slide right in.

			“Do we have ourselves a sandbagger?” Willie asked. He lifted his fist toward Sophia for a bump.

			She returned it and winked at Pru. “Beginner’s luck. And maybe a little help from my softball pitching days. I think I might like this game.” She offered Pru a bag. “Do you want to take a few practice throws?”

			Pru shook her head. “I don’t want to waste my good throws on practice.”

			“You’re that good, huh?” Sophia asked.

			“I’m that inconsistent. Sometimes I hit the hole more often than not. Other times, I leave them hanging on the edge over and over again.”

			“Sounds good to me,” Sophia said, tossing the bag in the air and catching it. The way Sophia gave her the side-eye made her wonder if they were still talking about the game. Thankfully, Trent called the players together, saving Pru the awkwardness of trying to respond.

			“Ready to kick some cornhole ass?” asked Sophia, lifting both of her hands above her head for a double high-five.

			Pru ignored her lascivious thoughts and slapped Sophia’s hands. The motion positioned them face-to-face, and as their hands met, a charge raced down Pru’s arms and through her body, as if someone had pulled a Leyden jar down over her. She stood still, mesmerized by the sensual tingle behind her knees, watching the brown irises in Sophia’s eyes swirl with golden flecks.

			“Who’s going first?” Sophia asked.

			She watched Sophia’s full lips, a peek of her pink tongue causing the tingles behind Pru’s knees to gather and rush back up her legs to—

			“Should I?” Sophia asked. Sophia’s lips stretched into a smile, her white teeth coming together to hide that tongue.

			Confused, Pru looked away and realized she was still standing in front of Sophia, holding their hands above their heads.

			“I’ll go first,” Pru said, stepping back and scooping up three bean bags, surprised her voice sounded normal. “Hey, do you like to ride horses?”

		


		
			Chapter Thirteen

			To say the garage was busy would have been an understatement.

			On her second weekend, Sophia could already tell Saturdays would be chaotic, at least in terms of the mad rush of customers during the first four hours, which Willie set aside for first-come-first-served minor work. She loved the idea. People often didn’t have the option to take time off during the week to get their car in for simple services. He had a group of high school kids doing the basic stuff, such as oil changes and tire repairs, leaving the more advanced work to the certified mechanics, the kind of work Sophia preferred.

			She had her head and shoulders deep inside an F-350 dually, finishing up the replacement of a rocker arm, when she sensed someone next to her. Having replaced all the fuel lines, she’d been at the job for a few hours, so she ignored the visitor until the last parts were installed. When she peeked up, she found Willie watching attentively.

			He nodded at her work. “You did great with the torque. It’s clear you’ve done this a few times.”

			She wiped the area clean and gathered her tools. “We got a lot of power stroke diesels down in Austin. I had a few smoky messes before I figured out the process to get the torque right. Now it’s second nature.”

			He removed the ever-present toothpick from his mouth and clicked his tongue. “I’m damn lucky to have you.”

			She enjoyed the praise, pushed herself up and dropped to the floor, ignoring the numbness in her legs, which had been dangling over the front grill for the better part of three hours. She wiped the sweat off her neck and the grease from her hands on the rag from her back pocket. “I was the lowest in seniority at Ricky’s, so I got a lot of practice with the dirty jobs.”

			He patted her shoulder. “You’ve been at this for a while. Why don’t you take your lunch break?”

			Her stomach rumbled loudly as she took another swipe at the grease. “I think I will. I’ll be in my trailer if you need me.”

			“Oh, by the way, a girl who says she takes your class came by for an oil change and asked for you. I told her you were working on other things. She said she’d come back another time.”

			“Did she tell you her name?”

			He scratched his beard. “Hailey or something. Soft-spoken kid. I can’t hear for shit. Too much loud music.” He held his hand at about nose height. “About yay tall. Short brown hair. Brown eyes. They all look the same to me these days.”

			Sophia cocked her head. “Hayden?”

			“Sounds right.”

			Grinning about one of the students looking her up, she headed for her trailer. When she opened the door, the air-conditioned chill was wonderful compared to the heat in the garage. Sammy danced around her legs for a few quick scratches before she bounded into the yard. Sophia thought about the dog run she wanted to put up on the side of the trailer as she watched to make sure Sammy didn’t explore too far. She didn’t have to wait long, though. Sammy did her business and was back quickly. Sophia didn’t blame her. The day was a scorcher, something she thought she’d left back in Texas.

			Shivering as the air-conditioning chilled her sweat-soaked coveralls, she unzipped the top and pulled it down to expose her white tank top and stared at the shelves in the nearly empty refrigerator before switching to the equally empty cupboards. A run to the grocery store was in order. She hadn’t gotten around to it since she’d arrived three weeks earlier. Left with few options, she ended up making a peanut butter and jelly sandwich, stirring some peanut butter into Sammy’s kibble to give her a little treat, too. She laughed when the excited dog wolfed it down in less time than it took for Sophia to make it.

			Taking her sandwich and a glass of water to the little kitchen table, she stretched her legs along the upholstered bench, propping herself up against the wall, and debated kicking off her boots for a few minutes. But she knew how that would go. She’d get comfortable and decide to take a power nap, except power naps didn’t work for her. She needed a solid hour or more of sleep, even for a nap; otherwise, she awoke groggy and cranky, pretty much erasing the whole intention of taking a nap in the first place.

			Instead, she ate her sandwich and thought about how flattering it was that Hayden had come to see her at work. She looked forward to the next class. She’d never done anything like it, so she hadn’t been sure what to expect, maybe a bunch of motorhead guys with a lot of attitude. Instead, it was mostly girls, and they were eager, if a little timid, to learn how to maintain their automobiles.

			Taking a bite, she remembered when she’d lowered herself onto the creeper dolly and rolled under a car to drain a bit of oil before showing the class how to check and top it off. She’d heard one of the girls say, “Hot. I can’t even imagine my mom sliding under a car like that.”

			Out of sight, Sophia had chuckled. And sitting at her table, she uttered another short laugh.

			As the only woman in a garage, something like that would normally piss her off. She’d lost track of the number of times crude comments excused away as thinly veiled jokes or commentary about her career had been aimed at her over the years, sometimes by women. Whether the comments were meant to embarrass, objectify, or just plain mock her, she’d always taken it as an opportunity to show the person who’d said it that she was a damn good mechanic by doing the job better than anyone else.

			But in class, she’d taken the comment as a compliment and not at all objectifying. In fact, she’d been flattered. Being compared to a mother had taken her off guard, though. She’d never thought of herself as being old enough to have a high school-age kid. But in actuality, she was old enough to be their mother. When she’d recounted the comment during the cornhole tournament at the Thumb, Pru had told her it was probably the best compliment she’d ever get from a high schooler. She had to shake her head. It would have been a completely different story if the comment had come from a class full of boys.

			Ironically, she’d chosen to become a mechanic because she’d thought it would be an easier path for her.

			It made her think about Hayden again. The details Pru had shared about her mother dying were heartbreaking. Sophia couldn’t imagine dealing with something so intense during high school…or any other time, actually. But high school would be especially brutal, a time when things were changing quickly, everything was already confusing, and kids were just trying to figure out who they wanted to be when they grew up.

			Sophia took a moment to be grateful for her childhood, before bigger responsibilities and difficult decisions had crept into her life. Aside from the religion, her folks had good intentions and were mostly awesome parents. They’d supported her and her brothers and had raised them to be confident. She hadn’t seen her parents in two years, though, and didn’t call them as much as she should. Same with her two brothers. It seemed the longer she kept moving, the more distance she put between her and her family, both figuratively and literally. She needed to call them. They didn’t know she’d moved to Colorado.

			Her pensive thoughts should have ended when she acknowledged the need to call home. But instead of scheduling a time to do it, she let her thoughts continue down the path to the period of her life right before she’d moved from her hometown of Chicago, when she’d first started her “wandering ways,” as her father gently liked to refer to her incessant moving.

			While her younger childhood had been idyllic in many ways, that point in her life wasn’t even close to perfect, and she’d tried her best to block it from her memories. Her minimal therapy had told her that locking away thoughts about her pregnancy and the subsequent adoption wouldn’t make it go away, but she also knew remembering it wasn’t going to make it any different than it was. She didn’t need to dwell on things she couldn’t change. She’d already forgiven her parents for browbeating her into doing what they thought best. And ultimately, it had been for the best, if nothing more than to preserve her relationship with them. But it didn’t make it easier then, and it wasn’t easy to think about now. And just before she locked it away again, the inevitable painful question echoed through her mind: how different would her life have been if she’d made a different decision?

			She ran her hands down her face. It didn’t matter one way or the other. She couldn’t change her past.

			Sammy nosed her hand where she gripped the light canvas of her coveralls. It took her a second to realize she was still in her trailer, and Sammy, good girl that she was, had sensed her turmoil and had grounded her. It had been so long since she’d needed it. She blew out a breath and looked around. It had only been a moment, but it felt like she’d been trapped in her thoughts for much longer than that.

			Although she’d been hungry when she’d started her lunch break, she realized she’d hardly eaten any of her sandwich, and she was no longer interested. Knowing she needed fuel to go back to work, she forced herself to eat, barely tasting the crunchy peanut butter and strawberry jelly and trying to move her thoughts toward safer subjects.

			Her phone vibrated on the table, and the knot in her stomach released at the text from Pru asking if they were still on for riding horses after work. She smiled as she texted back that she was looking forward to seeing her.

			Sammy grunted contentedly as she sprawled out on the floor.

		


		
			Chapter Fourteen

			Pru dumped the odiferous wheelbarrow load onto the muck heap, jumping back when some of it rolled toward her feet. Her barn boots and mucking coveralls would protect her, but she didn’t want the pervasive aroma of manure that hung over the property to be stuck to her more than it already was. A glance toward the east still showed no trace of a dust plume above the long driveway leading up to the farm. She checked her watch again. Five thirty. Sophia wasn’t due for another fifteen minutes or so, but the closer it got to the time they’d agreed on, the more butterflies took flight in her stomach. She shook the last bits of manure out of the wheelbarrow and turned it back toward the barn.

			Pru’s parents employed a few hired hands who usually took care of mucking the horse stalls, but she liked to take care of Lola and Windchime’s stalls when she could. Both horses were hers, but Windchime didn’t own her heart like Lola did. Since he was a riding horse, her parents used him for lessons and other things around the ranch, so he’d become more independent. Lola had never been broken, so she didn’t get as much interaction, and their bond was tighter.

			She stored the wheelbarrow just inside the big sliding doors she’d left open to air out the building. A few of the barn cats followed her around until she tossed them the treats they were begging for from the stash near the door. The guys had already turned most of the horses out to the tall grass in the huge open field for evening grazing. This left the barn shadowy and quiet as she wandered along the outside perimeter of the indoor riding area. Windchime and Rango, already saddled and ready to go, tossed their heads in their stalls as she passed.

			She stopped and fed them each a piece of carrot. “Just a few more minutes, guys.”

			The tack room was as neat as always when she went in to trade her muck boots for riding boots. She was proud of her parents’ barn. It was the biggest equestrian center in Ft. Devlin. Not a bad setup as a side business for her physician mother and veterinarian father.

			After she changed into her riding gear, she stepped out of the barn just as Sophia pulled up in her big red truck. The butterflies in her stomach rose to a fever pitch when Sophia jumped out and walked toward her.

			No woman should look so good in a pair of jeans and a T-shirt. “Are you wearing cowboy boots?” she asked as Sophia came to a stop in front of her.

			Sophia raised one of her feet, showing off a nice pair of Ropers. “I bought them in Oklahoma a couple of years ago to go to a rodeo and haven’t worn them since. I thought it would be appropriate today.”

			Pru admired them. “Aren’t they the mandated footwear of the Lone Star State?”

			Sophia laughed, making Pru happy. “The only boots I wore in Austin were my work boots. I didn’t get out of the city much. I have to remind you, I’m a novice horse rider despite my current professional cowpoke appearance.”

			It was Pru’s turn to laugh. “Your work boots would have been fine, but I’m a sucker for a woman in cowboy boots, I have to admit.” The fire hit her cheeks as soon as she said it.

			Sophia stuck her thumbs in her belt loops and grinned, dispelling some of her embarrassment. “Happy to oblige, ma’am.”

			A sudden cacophony of animal voices sounded from just inside the arena. Sophia swiveled toward the sound, an alarmed look erasing her grin. “Are those babies screaming?”

			Pru was amused when Sophia’s hand wrapped tightly around her forearm. “It’s okay. It’s just Gertrude and her kids. Come on. I’ll show you.”

			She took Sophia to a stall in the back of the barn, and they peered over the wooden side. A large black and white goat with pendulous udders stood at a watering bowl, and her head whipped toward them, staring with weird, square-pupiled eyes. Two clones of her, only a fraction of the size, stood in a thick pile of straw in the back corner, bleating for their mother.

			“They were born last night,” Pru said. “My dad keeps them separated from the rest of the herd, which is near the barn. We keep them here for a couple of days before introducing the newborns to the others.”

			Sophia’s eyes were wide. “They’re tiny but so loud and already standing.”

			“Goats definitely have strong lungs, even when they’re only hours old. I’d let you go in and pet them, but Gertie’s a protective mama. She’ll butt you, and you don’t want bruises from a grumpy goat.”

			Sophia chuckled. “Yeah, I’ll pass.” Gertrude approached her kids, who renewed the volume of their bleating. Sophia shook her head. “I swear they sounded like human children. Now that I know they’re goats, it doesn’t sound human at all.”

			Gertie lay down next to her babies, and the bleating stopped as the sounds of suckling took over.

			“I guess farm sounds are weird until you get used to it.” Pru watched Sophia watching the goats, enjoying the wonder in her eyes. After several moments, she rested a hand on her shoulder. “Are you ready to ride some horses?”

			Sophia smiled. “Lead the way.”

			“First, I will introduce you to my one true love. I mean, besides Rosie. But if Lola were smaller and house-trained, it would be a serious toss-up.” Pru led her to the other side of the arena, grabbing a canvas bag on the way, and stepped up on one of the metal rails of the pasture gate, where she issued a loud whistle.

			Sophia stopped in mid-stride. “You just did that. You didn’t use your fingers to do it, you just whistled, and that huge sound came out of you.”

			Pru looked over her shoulder at her. “How do you whistle?”

			Sophia shook her head. “Not like that.” She stepped up to the gate. “That was just seriously impressive.”

			A white horse with a flowing black mane and long black tail ran from the pasture, slowing to a trot and then to a walk as it approached. Pru held out her hand, and Lola nuzzled her open palm. Her nose was unbelievably soft, and she moved her lips gently against Pru’s fingers. When Pru leaned her head, Lola nuzzled the side of her face, and she wrapped her arms around the horse’s neck in a big hug, scratching her neck.

			“This is Lola,” Pru said, pulling back but still stroking.

			Sophia tentatively petted Lola’s forehead, and she patiently accepted the touch, watching with her lake blue eyes. “She’s gorgeous.”

			“Isn’t she?” Pru took Sophia’s hand and guided it to a spot right behind Lola’s ear where she liked to be scratched. Lola leaned in with a snort and a grunt.

			Sophia turned to Pru with a delighted grin. “She reminds me of Sammy when I rub her ears. Even with the little noises.”

			“Wanna see something funny?”

			“Absolutely.”

			“Who wants an apple?” Pru asked.

			Lola raised her head and stepped back, walking in an excited circle, lifting her front knees high with every step and tossing her head.

			“She’s like a great big dog,” Sophia said.

			“She loves her some apples.” Pru took one from the bag and gave it to Lola, who ate it in a few noisy crunches. She then excitedly shook her enormous head before she nuzzled Pru’s hand again.

			“It’s obvious she loves you,” Sophia said.

			“She adopted me seven years ago. We’ve been kind of bonded since then.”

			“She adopted you?”

			“I attended the stock show with my folks and found her in the auction pen, so gentle and beautiful. And young at only three years old. The rancher said she would never be a riding horse due to an injury. She hadn’t sold at the last two auctions, and I felt sorry for her, worried about what would happen if she didn’t get sold. I hung out with her while my parents wandered around the show. By the time they came back, I’d decided I would buy her. But when I contacted the rancher, he said he’d already sold her. I was heartbroken but glad someone wanted her. The next weekend, I came out here for Sunday dinner, and Lola came running up to me from the pasture. My parents had secretly bought her to surprise me. I cried like a baby. Her next trip would have been to the rendering factory.”

			“And you somehow fixed her injury and made her into a riding horse?” Sophia asked.

			Pru kissed Lola’s nose. “No. Her back isn’t strong enough. Maybe for a small kid or something, but she’s never been broken. We just hang out. She knows all my secrets.”

			Sophia scratched the spot behind Lola’s ear. “That’s a sweet story. You’re lucky to have each other.”

			Pru liked that. “You’re good people,” she said.

			“Why do you say that?”

			“Lots of reasons but right now, it’s because I like how you are with animals.”

			“Animals are better than most people.” Sophia jumped from the gate and looked around. “This is quite the spread.”

			“My parents started it as a small boarding operation, and they’ve grown it into a full equestrian center.”

			“It’s gorgeous.” Sophia lifted her arms. “And the mountains are right there. I mean, you could walk to them.”

			Pru couldn’t think of anywhere she’d rather live, but appreciation swelled within her to be reminded of it. She gave Lola another apple. “We’re good to go when you’re ready. I’ve saddled the horses, and they’re waiting in the arena.”

			Sophia rubbed her hands together. “Let’s do it.” They went back into the arena, and Windchime reared when they approached his stall. Sophia backed up a couple of steps. “That’s a huge horse.”

			Pru laughed. “His name is Windchime, and I’ll be riding him. The handsome guy in the stall next to him is Rango. He’s quite the gentleman. He’s great with riders who haven’t ridden often.”

			Pru left Windchime in his stall and led Rango into the riding ring and up to a mounting platform while Sophia followed. Pru could usually guess how well a person would do with the horses by the way they mounted. If they were timid and clumsy, chances were, they would be uncomfortable in the saddle, too. If they were decisive in their actions, such as intuitively understanding how to hold the reins and how to put their foot in the stirrup and swing their leg over the saddle, the odds were, they would be confident. All of this would affect the horse, who could sense nervousness from a mile away. Rango was one of their most patient and relaxed horses, so she wasn’t worried about Sophia’s skills or confidence, but it was always good to get a read on a rider to determine how far from the barn to take them.

			Sophia took a moment to pet Rango, which pleased Pru. He would have stood calmly if she’d tried to mount him without getting to know him, but connecting with him first told her she would be a more intuitive rider.

			Pru took an apple from the feedbag to give to Sophia. Rango zeroed in on it and tried to get it. Even he had his faults, and gluttony was one of them. She held the apple out of view, but he still looked.

			“Rango. Don’t be impolite,” she said.

			He snorted and shook his huge head good-naturedly. Pru moved closer and used her body to block his view of her handing Sophia the apple. It forced her to stand closer to Sophia than she would normally.

			“You smell good,” she said before she caught herself. Her cheeks flamed as soon as she said it, and she tried to step back, but Rango moved in, sniffing out the apple, forcing her to step closer instead.

			Sophia raised an eyebrow and flashed a crooked smile. “I usually bathe after a day of engine diving.”

			“Whatever you use is nice.” Pru couldn’t look away, reminding her of the awkward high-five at the Thumb.

			“Thanks.”

			Pru could have stood there all afternoon staring into her eyes, and when Sophia didn’t make a move to put space between them, the butterflies in her stomach fluttered with a renewed vigor.

			Another nudge from behind forced Pru to grasp Sophia’s biceps to keep steady. Their bodies collided, and Pru registered the absolutely glorious sensation of Sophia’s softness against her before the horse’s insistence became more than a little annoying, and she reluctantly pulled back to push Rango’s enormous head away.

			“Rango, you’re being rude.” She thrust the apple into Sophia’s hand and stepped to the side. “Give him this. He’ll love you forever.”

			Sophia’s eyes sparkled with amusement as she took the apple. Rango, as insistent as he’d been to sniff out the apple, gently took it from her hand.

			Sophia giggled. “His lips are like velvet. It tickles.” She wiped her hand on her shirt. “And if you tell anyone I giggled, I might have to…well, I’m not sure what I’ll do, but it won’t be pretty.”

			Disconcerted by the myriad of emotions swirling within her, Pru busied herself by moving Rango closer to the mounting platform, but she couldn’t help a small laugh. “Your giggles are our secret. I promise.”

			“I guess I should try to get up on this guy, then, huh?” Sophia swung herself up onto the platform without using the stairs and stood next to Rango, who’d pressed closer to the wooden structure, fully versed on the process. Sophia seated her left foot in the stirrup, held on to the saddle horn, and swung her right leg over the saddle, seating herself easily and gathering up the reins. Aside from taking the reins after being seated instead of before, she looked like a pro.

			“Are you sure this is your first time on a horse?”

			“Not exactly my first, but it might as well be. However, I have seen The Three Amigos at least thirty times. I figure it pretty much makes me an expert, right?”

			“I’ve never seen it, but it does appear you have the mounting part down.” Pru showed her how to hold the reins and held Rango’s bridle while she walked them around the riding ring. “How does it feel?”

			“Good. But we’ll have to fix the hole in your life where The Three Amigos is missing.”

			“I guess we’ll have to.” Pru gave her a smile. “Why don’t you take a lap on your own, and I’ll get Windchime?”

			Pru kept her eye on them as she brought Windchime around and climbed into the saddle, thinking Sophia executed impressive control of Rango by pulling back on the reins to stop him, along with a confident “Whoa.” She was a little aggressive with the reins, but Rango didn’t usually mind, so she decided not to mention it.

			“You’re a natural.” Pru pulled up next to her and gently pulled back on her reins, stopping Windchime.

			Sophia watched intently. “You didn’t say whoa.”

			“Pulling gently back is good enough unless the horse is excited, and then you might need to vocalize and pull back a little harder.”

			“Ah.” Sophia reached down and patted Rango’s neck. “Sorry, dude. I’ll be a little gentler with you.”

			“You’re doing great. Just hold the reins with a little give, but not too much. Otherwise, he’ll go where he wants to go instead of where you want to go.”

			Sophia adjusted the leather straps. “Got it.”

			“Want to stay in here? Or would you like to take a ride down to the river?”

			Sophia considered it. “I think the river would be nice.”

			Pru grinned. She liked the idea of introducing Sophia to one of her favorite places. “I like your answer.”

			Impressed with Sophia’s sense of adventure, Pru clicked her tongue and led them from the arena, jumping off Windchime to open the gate and close it after they entered the pasture. In minutes, they were riding across the expanse of tall, yellow grass toward the river flowing through the middle of the property. A few of the horses munching on their evening hay came to check them out and get the few carrots Pru had brought along for that purpose. Windchime got a little annoyed and reared once, but Pru quickly reined him in. One of two black and white paints, excited by Windchime’s display, tried to mount the other, but the other kicked them away. Lola the peacekeeper made her rounds, making sure everyone was okay. Thankfully, Rango waited patiently for his carrot, and Sophia didn’t need to deal with a misbehaving horse. Sophia would probably do okay with it, but Pru didn’t want a scare to put her off riding horses in the future.

			Everyone settled down once the carrots were gone, and they started toward the river. Lola fell into step, close to Pru and Windchime, while the other horses returned to their dinner.

			“Are you going to have some baby black and white horses come springtime, courtesy of the pair who decided to get it on in front of us?” Sophia asked.

			Pru snorted. “Considering they’re both females, that’s a big negative. Aspen’s show of dominance over her sister, Calista, is just a herd thing. She’s shaping up to become the dominant mare already. I’m not sure if my parents will breed them this year. They’re a little young.”

			“First, ew. And second, you’re like a real cowgirl, aren’t you? Like a real expert on all this horse stuff. And don’t get me started on how you just casually sat there when Windchime tried to buck you off.”

			The horses’ hooves struck a steady beat on the solid dirt as they rode. “I’ve been around horses my entire life. Windchime wasn’t trying to throw me. He’s got a lot of spirit. He’d love it if I opened up the reins and let him run. Much like a puppy. He’ll let you run him all day long. He loves the exercise.” He tossed his head as if agreeing. She gave him a good pat, and he did it again. If it were just the two of them, they’d be flying across the pasture by now.

			Sophia gave her own mount a pat, too. “Does Rango like to run?”

			“Oh yeah. He’s still young. Not as spirited as Windchime, but he likes to feel the wind in his mane.”

			“Do you think we could, then?”

			Pru tilted her head, impressed. Normally, she wouldn’t take such an inexperienced rider on a run the first time out. But Sophia seemed like a natural. Maybe a quick trot or even an easy gallop would be okay. With her boots, there wasn’t a danger of her foot sliding through the stirrup.

			Pru stopped, and Sophia came to a stop beside her. “Okay. Just a couple of things. Keep a good hold of the reins. Not tight but don’t drop them. Next, hold on with your thighs, but let your legs be the shock absorbers, not your butt.” Pru gestured to show how the back of the horse would move. “Imagine you’re in a pickup going down a dirt road. If you just sit in the seat and tighten your legs, you’ll bounce around in the saddle. You’ll be whipped every which way, and your butt will hate you. If you kind of push down in the stirrups and sort of stabilize yourself with your thighs, your butt won’t get thumped so much, and you’ll cushion the jostling.”

			Sophia rolled her shoulders and shifted. “Okay.” Her eyebrows knitted, and Pru could tell the instructions were committed to memory. “My legs are the shock absorbers. Got it.”

			“Oh, and lean forward and grab the saddle horn if you start to lean. Rango will sense your discomfort and slow. You can also pull straight back on the reins to make him stop. He always does. He’s a good horse.”

			Sophia’s eyebrows unknit, and she shifted into a more comfortable stance. Hearing Rango was trained to sense a nervous rider made most riders more comfortable. “Let’s try it, then.”

			“Loosen your reins by leaning forward, and squeeze your legs together a little bit.”

			Sophia leaned forward, and Rango lowered his head but didn’t move. “Like this? Do I say anything?” She watched Pru intently.

			“Just do those three things: lean forward, loosen the reins, and gently squeeze with your legs. You can give him a little kick, too, if you want. Not a hard one, more of a nudge. Just firm enough to be clear.”

			Sophia leaned forward again, but this time held the reins over his withers when she squeezed. Rango lowered his head and started to move. He always had a smooth transition from walk to trot to gallop, and after a couple of rough bounces, Sophia began to rock in sync with the motion.

			Pru was impressed. Really impressed. “Windchime. Lola. Let’s go.” she said, leaning forward and giving Windchime a gentle kick. He and Lola surged forward, and they easily caught up.

			“Woo-hoo!” Sophia called, taking a quick glance when they pulled alongside her. Her face exuded radiance, and Pru knew exactly how she felt. Pru squeezed her thighs, and Windchime sped forward, racing across the pasture. Lola stayed close like she always did, just off Windchime’s right flank. When they neared the trees along the river, Pru slowed, prepared to loop back to Sophia, but she was surprised to find Sophia right behind her, slowing, too, with Sophia looking jubilant and breathing hard. When everyone came to a stop, Lola whinnied and gave Rango a kiss.

			Pru’s attention remained on Sophia. “You’re sure you haven’t ridden more than a couple of times before?”

			Sophia pushed her wind tussled hair back. “One-hundred-percent.”

			“You’re a natural. Rango is an easy ride, but he doesn’t usually go all out for anyone except people he’s used to. He trusts you.”

			“I trust him, too.”

			Pru shook her head with a smile and turned toward the river trail, and they rode for a few hundred yards, this time at a meandering walk, thankful for the cool shade of the trees. It was a couple of hours from sunset, and the heat wave still hadn’t broken. They rode without talking until they reached Pru’s favorite place. She told Sophia how she’d discovered it as a child, spending countless hours there. She called it Winston’s Meadow after her first horse, who’d she’d been riding when she’d discovered it. It wasn’t really a meadow, more like a large patch of grass in the middle of several trees, with a big flat rock jutting over the river. A huge oak tree grew next to it, shading most of the rock from the late afternoon sun.

			“It’s beautiful,” Sophia said.

			“This is one of my favorite places in the world.” They dismounted, and Pru tried not to laugh when it took Sophia a few steps to get her land legs back but couldn’t help bursting into laughter when Sophia rubbed her thighs.

			“Who knew riding a horse could be such a workout?”

			“You’re going to be a little sore in lots of places you’re not used to.”

			“I sort of expected my butt to be. But the squeezing and shock absorbing thing is a real workout. My thighs are still burning.”

			“We’ll rest here awhile. I brought snacks if you’re hungry. There’s enough to ruin your dinner if you’re hungry now, but it’s light enough to tide us over if you have other plans.”

			They were next to the oak tree, and Pru showed Sophia how to loop the reins over Rango’s saddle horn to let the horses graze on the sweet grass near the river. Lola would keep them close by. When Sophia had compared Lola to a dog earlier, she hadn’t been kidding. She was like a shepherd with her horse friends.

			Pru took a blanket and a large sack from her saddlebag and handed Sophia the blanket, swinging the sack over her shoulder before leading them up the slight incline of Winston’s rock to the section that hung over the river.

			Sophia spread the blanket close to the edge and settled down, propping herself up with her arms behind her and her ankles crossed in front, looking out over the river, the epitome of relaxed. “I could definitely do a snack, but I hoped to persuade you to get something to eat with me after we finished riding,” she said.

			A little buzz tickled Pru’s stomach at the prospect of spending more time together. “I could be tempted to eat with you.”

			“I haven’t been here long enough to know many places. Do you have a favorite restaurant?”

			“You’ve already found my favorite place. The Thumb. But if you like variety, I know a few good places by the university.”

			Sophia smiled. “Let’s see what tempts us when we’re ready to go.”

			Pru placed the sack on the blanket, knelt, and pulled out containers of sliced cheese and meats, grapes, mixed berries, and crackers. Despite the heat, the food had remained cold thanks to the ice packs she’d stowed in the saddlebag. She also pulled out plates and two bottles of Trent’s new crème brulee stout with the bottle opener she’d nearly forgotten to pack. She plopped down, sitting cross-legged. She looked on as Sophia checked out the food.

			Sophia’s appreciative expression was a relief to Pru, who’d overthought the whole picnic, pacing in her kitchen, worrying it might be too suggestive, presumptive, basic…every negative possibility that could spin her around in circles. Finally, she’d just thrown it together, hoping for the best, reminding herself the afternoon wasn’t a date. They were just a couple of friends going on a horseback ride.

			Why did she feel so nervous, then? She tried to ignore the butterflies and opened the containers.

			Sophia popped the cap off one of the beers and handed it to Pru. A little foam began to spill from the top, and Pru hurriedly put it in her mouth. She licked her lips and laughed. “Must have shaken it up during the ride.”

			Sophia looked a little surprised when Pru caught her staring, but Sophia turned her attention toward opening the next beer, and Pru wasn’t sure what to make of the look. Whatever it was, it riled up her stomach again.

			Sophia sipped her beer. “This is great. Maybe we could go to a restaurant some other night. This is the perfect place for a light dinner.”

			A ripple of disappointment moved through Pru. She’d been thrilled at the prospect of extending the afternoon. However, the promise of getting to see her another night was exciting. Definitely something to look forward to. Besides, they could take their time with their picnic this evening and take a moonlight ride back to the arena. After the hot day, it would be amazing.

			“I brought enough. There are two more beers if you want more. I’ll think of places to take you next time, and you can pick.”

			“I’m sure whatever you pick will be fine. To be honest, I’m more interested in the company than I am about where we go.” Sophia sat forward. “But it would be a bonus if they have ice cream.”

			“How about we go get ice cream when we get back?” Pru suggested. “There’s a little shop a couple blocks from the high school that makes their own.”

			Sophia grinned. “Perfect.”

			They ate for a few minutes in the peaceful company of the grazing horses and the gently flowing river. The sun was still well above the mountains, but the shadows were getting longer, and the golden light of near sunset was all around them. Pru loved this time of year, when the days were still relatively long, and the magic of sunset hung in the air for a while each night.

			Sophia put a piece of cheese and salami on a cracker and handed it to Pru. “What were you going to do for dinner if I passed on this fabulous spread?”

			Pru brushed crumbs from her lap. “Probably just drop in on my mom and dad.”

			Sophia had been about to bite into a cracker. “I don’t want to mess up your plans with your parents. We can do ice cream another time if you want.”

			Pru waved. “They aren’t expecting me. Mom cooks for four every night, even if it’s just the two of them. She never learned to dial it back to two after my sister and I left home. They eat the leftovers for lunch the next day, or she brings me the extras.”

			“Are you sure? If you were looking forward to a home-cooked meal, I totally understand.”

			Pru loved how attuned to other people Sophia was. “My mother’s cooking is delicious, but how often do I get to hang out with a gorgeous new friend?” She immediately wanted to crawl under the rock. First at school on Monday and now, she felt her face glow red and continued to talk in hope that it would take any emphasis from her unintended declaration. “Um…I mean, you just moved here. You’re probably not completely settled in. I’ll bet you’re dying for a home-cooked meal. Would you be interested in eating dinner with my parents tonight?” In an attempt to cover the gorgeous blurt, the invitation just came out. Of course, they would be happy to have guests. Her mother would read into it, but Pru didn’t want to think about that right then.

			Sophia shook her head. “Oh, I couldn’t just show up. It’s one thing for you. You’re their kid, but it’s another thing if it’s a stranger.”

			“You’re not a stranger. My mother enjoyed talking to you at the barbeque.”

			Sophia shook her head again, but with a smile. “Maybe next time?”

			Pru eyed her. “Okay. You’re not used to living in a small town, are you?”

			Sophia gave Pru a sideways glance. “You say it like it’s a bad thing.”

			“Not at all. It’s something we small-town folks do, though, dropping in on folks without calling first and inviting them to a home-cooked dinner spur of the moment. It’s one of the things I love about living here.”

			Sophia seemed to think it over. “Maybe if an invitation comes from your mom. But not tonight. I like the idea of getting ice cream, though, if you’re up for it. You can even invite your parents.”

			“I’m always up for ice cream. But I’ll ask Mom and Dad to come next time. I just decided I want you all to myself this evening.” She popped a raspberry into her mouth and nearly choked on it.

			“Are you okay?” Sophia asked.

			Pru sat up and easily dislodged the berry but wondered why she kept saying things she’d normally keep to herself. She took a sip of beer and leaned back on her elbows. “I’m fine,” she said, clearing her throat one last time and once again searching for something to say to distract from her not-so-suaveness. “The idea of moving around a lot fascinates me.”

			“It’s not as exciting as you might think,” Sophia said, assembling another cracker and cheese.

			“For someone like me, who has never lived outside of the town I grew up in, anything is exciting.”

			Sophia grinned, and Pru noticed, not for the first time, how expressive her face was. For example, her eyes told Pru more than her smile, like how she didn’t seem comfortable talking about herself, and there was something painful about the subject of how often she moved. Pru liked that Sophia had depth that Pru wanted to explore. She liked a lot of things about her. But she didn’t like making her uncomfortable, so she tried to keep the conversation light.

			“I think I may have romanticized it a bit. The seeing new places, getting immersed in the community, meeting all kinds of new people.”

			Sophia’s expression lightened. “Well, you got the seeing new places thing right. I like to explore the towns I land in. And it lets me immerse myself in the local culture. But I don’t usually meet a lot of new people.”

			“No?”

			Sophia tilted her head, a habit Pru found endearing, as if she were fully focused on the conversation. Like it mattered to her. “I work a lot. Usually six days a week. When a shop finds a dependable mechanic, they tend to lean on them quite hard.”

			“You must meet people at work, though.”

			“Not the kind of people I tend to gravitate to. It’s mostly guys who think they know more about cars than I do, or worse, they try to date me.”

			Pru laughed when Sophia rolled her eyes. “Surely, you have women customers?”

			“They usually think I’m going to try to BS them or sucker them into work they don’t need.”

			“I’d think they’d trust you over the guy mechanics. I would.”

			“Some do, I guess. Either way, it puts up a barrier and makes it hard to make friends.”

			Pru thought she sounded sad and maybe a little lonely. “I’d love to hear about some of the places you’ve been.”

			Sophia scanned Winston’s Meadow. “This is one of the prettiest places.”

			Her assessment made Pru happy. The lush greenery near the river, the open pasture of grass, mostly yellow from the late summer sun, the green fields of alfalfa, hay, and corn cultivated by the local farmers, all topped by brilliant blue skies. And the mountains. The breathtaking front range of the Colorado Rockies. There weren’t enough words to describe the beauty she saw here. But Pru wondered what kind of things drew Sophia in.

			“I hear Austin is pretty. And you said you’re originally from Chicago? How do those cities compare to Ft. Devlin?”

			“They don’t. Most of the places I’ve lived are larger cities. Aside from a garage located in Boron, California, all of the shops I’ve worked at were in major cities. This is prettier, by far. And the people are nicer.”

			“I’ve never heard of Boron, California.”

			“I’m not surprised. It’s a tiny little town in the Mojave Desert. One of those remote little towns along the interstate you drive through and question why people ever thought to stop and build a community there. Aside from the heat, I liked it, even if it wasn’t much to look at.”

			“When were you there?” Pru sat forward and tossed another raspberry in her mouth, careful to not let it go down without chewing it first. When Sophia didn’t answer, she glanced over, and caught Sophia staring at her lips again. Thinking there might be something on them, Pru swiped at her mouth, and Sophia moved her gaze to her beer, taking a long sip, licking her lips after, staring at the river with a small smile. She was so beautiful. Pru had an overwhelming desire to kiss her. She wondered if Sophia would let her.

			She grabbed a small cluster of grapes instead. “Sorry? What were we talking about again?”

			Sophia’s small smile widened slightly, and she looked at her hands. “I think you asked me a question, but I got distracted by all the beauty. I don’t remember what you asked. I’m sorry.”

			Pru didn’t really care about what they’d been talking about before the idea of kissing Sophia shattered her concentration. “Couldn’t have been that important if neither of us remembers.”

			Pru snuck a glance and wondered if Sophia had been thinking about kissing her, too. The secret smile could easily be construed that way if she wanted to read into it, which she didn’t.

			Because Sophia was just passing through.

			Even so, Pru couldn’t think of anything but kissing Sophia, and she liked how it made her feel, like she was all sparkly, like anything could happen.

			But she couldn’t kiss her. Well, she could, but she shouldn’t for so many reasons, mostly because Pru wasn’t a casual dater. Just the opposite. She only dated when she thought it could lead to a serious relationship.

			Nope. She couldn’t kiss Sophia.

			However, Sophia still wore the secret smile, and it drove Pru crazy. “What’s that smile about?” she asked. For once, she didn’t overanalyze what she’d just said or how Sophia would respond. She needed to know.

			Sophia leaned forward, tilted her head, studied her hands, and peered at Pru from the corner of her eyes. “I don’t know if I should say.”

			A tremor of anticipation shot through Pru. She was afraid of the answer. As much as she wanted to be right, she didn’t know what she’d do if she was. She knew the look on Sophia’s face. It lingered there when Sophia glanced at her mouth again. “Why not?”

			Pru felt like she’d lost her mind. She almost never ignored her inner warning bells, and she heard so many of them now. She thought about changing the subject to something else and not pursuing a path she wasn’t willing to take.

			But a new facet of Sophia was revealed with that secret smile. It was a person who knew what they wanted and how to get it. She’d wager a good number of women had fallen victim to that sexy grin and guessed there had probably been a whole passel of willing victims. So many warning bells. The situation fell well beyond Pru’s comfort zone.

			“Should I guess?” Pru asked.

			“Tell me what you think it is.” Sophia leaned forward. She stroked Pru’s hand with one finger, their faces only a few inches apart. Sophia’s touch sent waves of radiant heat across her skin, and Pru looked at their hands, surprised that her skin didn’t reveal the fire that burned on it.

			Did she tell the truth? It didn’t mean they had to do anything about it.

			Or…

			Pru could just kiss her.

			She wanted it so much.

			Just one kiss.

			How bad could it be to see how it felt?

			She took in a breath, but air didn’t seem to fill her lungs, her chest was so tight. She wanted to lean in, bridge the inches, feel the warmth of Sophia’s full lips.

			Dizziness filled her head from the wanting.

			She lost her nerve.

			She ripped her gaze from Sophia’s lips and stared at their hands, tempted to pull hers away, but the almost distracted way Sophia traced her fingers held her entranced. Pru relished the heat of it, how it set off sensations through her whole body, how it made her aware of everything that was just the two of them and nothing else.

			She watched, rapt, as Sophia’s hand rose and cupped her chin. She tracked Sophia’s movements with a hyper-awareness that was almost separate from herself. When Sophia tilted her head up, Pru’s gaze rose to her face. It all seemed to go in slow motion. She knew what would happen, but knowing did nothing to prepare her for the glorious anticipation that flooded her when a warm breath brushed her mouth just before Sophia’s lips touched hers.

			The kiss was brief. Way too brief. Sophia’s lips were warm and soft in the warmest and softest sense of those words. But the physical attributes were just the start of what the kiss was. It held connection and acceptance and desire and heat. It made promises and exclamations and declarations of potential. It accentuated the perfectness of the day and the place and time they were in. It threw all of Pru’s concerns to the wind as heat spread throughout her body, making everyday body parts so sensitive, they might as well have been wired directly to her pulsing center, where things were happening she’d never felt to this extent before.

			From a simple kiss.

			Lasting five seconds. It ended way too soon.

			Pru’s heart hammered, and her mind raced when she leaned back on her hands and opened her eyes, blinking to clear her blurry vision, Sophia’s face being the first thing she registered.

			Sophia’s expression mirrored Pru’s surprise, but she didn’t have time to process what just happened because a blast of pain shot through her arm. Pru yelped as she sat up and rubbed her elbow. She scanned the area for the source and witnessed a scattering of enormous black ants racing around on the blanket behind her. Another one ran across the back of her hand, and she swiped it away before it could bite her, too. She brushed the ants away, the sensation of bugs crawling all over her prompting her to stand and swat at her clothes and exposed limbs.

			Sophia jumped up with her, surprise etched on her face. “What’s the matter?”

			“I think an ant just bit me.”

			Sophia studied the ground. “They’re all over the place. Check out those impressive mandibles,” she said, pointing. “They’re coming from the crack running under the blanket. We should move and shake it off.”

			Pru rubbed her elbow and tried to examine the bite, which was just out of sight. Her exploring fingers found a welt already starting to rise. Fire spread up and down her arm, but she was determined not to make more of a scene, embarrassed for screaming and the wild flailing.

			“I’m just glad it wasn’t a bee. I’m allergic to them,” she said as she picked up the food, and Sophia took up the blanket to shake it out.

			Sophia’s brows knit tightly together. “I’ve seen quite a few bees out here.”

			“I have an EpiPen in my saddlebag. I carry one wherever I go.” Her arm throbbed now, and she found it impossible to pretend it didn’t hurt anymore. “Dang ants, though. It burns.”

			“Let me see it.” Sophia took her arm and examined it. “It looks like there’s something in it.” She barely touched the bite, and Pru pulled away when it shot more fire up her arm. Sophia held her hands up and stepped back. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to hurt you.”

			Pru felt like a jerk. The pain was intense, but it hadn’t erased all of the sensations she’d been assaulted with from the kiss. She stepped closer. “I didn’t mean to jump. It’s just a reaction. I’m awful with pain.”

			Sophia took her hands. “It’s okay.” She gently turned Pru’s arm to look at the bite. “You’re definitely having a reaction. I’d say it’s a sting, though. The redness is spreading, and your arm is starting to swell. Do those ants sting?”

			“They’re biters. They don’t have stingers.”

			“Can I look at it closer? I promise not to touch it.”

			Pru absently offered her elbow. She wasn’t feeling so great. The combination of the heat of the day and the adrenaline spike from the bite were intense. She didn’t know how to factor in the kiss. In fact, she had a hard time focusing on one thought.

			“I’m a little dizzy. I need to sit down.” She plopped on the blanket Sophia had moved.

			Sophia sat beside her and examined her arm without touching it. Pru no longer had the clarity of thought to worry about the bite or ants or anything. Her focus wavered, and she swayed.

			Sophia cupped Pru’s head and stared into her eyes. “Hold on a minute. I’ll be right back.”

			Pru didn’t want her to leave, but she couldn’t muster the words to say it. She watched as Sophia jumped from the rock and ran toward the river until dizziness overcame her, and she lost track of her. She shut her eyes and leaned her head on her knees.

			Sophia startled her when she came back and rested a hand on her back, but in her weariness, Pru barely responded. “I’m going to put this on your elbow, okay? It should help with some of the pain.”

			Pru forced herself to open her eyes, an effort that seemed far more difficult than it should have. It was even more difficult to register that Sophia held a small ball of mud in her palm. How random, Pru thought. Had she missed something? She just nodded and dropped her head back onto her knees, letting out a shaky breath.

			Sophia’s voice, tinny and thin, came from a long way off. “Are you allergic to anything else besides bees? I think you might be having a reaction.”

			Pru tried to speak, but the sounds she managed to make were a slurred garble. Her tongue took up too much space in her mouth. A very bad thing, she knew, but it helped to just sit still. She was too tired to be afraid or concerned. At least the burning in her arm wasn’t as bad. She just needed to rest her eyes a little and get her breath back.

			The tinny voice was back. “Pru? Can you hear me?”

			The words were clear but didn’t make sense. Pru focused on the warm hand pressed against her back. It was comforting. There was more talking, and the words seemed even farther away and scared. She tried to raise her head, but the effort proved too much. Fingers held her chin, raising her head. She wanted to shake her head free, ask for just a few minutes, but she couldn’t make words and wasn’t sure her head moved at all. Her eyes were pried open, and she thought it was a weird thing to do. But she saw Sophia’s face for a fraction of a second, which almost roused her, except she was too tired, and she couldn’t seem to keep her eyes open.

		


		
			Chapter Fifteen

			Sophia scanned the area around where the blanket had been and where she’d shaken it out. Just as she suspected. A dead bee. She picked it up and brought it back to show Pru.

			Pru sat on the blanket with her head on her knees, but when Sophia knelt and put a hand on her back, she slumped to the side, filling Sophia with dread. She caught Pru before she collapsed and eased her down into a lying position.

			“Pru. Can you hear me?”

			Nothing.

			She was unconscious, but her chest rose with uneven breaths. It had happened so quickly. Her heart in her throat, Sophia jostled Pru in an attempt to wake her up. At the same time, she pulled her phone from her pocket to call 9-1-1. Panic tried to take control of her when she discovered she didn’t have service. How much time had elapsed since she’d been stung? Five minutes? Maybe ten? How long did it take for anaphylactic shock to set in? She tried to search it on her phone only to be reminded there was no service.

			A sense of panic and dread tried to seize her, the terminal feeling of having done something so bad and horrible that she could never take it back, and the only option was to accept the outcome. But she didn’t accept the impotence that threatened to overcome her. She jumped up, looking for anything that could help them. The horses were watching, probably sensing her fear. She remembered the EpiPen in the saddle bag. She jumped off the rock and whistled for the horses. Nothing as loud and impressive as Pru’s whistle, but it was enough. Windchime was the first to trot over. The other horses followed. She ran to meet them.

			“Good boy, Windchime. Good boy,” she chanted as she opened the saddlebag. She pulled out the yellow plastic tube and raced back to Pru. After scanning the instructions, she plunged the pen into Pru’s thigh before her knees hit the blanket. Pru didn’t even flinch. Sophia placed her hands on either side of Pru’s face, willing her to open her eyes.

			“Pru? Pru? Are you okay?”

			At first there was nothing, but Pru’s chest continued to rise and fall slowly while a pulse beat quickly through a vein on the side of her throat.

			“Can you hear me? Wake up. Wake up.” Hope flared in Sophia when Pru rolled her head slowly from side to side. Her eyes remained closed. Sophia leaned close to her face. Pru’s lips were bluish, which scared her. “I just injected the EpiPen, Pru. I hope it helps. I’m going to try to get you back to the house now.”

			Sophia didn’t know if Pru could hear her, but it made Sophia feel better to talk, keeping her own panic at bay. “How do we get you there?” She wasn’t going to waste time gathering the picnic. They’d deal with it later. Right now, she had to get Pru back to the house and get her some medical attention. But first, she had to get her on a horse.

			Lola pressed against the rock with her neck extended, trying to get closer to Pru. She seemed agitated, but seeing her back just about level with the rock gave Sophia an idea of how to get Pru onto one of the horses without having to lift her nearly overhead.

			“There’s no way you can ride by yourself.”

			Sophia considered laying Pru over Windchime’s saddle like they did in all the cowboy movies, but without anything to secure her, Sophia was afraid she’d slide right off. There was no choice but to ride double with her.

			“Come here, Windchime.”

			Sophia tried to keep the panic from her voice in an attempt to not spook the horses. She needed them to get Pru back home. Windchime reared and stomped. There was no way she could ride him, let alone with an unconscious person to hold on to. Nearby, Rango attentively observed it all.

			“Rango, you’re a good boy. Come here.”

			She whistled, glad Pru wasn’t able to witness the weak and spit-splattering attempt. It worked, though. Rango walked up to the side of the rock and stood next to Lola, watching her intently.

			“Good boy.”

			She jumped off the rock and positioned him parallel to it, his saddle nearly level with the surface.

			“Okay, stay. I’m going to put Pru on the saddle. Stand as still as you can, okay?”

			She was pretty sure he didn’t understand, but he stood still when she climbed back onto the rock and knelt next to Pru, whose breaths were shallow. Sophia was surprised at how light Pru was when she picked her up. With all the adrenaline pumping through her, Pru might as well have been a small child.

			“You’re gonna be okay. We’ll get you to a doctor, and you’re gonna be okay,” Sophia murmured as she carried Pru to the edge of the rock.

			Getting her in the saddle proved a challenge, but with a significant bit of effort, she managed to place her astride it. The next challenge became figuring out how to get on behind her without letting go. Sophia held back frustrated tears. It looked so much easier in the movies.

			Rango shifted, and Sophia held tight to Pru, prepared to throw her body onto the horse if she needed to.

			“Whoa. Whoa.”

			Terror washed over her at the idea that he would walk away before she could get on. Thankfully, he froze at her command. Finally, she just went for it, swung her leg over, landing on the back edge of the saddle, scooting her butt forward. This shifted Pru forward enough to get Sophia off the hard edge of the back of the saddle and her feet into the stirrups. Before she could overthink it, she urged Rango into a walk, her arms on either side of Pru. She shifted in an attempt to center Pru more and, too late, thought of the blanket and how she could have used it to tie them together. No matter now. She wasn’t about to get off the horse and go through it all again. She held Pru and the reins with both hands.

			Her arms tired quickly, and she worried her arms wouldn’t be able to hold Pru in place all the way back to the arena. She decided not to focus on it. She didn’t have a choice.

			Her thoughts turned to whether the EpiPen would work or how long they had if it didn’t, another train of thought there was no use tormenting herself over. All that mattered was getting Pru back to the arena and calling an ambulance. She wanted to check her phone for service, but she couldn’t let go of Pru to get it from her back pocket. She’d never felt more useless in her life.

			Lola and Windchime stayed close, as if they understood the gravity of the situation. Of course they did. Animals were intuitive beings, more so than humans. She held back tears at the thought, and Rango sped up. She stopped herself from urging him into a faster gait, knowing Pru would be tossed all over the place, and Sophia could barely hold her up as it was. A few hundred yards from the trees, they crested a small swell, and she finally saw the top half of the riding arena. Still so far away. Helpless tears spilled from her eyes. Her right arm cramped. Windchime whinnied beside them and shook his head. He looked impatient. It gave her an idea. She pulled her foot from the stirrup closest to him and toed his flank.

			“Go home, Windchime. Run.” she shouted.

			Windchime glanced at her and then took off like a shot, galloping across the field toward the house, kicking up a cloud of pale dust. Lola stomped a few times with her front hooves, but she stayed with them. Rango’s ears twitched, and his body tensed as if he might start running, too. She held tight to the reins in anticipation, but his stride didn’t change. She wasn’t sure what would come of it, but maybe Windchime showing up fully saddled without a rider would get someone’s attention.

			Pru stirred, moaned, and took a deep breath. Sophia’s heart stuttered in hope she might be coming to.

			“Hold on, Pru. We’re on our way.”

			Pru’s body tensed in the circle of Sophia’s arms, and her head rolled forward. She mumbled something Sophia couldn’t make out and then went limp again, but Sophia could feel Pru breathing against her chest.

			“Try to relax,” Sophia said.

			She wasn’t sure if she was speaking to Pru or telling herself. It didn’t matter. She needed to take her own advice. She was wound as tightly as a guitar string and needed to relax so she didn’t exhaust herself before they made it back. Sophia adjusted her arms around Pru, grateful for the contact. Pru responded, shifting against her, even resting a hand on Sophia’s leg, mumbling something before her hand went still, and she sighed. Pru seemed to be breathing easier. Sophia dared to believe she’d be okay.

			They rode for about ten minutes more, and while the arena grew closer, they weren’t getting there fast enough, and Sophia’s anxiety began to spiral. Dusk settled around them, and their shadows steadily grew longer, stretching across the dry grass until they disappeared when the sun ducked behind the mountains. On the horizon, the brightly colored buildings faded into silhouettes.

			A cloud of dust billowed up between them and the arena, and a couple of dark forms came into view, low against the ground. At first, she thought it might be some of the horses that had been grazing in the pasture, but as they neared, she made out two horses with a rider on at least one. Dizzy relief flooded through her.

			Rango’s ears perked up, and he whinnied without changing his gait.

			A rider on a gray horse drew near, led by Windchime. “Hey there. Is everything okay?” the rider called. “Windchime showed up without a mount.” It was Pru’s mother, Millie. Another shot of relief stormed through Sophia, and her eyes stung with tears.

			“Pru had a reaction to a bee sting. She’s not doing well and needs a doctor.”

			Millie’s expression of concern grew serious as she drew up beside Rango, and they all stopped. Millie reached over and took Pru’s hand. Sophia was anxious to get to the house, but she knew Millie possessed more experience with the situation than she did. “Her pulse is a little high but steady.” Millie pushed Pru’s hair off her face and pressed a hand to her forehead. “Where did she get stung? How many times?”

			“Ma?” Pru turned her head. It came out as a whisper.

			Millie stroked Pru’s face and palpitated her neck. “I’m here, honey.”

			“Above the elbow. Once, I think.” Sophia kicked herself for not checking to see if there were more. She gave Millie the short version. “I gave her the EpiPen within about ten minutes, I think. I wasn’t timing it. She’d already passed out by then.”

			“She passed out within ten minutes of the sting? That’s faster than in the past. Pru, honey? Can you hear me?”

			Pru leaned toward her mother, and Sophia adjusted her position so they both didn’t fall off the horse. “Ma?” Her voice came out stronger now.

			“I couldn’t get her to respond at all earlier. She seems to be a little more aware,” Sophia said, wishing she could see her face.

			Millie stroked Pru’s face. “I’m here, honey. We’re taking you home.” Millie regarded Sophia again. “Which arm?” Sophia showed her. The mud she’d put on it had mostly dried. They couldn’t see the sting mark clearly, but the swelling made the elbow almost unrecognizable. “Is this a poultice?”

			“Just mud. My grandfather used to have us apply it to bites and stings to take the fire out of them. It was the only thing I could think to do.”

			Millie nodded. “Good thinking. I’m sure it drew some of the venom from it. Were her lips blue? She’s breathing easy, now. Did she gasp for air at any time?”

			“Her lips were blue for a little bit, but I didn’t notice her gasping or anything.”

			“Good. You administered it in time. Her face is pale, but no blue lips and easy breathing means the Epi is working. Let’s get her to the house where we can give her another dose.”

			She expected Millie to move Pru to her horse or figure out some other way to transport her more quickly, but Millie simply turned her horse and started back, walking her horse beside them.

			“I tried to call 9-1-1, but my phone didn’t have service, and now it’s in my back pocket. Should we try now?” Sophia still couldn’t reach her phone without letting go of Pru.

			“There’s no need. This isn’t her first reaction to a bee sting.”

			As if she were more aware of her surroundings, Pru wasn’t as limp. She shifted, resting her head back against Sophia’s shoulder. Sophia took it as a good sign. It also made it easier to ride, but she was still worried. “I’m sure you know better than me. It just seems like a doctor would be a good—”

			“Sophia, dear, I am a doctor.” Millie smiled. “But I appreciate your concern. Her bee allergy is very serious, but you’ve done an excellent job. You stabilized her, got the Epi into her, and figured out a way to bring her back home. You even gave her a poultice. She’s in the best of hands.”

		


		
			Chapter Sixteen

			You stay put. I’ll get the door,” Sophia said as Pru reached for the handle of the truck.

			“I can—” she began, but Sophia had already jumped from the driver’s seat to run around to the other side of the truck.

			Pru sighed, dropping her head back against the headrest. She was so tired, every motion was an enormous effort.

			Sophia opened the door and leaned in to help with the seat belt.

			“You don’t have to treat me like an invalid.”

			“Yes, I do. You were unconscious at one point today. Which means you have to let people take care of you. It’s documented clearly in the rules. I didn’t make them. So take it up with the person who did.” Sophia said it all with a joking tone, but Pru still felt foolish for putting her through all the drama. Primarily, she felt like a fool for not having realized she’d been stung by a bee right away. Administering the Epi would have avoided the advancement of anaphylactic shock and everything after it. She cringed when she thought about the hysterical crying jag she’d had after waking on her mother’s couch following the second dose. Her emotions were uncontrollable, spilling out in a blotchy, snotty mess.

			She tried to make her face neutral as Sophia undid her seat belt, but just thinking about her crying scene made her want to cry again. The damn EpiPen made her overly emotional and keyed up and tired all at the same time. A terrible and embarrassing combination. Not something she wanted to be in front of Sophia.

			Sophia offered a hand, and Pru stepped down from the enormous truck. Moving around helped tame her emotions, but she was still a bit wobbly, so Sophia’s chivalry was appreciated if a little embarrassing.

			“I could have driven home by myself, you know.”

			Sophia took Pru’s belongings and looped their arms. “We will agree to disagree about that.”

			“Or one of my parents could have driven me home.”

			Her legs were extra heavy, making it an effort to walk, and she kept dragging her toes, causing her to stumble. Sophia pulled Pru’s arm over her shoulders while she wrapped an arm around her waist. Even more embarrassed, she was still grateful for the help walking up her front walk. To her embarrassment, she wanted to cry again.

			“Your place is on my way home. And since you refused to stay at your parents’ house tonight, I wouldn’t have been able to sleep without knowing you got home safely.”

			Pru enjoyed feeling cared for but could have done without all the fuss. Rosie bounded through the front gate and danced around their feet as they entered the yard. Pru had never left her for this long and felt new tears while thinking about Rosie worrying that she’d been deserted.

			“She sure loves her mama,” Sophia said, juggling the closure of the gate along with Pru, her bag, and the extra EpiPens and Benadryl her mom had sent home with them.

			“We’re bonded.” Pru knelt to pick her up, but lost her balance and would have fallen if Sophia wasn’t there to steady her. “Thanks,” she said, self-consciously leaning on her again for balance, Rosie safely cradled in her arm. “The EpiPen makes me a little wobbly.”

			Concern flew across Sophia’s face, but she quickly hid it. Pru guessed she was debating if she should be left alone tonight. Pru knew that once she fell asleep, she’d be fine. The trick would be getting to sleep. The epinephrine did a number on her. While she appreciated and relied on the lifesaving qualities, she absolutely hated the side-effects. It left her limbs feeling heavy and thick, and all she wanted was to sleep, but at the same time, it made her super restless. She could feel the hair growing on her scalp, and her mind raced, going in numerous directions all at once.

			They made it up the front walk and paused at the base of the porch stairs. Although she hated being fussed over, Pru was reluctant to see Sophia go. “Well, thanks for driving me home.” She reached for her belongings, but Sophia ignored her outstretched hand.

			“Let’s get you settled inside, and then I’ll go. How about that?”

			Rosie tried to jump down, and Pru bent to release her closer to the ground to protect her fragile back. “Ms. Thing needs me to toss the ball with her to get the wiggles out.” Rosie emerged from under the bush with her precious ball.

			“How about I toss the ball while you chill?” Sophia suggested.

			Pru stifled a yawn. “You don’t have to. Besides, I’m a little antsy. I don’t think I can chill.”

			“I know, but I’d love it if you tried. Your mom told me to fix you a cup of chamomile tea and to make sure you take the Benadryl. It should help with the restlessness.”

			“It’s late, and I don’t want to keep you.” Pru lied. She did want to keep her but not out of obligation.

			“Hey, I want to help, and it’s obvious you’re having a hard time keeping your eyes open.” Sophia reached for Rosie’s ball and tossed it into the yard.

			Pru ran a hand down her arm, grateful. “Thank you. I’ll go inside and take the Benadryl and make the tea. Do you want anything?”

			Sophia flashed her gorgeous smile. “Just the ice cream you promised me earlier, but I’ll wait until you’re better.”

			“I might have some Ben and Jerry’s in the freezer if you want some now.”

			The way Sophia’s eyes grew wide reminded Pru of a kid who’d just heard the ice cream truck turn into the neighborhood. “If it’s Cherry Garcia, I could be tempted.”

			“I do believe I have Cherry Garcia. If not, I know I have some Phish Food.”

			“My two favorites. How about you start with the tea, I’ll wear this little lady out, and I’ll meet you inside?”

			“Deal.” Pru gathered her things and entered the house, leaning heavily on the rail as she climbed the eight steps to the porch. First things first, she made sure she hadn’t already finished off the Cherry Garcia, and she hadn’t. Relieved, she put the carton back in the freezer for later. Next, she put water in the kettle to boil. While it heated, she changed into a pair of old sweats and a T-shirt. As she pulled her head through, a clear memory of kissing Sophia filled her mind. A warm wave of excitement crashed over her, producing a shiver as she pushed her arms into the sleeves. In all the drama, she’d somehow forgotten, but now that she’d remembered, it took over her mind and body. Weak-kneed from more than the bee sting now, she sat on the edge of her bed and replayed the kiss, remembering every detail from the texture of Sophia’s lips to the sweetness of her touch. An erotic response filled Pru’s body, stretching her skin, making her heart pound.

			A sound outside reminded her that Sophia was still out in the front yard, playing with Rosie. A wave of appreciation tangled with the unexpected arousal, a strange way to feel.

			She slipped into her cozy slippers and padded to the front room window. At first, she didn’t see anything. Sophia wasn’t on or near the porch. But then Pru saw Rosie run toward the house from the shadows and then run back. The teakettle began to whistle as Pru searched the shadows for Sophia. When Rosie again ran toward the house barking, all without her ball, Pru suspected something wasn’t quite right.

			Ignoring the kettle, she rushed out the front door. From the porch, she saw Rosie in the shadows. She leaned on the railing. “Sophia? Is everything okay?”

			If Sophia answered, Pru couldn’t hear over the sound of Rosie barking.

			She descended the steps, and a sense of dread overtook her. She tried to tell herself she was overreacting because of her screwed-up emotions, but her body didn’t care. Her heart raced from concern and the EpiPen.

			Rosie stopped barking, and Sophia’s voice emerged from the shadows. “It’s nothing. I twisted my ankle.” Her tight voice contradicted her words.

			“Is it bad?” As Pru approached, she could see Sophia on the ground in the far corner of the yard.

			Sophia tried to get up but sat back with a grunt. “I’m not sure. I’m giving it a minute to let the pain subside.”

			“What happened?”

			“Rosie lost her ball, and I came out here to help her find it. I found it in a hole, and when I turned back to the porch, I stepped right into another one.”

			Pru noticed the mole hill beside Sophia. The furry pests were all over out in the country. Rosie kept most of them away from the yard. but occasionally, a brave varmint tunneled in and made a mess of the lawn. Pru crouched next to Sophia, Rosie nearby, whining. “Let’s get you inside to put some ice on it. Can you stand?”

			“I’m not sure.”

			Pru offered a hand and pulled her into a standing position. Sophia hopped on her good foot, leaning as she tried out her hurt ankle, and hissed.

			“I think I twisted it good.”

			“Do you think you can make it to the house? I can go get the wheelbarrow.”

			Sophia groaned. “I’d crawl on my hands and knees before I let you push me in a wheelbarrow.”

			After letting Sophia fuss over her all evening, irritation flared in Pru at Sophia’s stubbornness, but she understood. She’d probably resist being wheelbarrowed anywhere herself. “Okay, tough lady. Lean on me all you want. I can handle it.”

			“Yeah, and you should be taking it easy, not having to deal with me. Why don’t you just help me to my truck, and I’ll go home and take care of this?”

			“No way. You took care of me today, and now it’s my turn to help you. Also, I should call my mom. My dad has X-ray equipment in his vet clinic.”

			Sophia allowed Pru to pull her arm over her shoulder and wrap an arm around her waist, a reversal of their earlier pose as they’d entered the yard. “Please don’t call your parents. I don’t want to bother them this late at night. Let’s wait until I ice it.” Pru was about to argue when Sophia beat her to it. “I’m not trying to be difficult. People around here are all about the drop-ins and being neighborly and all, but I wasn’t raised that way, and it’s uncomfortable.”

			They were almost to the porch. Rosie followed them with the ball in her mouth. She hadn’t received as much playtime as she wanted, but she still took her ball to the bush to store it for next time.

			They mounted the steps, Sophia hopping up one at a time. She didn’t even try to put weight on her ankle. At the top, she rested and cocked her head to listen. “What’s that noise?” she asked.

			“It’s the kettle. I’ll get it after you get settled on the couch.”

			She shook her head. “Where you should be sitting letting me take care of you. Some caretaker I am.”

			“If anyone is responsible, it’s me as the homeowner. In fact, I insist on paying for any medical bills.”

			“I have insurance. It’s all good,” she said, wincing again when Pru opened the door. “All I need is a little ice and ibuprofen.” They made it to the living room couch where Sophia dropped heavily onto the cushions with a relieved sigh.

			“Are you sure you don’t want to get it looked at? I think you’re minimizing the pain.”

			“I’m just a big wimp. I cry when I get a papercut.”

			Pru put her hands on her hips. “Somehow, I think you’re fibbing.”

			“Not at all. You should see me when I have a hangnail.”

			The kettle was giving her a headache. Pru sighed. “Put your foot up on the coffee table. I’ll be right back with ice and pain meds.”

			Sophia made to get up. “Point me in the right direction, and I’ll get it. You go make your tea and take your own meds. Doctor’s orders.”

			Pru pushed her back by her shoulders and leaned down to her level, about to say something about her staying right there, but when their eyes met, all the air left the room. Sophia wore the same expression as when she’d kissed her. It seemed so long ago. Pru sucked in a breath took a step back. It wasn’t the time or place. “I’ll be right back.”

			She almost ran to the kitchen. She needed a little space, and being busy got her mind off how much she wanted to kiss Sophia again. It wasn’t good, not good at all. Nothing good could come from getting involved with a woman who would be leaving in a matter of months.

			Armed with an ice pack, pain medicine, and a glass of water, Pru found Sophia reclined on the couch with her eyes closed. At first, she thought she might be asleep, but then she saw her petting Rosie, who had curled up against her side. They were a vision in the lamplight.

			Pru cleared her throat. “Should we take your boot off so we can ice your ankle?”

			Without opening her eyes, Sophia responded. “I’m afraid to look at it.”

			“Why?”

			Sophia opened her eyes. “What if it’s bad?”

			“Then we know what we’re dealing with.”

			“I told you I’m a big baby when I get hurt.” She laughed self-consciously and scooted up so she wasn’t reclining as much. “I wasn’t joking about that.”

			“How about you take the pain meds, and I’ll check it out?” Pru suggested, handing Sophia the water and ibuprofen. She knelt next to the table and gently removed Sophia’s boot. It came off without much trouble, but when Pru rolled off the sock, the swelling surprised her, and color had already started to appear. At a minimum, Sophia had a bad sprain.

			“How is it, doc?” she asked.

			Pru glanced at her and suppressed a smile by biting her lips together to find Sophia covering her eyes with her hand. “First of all, it’s not as ugly as you probably think. But it’s swollen and definitely sprained, if not worse.” Pru wrapped the ice pack around her ankle. Sophia hissed, and Pru pulled back. “I’d ask you to try moving it, but let’s keep the ice on it for a bit to see if it brings some of the swelling down.”

			The events of the day caught up with Pru, and a heavy weariness descended upon her. She eyed the other half of the couch and wished she could magically transport herself there. However, it would require lifting herself off the floor, and she didn’t have the motivation to do it.

			“Did you happen to take the Benadryl your mother told you to take when you got home?”

			“Not yet.” Pru reluctantly pushed herself up. “I’ll do it now and fix us both a cup of tea. Sound good?”

			“It sounds like I should be doing it for you. I’m sorry I made things even more difficult with this,” she said, waving at her ankle.

			“We already discussed that.” Pru rested a hand on Sophia’s shoulder. “I’m doing fine. Just a little tired. Now, I’m off to get us tea.”

		


		
			Chapter Seventeen

			Screaming woke Sophia from a deep and dreamless sleep, and she thought of the baby goats. Heart racing in the ensuing silence, she lay motionless, trying to discern the familiar objects of her room, but everything was wrong. Nothing seemed familiar. She pulled the blanket up and rolled from her side to her back, trying to make sense of things. Her entire body ached, and her bed felt strange. She propped herself up on her elbows.

			It took her a second to realize that she wasn’t in her bed. She wasn’t even in her own place.

			The screaming started up again, but she recognized what it was: a rooster bellowing his cock-a-doodle-doo. She’d never heard a real rooster crow before. The sound filled the room, far louder than she imagined, and she wondered why barnyard animals had to sound so scary until you knew what they were.

			A warm ball of fur curled tight against her legs under the unfamiliar blanket covering her.

			She’d awoken at Pru’s house. On her couch.

			It finally made sense. She’d fallen asleep when she was supposed be taking care of Pru. She sighed and tried to straighten her legs, but her feet met a soft warm object, and the sudden pain shooting through her ankle reminded her of her injury. The warm object turned out to be Pru, asleep on the other end of the couch, curled up on a postage-stamp-sized space in a tight ball with her knees to her chest. It didn’t look comfortable at all, and Sophia felt guilty for being spread out across the rest of the couch. Pru appeared to be sleeping deeply, though, uttering little snores Sophia found absolutely charming. She watched her sleep for a few minutes before she started to feel like a creep. She shifted her focus to petting Rosie, who grunted and shifted so Sophia could scratch her belly. Sophia obliged while she reviewed the activities of the day before, astonished at the events that culminated with her on this couch at the crack of dawn with her toes tucked under Pru’s soft bottom.

			The first hint of light began to brighten the dark room. Carefully, trying not to wake Pru, Sophia removed her toes from their warm but inappropriate position and sat up. This forced her to shift Rosie to the cushion next to her, but she fell right back to sleep. Sophia stretched, feeling the effects of lying in one position for too long.

			Her ankle exploded into a supernova of pain when she lowered her foot to the floor. Stifling a yelp, she let the flare of hot agony subside into a pulsing throb and tested the ankle by rotating her foot. Moving it didn’t hurt as much as she expected and even less as she continued to test her range of motion. The swelling made her skin feel tight, and she couldn’t make out the transition from calf to foot. She propped it up on the table. Even in the dim light, she could make out the angry bruise extending from the outside ankle bone and over the top of her foot. The swelling spread all the way to her toes.

			Two cups of tea, both full, sat on the coffee table, and she remembered Pru making them the night before. Rosie grunted and repositioned herself against Sophia’s side. Sophia considered curling up with her again, but she knew she wasn’t going back to sleep, at least not on Pru’s couch while Pru remained all scrunched up. Sophia longed for her own bed. She wondered if it would be rude to just leave without saying good-bye.

			“You’re awake.” Pru’s voice startled her. It was adorable, all deep and raspy. Red curly hair stuck out in wild profusion around her face. She looked like a little girl rubbing her eyes.

			“I think it was a rooster. Close. Real close. Do you have chickens?”

			“I don’t, but Mel across the street does. I’m used to it now, so it doesn’t even register anymore.”

			As if on cue, the rooster crowed again. It sounded much closer than across the street, and Pru moved the curtains on the front window apart. Murky predawn light cast the world in shadows, but enough light crept across the plains to give them a perfect view of a beautiful red and black rooster perched on the railing just outside the window.

			Pru tapped on the glass, but the rooster only bobbed his head as he stared back at her. “Casanova has gotten out again.”

			“Casanova?”

			“His real name is Pete or Paul or something, but I call him Casanova because he sure has a way with the hens in this neighborhood.”

			Sophia remembered the spotted horses from the day before. “I’m getting the impression living in the country is just one big…how do I say it?”

			“Orgy?”

			Sophia snorted in surprise. “Mating frenzy was what I was thinking, but orgy works.”

			Pru yawned and stretched, the vision causing Sophia to stare until she realized what she was doing and averted her eyes.

			Pru sat back on the couch. “Kids out here get to witness the birds and the bees firsthand. You’d sort of think they’d catch on to what causes babies. But our teen pregnancy rate is a third higher than it is in urban Denver.”

			Sophia shifted to look at Pru. “Is it the lack of things to do?”

			Pru pulled her legs up onto the couch and hugged her knees. “There are a lot of reasons, and that’s one of them, I guess. Although I’d argue there’s plenty to do out here. It just might not be as exciting as some of the things you can do in a big city. A lot of it has to do with access to birth control, or maybe I should say, privacy in regard to birth control.”

			“Thank goodness getting pregnant isn’t a high risk for women like us.”

			An expression flashed across Pru’s face but quickly vanished, and Sophia realized she’d just put her foot in it. Pru had gotten pregnant, had probably been scared away from the Family Planning clinic. Sophia wanted to tell Pru that they had some things in common. But she didn’t want to get into her own painful memories.

			“How about I make us some coffee?” Pru said, getting up and pulling the curtains fully open. Casanova reappeared and took a few steps across the railing, ignoring them. By then, Pru had closed down.

			“Sounds wonderful,” Sophia said, watching Pru leave the room. Rosie jumped from the couch and padded out to the kitchen with her.

			Alone in the living room, Sophia felt like a jerk. She rose and folded the blankets while trying to balance on her good foot. The wounded ankle couldn’t bear any weight at all. She picked up the teacups from last night to take into the kitchen before she realized she couldn’t carry them without spilling the cold contents on the floor. She put them back on the coffee table. No matter how much she hated the thought, a trip to urgent care seemed prudent. She pulled out her phone and searched for the nearest one, which wasn’t too far away.

			She hopped into the kitchen. Pru’s house was well-kept but old, and she sounded like a herd of elephants as she made her way, hopping inelegantly across the hardwood floors. Even with the racket she made, Pru leaned against the counter, staring into space. The back of the house faced east, and light illuminated the pale green curtains on the kitchen window, filling the room with a homey ambiance. She imagined Pru sitting at the kitchen table drinking coffee and reading the paper every morning.

			“Hey, I’m sorry. I said an insensitive thing a few minutes ago.” She wanted to say more, but fear of saying something stupid again made her stop.

			“It’s okay.” Pru gave her a half-smile. “You’d think after twenty-six years, I wouldn’t be embarrassed by it. Normally, I’m not.”

			“You have nothing to be ashamed of. You have an amazing daughter, and you have a good life here. I’d say you’re doing pretty well for yourself.” Sophia wished she could say the same for herself.

			Pru’s expression made it into a full smile. “You’re sweet, and from the sound of your entrance, your ankle is still bothering you.” She gathered sugar and cream while the coffee brewed in an elaborate coffee machine.

			Sophia recognized the change of topic and decided to drop it. The smell of coffee brewing was heavenly. “It’ll be fine,” she said, trying to bear weight on it, but she overbalanced and only kept from falling by grabbing the back of a chair.

			Pru snorted and picked up her phone. “You need to have it looked at,” she said as she typed on her phone.

			“The urgent care near my place opens in an hour. I’ll get it checked there.”

			Pru put her phone down and grabbed a bag of bagels. “That’s a relief. I thought I might have to wrestle you into getting it checked out.”

			Sophia liked the idea of wrestling with Pru, but they hadn’t even discussed the kiss. “I’m stubborn, but you’re right. I need to get it X-rayed.”

			Pru seemed pleased. “Do you want a bagel with your coffee? I can also fry up some eggs and bacon. Pancakes or waffles are an option, too. I considered a frittata, but it would take a little more time.”

			“A bagel is fine. I usually just eat instant oatmeal.”

			Pru gestured at the chair next to Sophia and pulled an ice pack from the freezer. “Sit. I can tell it hurts you more than you’re letting on.”

			Sophia pulled out the chair and gratefully dropped onto it. “It only hurts when I put weight on it.”

			“You should probably keep it elevated.”

			Obediently, Sophia propped her foot on the nearby chair, and Pru applied the ice pack. “You’re an awesome mother,” Sophia said, popping a couple of pills into her mouth and washing them down with a drink of water.

			Pru cocked her head as if she’d heard something. “Speaking of which…”

			A door opened in the living room, and Rosie went flying toward the sound. “Yoo-hoo.” a voice called.

			Seconds later, Millie came into the kitchen with a leather doctor’s satchel in one hand, a plastic grocery bag in the other, and Rosie jumping in circles around her feet.

			Pru hugged her. “Thanks for coming.”

			Millie moved Pru’s hair from her face and peered deeply into her eyes.

			Sophia’s eyes stung with tears while watching the care passing between mother and daughter. The last time she’d experienced anything like it had been a long time ago, and she missed it.

			Millie kissed Pru’s forehead. “I take it you’re feeling much better this morning. Your color is definitely back. You’ll probably be a bit sluggish on and off today, but I think with a nap later this afternoon, you’ll bounce back by tomorrow, good as new.”

			Pru hugged her mother. “It’s the good care, thanks to you and Sophia.”

			“Speaking of which…” Millie turned to Sophia. “Rumor has it you went and hurt yourself, too.”

			Sophia shot a look at Pru for calling her mother and waved at her ankle, propped on the chair, uncomfortable with the attention. “It’s nothing. Just an unfortunate run-in with a mole hole, and the mole hole won.”

			Millie peered at Pru. “I take it Stanley is back to his old malicious ways?”

			Pru reached for mugs and spoke over her shoulder. “With a vengeance. I’ve repaired four holes this week, and there are at least two new ones.”

			“I’ll send your father over to help with it.”

			Pru turned with the mugs in hand. “Mom, I just want to relocate him.”

			“I’ll tell your father to use the cages he uses for prairie dogs, and we’ll move Stanley to our place down by the river. It will be like a vacation for him.”

			Pru’s face lit up. “Thanks, Mom.”

			Millie turned back to Sophia. “Now, let me take a look at that ankle.”

			Sophia sighed. “It’s fine. I’ll stop by the urgent care this morning.”

			“Nonsense. It’s not open on Sunday anyway. You’d have to go all the way across town. Show me where it hurts.”

			Reluctantly, Sophia rolled up the cuff of her jeans and removed the ice pack, displaying her swollen ankle.

			Millie sucked in a breath. “Probably stings a little, I’d guess?”

			“A little,” Sophia admitted. Something about how Millie was attending to her reminded her of being a kid and her mother helping her, probably with a scraped knee or something. A feeling of nostalgia wrapped in sorrow swept through her, and she pushed it away. Her mother had stopped babying her way before she’d left home and…no. Those thoughts only led to others, and she didn’t want to go there. She brought her attention back to the moment. “It only hurts when I step down on it. I can rotate it okay, and it’s fine all by itself.”

			“That’s a good sign.” Millie palpated the area just outside of the bruise. “Can you move it for me?”

			She rotated her foot one way and then the other. “It’s a little stiff. It’s when I try to stand on it.”

			“Can you show me?”

			She stood with her weight on the good ankle.

			“Slowly shift your weight onto the sore ankle, but stop if it hurts too much.”

			She shifted most of her weight onto the bad side, and it didn’t hurt as badly as she expected. It wasn’t until she tried to take a step that she winced and sat.

			“Yeah. I think you have a bad sprain, mostly to the anterior talofibular ligament, although the calcaneofibular ligament might be a little involved, but you didn’t complain when I manipulated that area. Plus, the bruising is higher up. We’ll wrap it to stabilize it, which will help it heal. I’d stay off it for a few days, if you can.”

			“I can’t leave Willie in a lurch.”

			“Are you on your feet a lot at work?”

			“Yeah, but could I use crutches? I have to get around, but most of the time, I’m leaning against cars or lying under them.”

			Millie folded her arms over her chest, and Sophia got ready for a lecture. But she didn’t have much choice; she really couldn’t leave Willie without a lead mechanic.

			“I get it, but I don’t like it. Crutches will work if you can’t take the time off. If it doesn’t get better in a few days, you might want to get an X-ray, and I can call in orders for one.”

			Sophia let go of a sigh of relief. “I have some crutches at my place from when I crushed my foot with a tire jack. I guess I’m glad I hung on to them now.”

		


		
			Chapter Eighteen

			Pru stood next to the chain-link gate Sophia swung open to the yard behind Willie’s garage, waving to her mom and dad as they drove away. She’d driven Sophia’s truck home for her, and her mom had followed with Pru’s car while her dad followed in theirs. All this so Pru would have a car to get home in. She’d argued with her mom, telling her she could walk, but Millie wouldn’t have it, saying she needed to recuperate from the meds she’d taken for the bee sting.

			So here they were.

			Pru could tell Sophia didn’t like all the fuss, but she’d have to get used to the fact that people in small towns looked out for one another.

			Sophia’s trailer sat just inside the gate, and Pru was surprised how big it was with all the slide outs open. When Sophia had mentioned that she lived in a trailer, Pru had imagined more of a camper.

			They’d left the cars in the garage parking lot, and Pru eyed the distance to the trailer door. “Should you wait here while I go inside and get the crutches?” she asked.

			“They’re in storage under the trailer. The keys to it are inside, and I’m not sure exactly where.” After a quick discussion about whether Pru should drive her to the door and Sophia insisting all she needed was an arm to lean on, Pru helped her to her front door to the steep steps, worrying about how she would manage by herself later.

			When they got to the door, Sophia pulled her to the side. “Sammy will want to visit the yard, so stand back.”

			Sammy barely waited for the door to open before she bounded down the steps. She gave them each a cursory sniff and a shake of her tail before she headed to a patch of grass near the fence.

			“Poor thing. She’s been locked in here since at least yesterday afternoon,” Pru said as she helped Sophia up the steps.

			“Willie let her out for me once last night, but she’s used to going out when the sun rises. She’ll take a few laps around the yard to stretch her legs.”

			Although Pru had been coming to Willie’s for as long as she could remember for automotive work Gavin wasn’t able to perform, she’d never paid attention to the fenced-in lot behind the shop that was used to store cars overnight. He kept it orderly, like everything else at his shop. A half dozen vehicles sat back there, along with a neat row of old railroad containers she assumed he used for storage. He’d paved some of the lot, but most of it was gravel. A wide strip of grass grew between the fence and the trailer where Sammy ran to do her business. A couple of mature trees provided shade. It reminded Pru of a nice campground.

			She followed Sophia inside. The place was neat and cozy, with splashes of vibrant color provided by the curtains and several throw pillows. Books stood in the few open shelves and a hint of some kind of musky scent, like nag champa or neroli, wafted on the air. A half-finished puzzle sat on the dining room table next to a laptop, and a huge dog bed took up a large section of the living area.

			Pru felt at home. “This is cozy.”

			Sophia sorted through a few drawers before she pulled a big ring of keys from a drawer near the front door, and she leaned against the nearby sink, her weight conspicuously off her hurt ankle. “I like it. For a while, I lived in a camper shell on my truck. This has a lot more amenities, and the additional space is nice. The best thing is not having to climb up to the cramped over-cab sleeping space where I constantly bumped my head. Sammy wasn’t a fan either. She likes to sleep with me.”

			Pru peered down the short hallway where she imagined the bedroom was. It ended at a couple of steps rising into another room. Beyond the open doorway stood a neatly made bed with a colorful but surprisingly feminine duvet. It might have been the after-effects of the Epi shots from yesterday and lack of quality sleep, but she longed to curl up on it and take a nap. She peeled her eyes away and watched Sophia sort the keys.

			“Ah. Here it is.” Sophia turned toward the door, and Pru put a hand on her shoulder, extending the other for the keys. Sophia looked at it with amusement. However, when her eyes moved up to meet Pru’s, she wore an expression Pru had seen before. The one she’d had just before she’d kissed her. The one that kept invading Pru’s memory. Had it only been hours ago? It felt like so much longer. She could almost feel Sophia’s supple lips against her own, and she swallowed hard, anticipating their taste.

			A scratch at the door caused Sophia to look away, and the spell was broken. Pru blinked once and leaned away a fraction of an inch, but it might as well have been yards. The moment had evaporated.

			“Tell me where the compartment is, and I’ll get it,” Pru said, taking the keys.

			At first, Pru thought Sophia would argue, but she merely shrugged and said where the crutches were, and Pru left to fetch them. She was grateful for the time to regroup and found Sophia perusing the contents of a cabinet when she came back. She propped the crutches against the table where Sophia could easily get to them and sat on the bench next to the table.

			Sophia glanced at her and went back to searching in the cabinet. “Thanks for bringing them up. I hope there weren’t any spiders.”

			“None I noticed,” she said with more calm than she felt.

			A quick scan of the crutches didn’t reveal any telltale webs, a good sign. But she couldn’t help but lift her hair and shake it out. She could almost feel little legs crawling across her neck.

			“Holy crap, that’s sexy,” Sophia said. Pru raised her head to find Sophia staring at her, and then her eyes grew wide. “I didn’t mean to say that out loud.” Sophia quickly buried her head back inside the cabinet.

			Heat flared through Pru’s body. She’d completely forgotten about spiders.

			“Aha.” Sophia removed a bottle from a cupboard, shook it, and what sounded like a single pill rattled inside. She closed the cabinet and picked up her truck keys. “I’m going to the store. I’m almost out of pain meds.”

			Pru stood, suppressing a frustrated sigh. Sophia was bound and determined to be independent, and Pru was having none of it. “I’ll go. You really should rest your ankle today, especially if you intend to go to work tomorrow.” Sophia dropped her chin to her chest, and Pru almost felt sorry for her. It had to be hard. She remembered her own reluctance to have Sophia help her yesterday. She rested a hand on Sophia’s shoulder, resisting the urge to move it a few inches and caress her cheek. “Hey, you took good care of me yesterday. Let me repay the favor, okay?”

			Sophia sighed. “Are you sure?”

			“I wouldn’t have offered if I didn’t want to. I’ll be right back.”

		


		
			Chapter Nineteen

			The trailer fell quiet as soon as Pru left, and Sophia hobbled to the table and sat on the bench.

			Normally, she liked being alone in her own space, but this time it felt flat and lonely. Sammy sensed her mood and leaned against her thigh. Sophia took comfort from the warm pressure, stroking Sammy’s head and ears. She made little grunting sounds and burrowed her big head into Sophia’s lap but soon started sniffing at her clothes, undoubtedly intrigued by the scent of Rosie and the horses from yesterday. Sophia realized she probably needed to take a shower, and she needed to jump in now if she wanted to finish before Pru returned.

			Had she been uninjured, she probably would have been able to do it, too.

			She made it to the bathroom just fine. The crutches were a big help, and she left them outside the accordion door because there wasn’t much room. Things were still going fine when she sat on the closed toilet to take off her clothes along with the bandage Millie had applied and carefully got in the shower. After the drama of the last several hours, the warm water and the comforting scents of lavender shampoo and rosemary body wash had her feeling more like herself.

			It was when she turned the water off and, dripping wet, reached for her towel, that the problems started.

			Her hand met bare wall. She’d forgotten a towel, and they were all in the small closet in the hallway. Not yet worried, she hopped out on her good foot and, using the open door frame for support, carefully hopped through, careful not to slip.

			Taking hold of her crutches, she finally noticed Pru standing near the front door holding a small bag and her keys and looking anywhere but at her.

			“That was quick. I expected the drive to CVS to take a little longer.” Sophia wished for something to cover up, but aside from the pile of dirty clothes behind her on the bathroom floor and a small hand towel above the sink, there was nothing, and even if there was, her injury made it difficult to get to without looking like a fool. So she just stood there in all her naked glory, water pooling at her feet.

			“I went to the convenience store across from the Thumb.” Pru kept her eyes down, her face bright red.

			Luckily, Sophia wasn’t shy, but Pru’s reaction made her consider pulling the accordion door closed to spare them both the discomfort. Figuring it would just bring more attention, she just stood there, leaning on her crutches, wondering if she should toddle on down the hall to get a towel.

			“I…I…should probably leave.” Pru dropped the little bag on the counter.

			Sophia shifted on her crutches. “I forgot a towel,” she said inanely.

			Pru’s eyes followed the movement, and Sophia felt her gaze as if it was a physical thing, trailing heat down her body. Pru sucked in a deep breath before she averted her eyes again. “Um, where do you keep them?”

			Sophia pointed down the short hallway toward her room. “On the top shelf in the hall closet.”

			Pru walked past, her eyes still discreetly focused away, and Sophia had an urge to reach out and stop her, to pull Pru to her, but she was frozen in place. When Pru disappeared down the hall, Sophia dropped her head and drew a hand down her face. The sounds of the closet door opening and closing gave her time to stand tall again before Pru reappeared…well, as tall as she could on one foot.

			“Here you go. I’ll…I’ll…just step outside for a minute,” Pru said, turning toward the door.

			Sophia wrapped the towel around herself. “It’s okay. I’m covered. I’ll just pop into my bedroom and be right back.”

			Sophia, realizing she couldn’t hold the towel and use both crutches, left one against the wall and hobbled down the hall, holding the towel up with the other hand. It still wasn’t easy, but she managed to accomplish it with some amount of grace. Until she got to the two steps leading to her bedroom. She had to pause, thinking of the best way to get up without doing it on her hands and knees. If she’d been clothed or alone, she would have just done it. However, being naked in front of Pru was one thing, but being naked and crawling was too much, even for her.

			“Do you need help?” Pru’s voice came from directly behind her.

			Sophia sighed and shifted to face her, feeling ridiculous. “Just trying to figure out how to get up the stairs without losing my towel and adding to my already debilitating embarrassment.”

			Pru gave her a sympathetic look, and Sophia felt an almost hysterical sort of laugh building inside her. She leaned against the wall, and the urge to laugh turned to a desire to cry, and all the emotional ups and downs of the last several hours seemed to crash over her. She didn’t laugh or cry, but she couldn’t find anything to say to break the silence surrounding them.

			Thankfully, Pru’s embarrassment seemed to have disappeared. She removed the single crutch from Sophia’s grip, leaned it against the wall, and took her arm. “Here. Put your arm over my shoulders.”

			Sophia did and felt less manic under Pru’s calm direction. However, when they turned, she found they didn’t fit in the narrow hallway.

			“Now what?” she asked, shifting. Her arm remained around Pru’s shoulders while she clutched the towel to her chest. Pru’s other arm encircled Sophia’s waist. Their noses were less than an inch apart, and Pru’s breath puffed against Sophia’s chin. It would only take a small tilt to bring their lips together, and she could almost feel Pru’s mouth against hers. A corner of Pru’s mouth trembled, and Sophia realized she was staring at her lips. She forced herself to look up and guessed the expression in Pru’s beautiful blue eyes probably reflected her own: nervous, turned-on, shy. But while Sophia knew the heat creeping up her own neck didn’t imprint itself on her skin, Pru’s cheeks were pink, and the color extended all the way down to her tank top and probably farther.

			“Do I have something on my shirt?” Pru asked.

			Sophia closed her eyes and shook her head, trying to breath regularly. “Uh, sorry. I’m just trying to figure out how to do this.”

			“Do what, exactly?” The teasing in Pru’s voice was evident, and when Sophia opened her eyes, the glimmer in Pru’s made her feel better, allowing her to breathe again.

			“That’s the thing. I’m not sure. I must have sprained my brain when I sprained my ankle.”

			“Here. Let’s do this.” Pru let go of Sophia’s waist and shrugged out from under her arm. She took a deep breath, hopped up the steps on one foot, and turned around. “Now, you do it.”

			Pru made it look easy. And Sophia had hopped up Pru’s front porch steps just last night. But something about being in a towel made the simple action seem unaccountably beyond her abilities.

			Pru must have read the uncertainty in Sophia’s expression. She took the hand not holding the towel up and nodded at Sophia encouragingly.

			“One. Two. Three. Hop.”

			And she did it. She didn’t think. She just hopped twice to the top and gave a triumphant shout. A wave of embarrassment washed over her for being intimidated by two small steps. She threw herself backward onto her bed, making sure the towel covered all the important parts, and covered her face with her hands.

			“I can’t believe I made such a big deal about getting up two stupid steps.”

			“To be fair, you’ve never done it with an audience. And in a towel.”

			Sophia sat up self-consciously. “You don’t need to try to minimize my lack of grace. I fully own my inner dork.”

			“A gorgeous dork, though.” Sophia watched Pru’s face turn bright red. “Who I’m going to leave alone to get dressed.” And with that, she left, closing the door.

			Sophia emerged from her room a few minutes later in a clean pair of shorts and a T-shirt. Her hair was a mess, but she’d done her best to finger-comb it as best she could.

			Hopping down the steps proved a little trickier than hopping up, and she made an enormous clatter when she landed on the hollow, linoleum-covered floor, shaking the trailer with every hop. The noise would have been bad enough, but the crutch she’d left leaning against the wall fell, adding to the general cacophony.

			Pru appeared at the end of the hall in a flash. “Are you okay?”

			Sophia grimaced as she picked up the crutch while balancing on one foot. “I’m fine. I just like to make a dramatic entrance.”

			Pru shook her head. “By jumping all the way down and possibly spraining your other ankle?”

			Sophia grimaced. “Next time, I’ll just sit down on the top step and swing my legs over. I can do it going up, too. Problem solved.” She wanted to bring up the looks and the blurted compliments and the kiss—especially the kiss—but a blanket of embarrassment hung over her. How did she bring it up after such an awkward trek down the stairs?

			“I hope you don’t mind. I snooped a little. Can I make you some lunch before I leave? Maybe heat up some soup?”

			Sophia almost said yes. It had been a long time since someone had even offered, but Pru had done enough for her already, and she needed rest, too. After all, she’d suffered a far more serious medical emergency. In fact, Sophia thought Pru looked a little pale again. “I’ll just order a pizza. A large will leave leftovers to tide me over until I can hobble around a little more easily.”

			The frown Pru aimed at her told her the pizza idea didn’t sit well, but Pru didn’t say anything, and Sophia didn’t ask. She wasn’t about to volunteer that pizza constituted a major staple of hers, and her diet mostly resembled a kid’s menu.

			Pru pushed her hair behind her ear and looked around. “Okay. I guess I’ll get out of your hair, then. I’ll call you later to check in,” she said, petting Sammy before she left. “Call me if you need anything.”

			Sophia said she would, even though she wouldn’t, and they said good-bye. She didn’t want Pru to go, but she couldn’t think of anything to keep her. The trailer was, once again, overly quiet after she left. Sophia turned on the radio for company, but it wasn’t the same.

		


		
			Chapter Twenty

			The room erupted into sudden activity when the bell rang, and Pru jumped. Thirty-five students flowed out of her classroom for lunch, and she tried to maintain the cheerful demeanor she’d tried to display all morning, hoping it didn’t come off as false as she suspected.

			The epinephrine hangover was worse on Monday than it had been the day before. She’d even considered calling in sick, but since school policy made her responsible for finding her own substitute except in extreme illness, the hassle hadn’t been worth the effort. As a result, she had all of her classes reading quietly that day. Maybe tomorrow, too, depending on whether she could kick the fatigue weighing down her body.

			She picked up her insulated lunch bag although she was almost too tired to eat. If it hadn’t been for the lunch she’d also packed for Sophia, she might have gone home for a catnap. Instead, she attached Rosie’s lead to her harness. “Come on, my love. We’re going for a walk.”

			Grateful for not running into any of her students on her way from the building, she started out on the four-block walk to Sophia’s. The short walk in the sunshine gave her a little energy. The scent of fresh-cut alfalfa wafted on the air, and she waved to Curtis, who was harvesting the field adjacent to the school with a tractor pulling a sickle bar mower. He removed his sweat-stained ballcap and used it to wave back before wiping his brow and putting it back on.

			She picked up Rosie to cross the street to get to Willie’s. Although the heat of the day wasn’t as sweltering as the last few weeks, the asphalt remained too hot for Rosie’s little feet. Pru put her down when they got to the gravel of the back lot, and Pru was startled when Willie appeared, rounding the corner of Sophia’s trailer.

			“Hey, Pru,” he said, rebalancing a long redwood two-by-four on his shoulder. “Shouldn’t you be at the school corrupting the minds of the future generation?”

			Pru held up her lunch sack. “I brought Sophia some lunch.”

			He dropped the board onto a couple of sawhorses and picked up a handheld circular saw. “She’s over in bay one, working on Lance’s truck.”

			“What? Did she tell you she hurt her ankle this weekend?”

			He lined up his cut. “She didn’t mention it, and I didn’t ask, but the crutches were a giveaway.”

			It wasn’t Pru’s place, and she could almost hear her mom telling her to stay in her own lane, but Willie leaving Sophia to work on all the cars while he did other things annoyed her. As far as she was concerned, he should be working in bay one, and Sophia should be convalescing in her trailer.

			Heeding the voice in her head, she told Willie thanks instead of letting him have it and headed toward the garage. All the bay doors were closed, so she entered a door on the side, ignoring the sign marking it mechanics only. She’d been going to Willie’s for years, and no one paid attention to the sign.

			She walked through two bays to get to bay one, which gave her eyes a chance to adjust to the comparative gloom. She recognized Lance’s fully-outfitted truck, but she saw no sign of Sophia, even after walking around. She started for the lobby when Sophia rolled out from under the truck on a mechanic’s dolly. “I knew those toes were too cute to be Willie’s.”

			Pru looked at her sandal-clad feet.

			Sophia chuckled and pulled a red cloth from her pocket, wiping her hands. Rosie took advantage of her retractable leash and beelined over, jumping onto Sophia’s belly, licking her face. Sophia’s chuckle turned into a laugh as she tried to pet the squirming dog.

			Pru couldn’t help but smile, even as she put her hands on her hips. “Shouldn’t you be taking it easy?” She recognized her own teacher voice coming out of her mouth, but she didn’t care.

			Sophia didn’t seem to be fazed by it, and she gestured at her prone body with a grin. Rosie rested on her chest watching the exchange. “I am.”

			Pru tilted her head. “You might be lying down, but I wouldn’t call what you’re doing ‘taking it easy.’”

			“Believe me. I’m taking it easy.”

			Her teacher voice changed to one of exasperation. “Why isn’t Willie helping you? He’s out there cutting up wood, and you’re in here doing all the work.” Pru looked at all the cars parked in the bays. She’d known Willie forever and never thought he’d be so unsympathetic. “I’m going to go talk to him.”

			The door into the customer waiting area and employee break area slammed closed, and Pru peered over her shoulder, expecting it to be Willie. Instead, it was Tim, one of the O’Malley twins who’d graduated last year. Both he and Scott were good students, if she didn’t count the times they’d tried to do the old switcheroo by pretending to be one another. They might have been identical twins and relatively bright, but the thin scar cutting through Tim’s left eyebrow was a big giveaway they never seemed to realize.

			“Hey, Ms. Glynn,” he said, smiling in his mechanic’s coveralls.

			“Hi, Tim. I thought you were in Florida at college.”

			She glanced at Sophia, who was propped up on her elbows, watching them. At least her foot was elevated, something Pru hadn’t noticed before.

			“Scott and I decided to take this year off. We wanted some time to figure out what we want to do. You know?”

			She wanted to remind him of everything he could lose. But it wasn’t up to her to tell him what was best for him. She reminded herself how hard being his age could be, how hard it could be to navigate the expectations of others while deciding what he wanted to do with his future.

			“Do you want to go have a cup of coffee and talk about it sometime? I’d love to hear your thoughts.”

			The self-conscious expression he’d taken on transitioned back to his easygoing smile. “That would be great. I’m just trying to get my thoughts together, and it would be great to talk with someone who isn’t trying to get me to toe the line. Know what I mean? Hey, do you mind if Scott comes, too?”

			“He’s definitely welcome.”

			They figured out a date and time to meet, and he returned to work in the far bay. She grinned at the copy of The Catcher in the Rye tucked into the wide back pocket of his coveralls.

			“You’re a good teacher.”

			Pru turned back to Sophia. “I just listened.”

			“True. Which is probably exactly what he needs now. His parents are all over him to figure his shit out.”

			“I imagine they are.”

			“But you didn’t try to explain their side. You listened. And it’s obvious he thinks the world of you.”

			“How’d you glean the last bit?”

			“He’s mentioned you on more than one occasion.”

			“Has he?”

			“I asked him where he learned to work on cars, and he said in Gavin’s classes. When I told him I knew Gavin, his face lit up, and he told me Gavin and you were his favorite teachers.”

			Hearing she’d made a difference in someone’s life made it all worthwhile. Because being a favorite teacher wasn’t about being nice. It was about making an impact, about changing someone for the better. That was why she did it.

			“Teachers aren’t supposed to have favorites, but we do,” she said.

			“Tell me why you’re here, pretty teacher. It isn’t just to get on my case about not staying in bed, is it?”

			A vision of Sophia lying on her bed in a towel flooded Pru’s mind, and a wave of heat, like a physical thing, passed over her. Trying to ignore her wandering thoughts, she lifted her lunch bag. “I was hoping to catch you for lunch.”

			Sophia sat up and moved her elevated leg onto the floor. She didn’t grimace, so either it didn’t bother her as much as it did yesterday…or she was faking it. Pru wouldn’t put faking it past her.

			“I was just waiting for Tim to get back. Help me up?” She held out her hands, and Pru pulled her up. Still no indication of pain, although she put most of her weight on her good ankle. She reached into the bed of the truck and lifted her crutches out, propping them under her arms.

			“We have chicken enchiladas. My mom brought them over last night with orders to split them with you. Is there a place to warm it up?”

			“Have I mentioned I’m in love with your mother?” Sophia said, turning toward the door. “Let’s go to my place. There’s a microwave here, but the breakroom isn’t as comfortable.”

			When they rounded the front of the trailer, Willie’s impressive handiwork came into view. In one morning, he’d built most of the frame for a deck. It gave the trailer a sense of permanence as well as an easier entrance. Pru was impressed and frustrated at herself for assuming Willie was slacking while Sophia did all the work.

			“It’s coming along great, Willie,” Sophia called as he finished installing a bracket on one of the struts.

			“Hey, ladies. I guess I should break for lunch, too.” He put down the electric screwdriver and stood, rubbing his hands together. “I have me a big old burrito waiting in the breakroom fridge.”

			“Looks like you’re making good time,” Sophia said.

			He moved the toothpick in his mouth from one side to the other as he surveyed his work. “Thanks to having the O’Malley boys as extra help today and the managers having all the other stores handled this week, I had some extra time for once. I’m almost ready to lay the deck and will probably have most of it done by quittin’ time tonight. I’ll get the handrails in and stain it tomorrow. Good timing with your bum foot and all, too. Can’t be having you reinjuring yourself going up and down those steep steps.”

			While Willie spoke, Pru felt doubly bad for her earlier response to seeing Willie out here. She should have known.

			He laid some two-by-sixes across the frame to give Sophia a path to her door and helped her up the stairs he’d already built. Although she definitely favored her hurt ankle, she moved around on it a lot better today.

			“You make using crutches look easy,” Pru said, following, ready to help if one of the unsecured boards shifted.

			Sophia turned with a grimace as she opened the door. “Tell it to my armpits.”

			Sammy greeted them enthusiastically, her tail sweeping the linoleum in the small kitchen. The cool air in the trailer made goose bumps rise on Pru’s bare arms, or at least, she told herself it was the cool air and not the beautiful woman she followed.

			As Sophia dropped onto the upholstered bench, Pru couldn’t help but smile at how adorable she was with Sammy, talking to her and asking about her day. Pru stationed herself at the counter and popped one of the single serving containers of enchiladas and Spanish rice into the microwave before leaning back against the counter while it heated.

			“My mom is famous for her chicken enchiladas. She got the recipe from a restaurant in Santa Fe, New Mexico.”

			Sophia sat back in her seat, and Sammy lay down with a contented groan at her feet. “I’m not picky, but I have to say, I appreciate any food I don’t have to cook myself.” She looked at her hands and sighed. “I need to wash my hands.”

			She got up, stepped over Sammy and, using the counter to prop herself up, maneuvered by Pru to get to the sink. The narrow trailer and three bodies sharing the same space made the kitchen seem much smaller than Pru remembered. Sophia paused, bringing the scents of lavender and rosemary intermingled with the unique smell of Sophia’s skin. The intoxicating bouquet took control of Pru’s senses, and she stood absolutely still as her body processed Sophia’s proximity, a sensation she didn’t consider unpleasant at all.

			Sophia turned on the sink. “How’re you doing, Pru? My stupid ankle has completely overshadowed the fact that you were in anaphylactic shock less than forty-eight hours ago. I should be looking after you, not the other way around.”

			“I’m fine,” Pru managed to say.

			Sophia finished washing and turned toward her, dipping her chin and lifting her eyebrows. “Why don’t I believe you?”

			“Seriously,” Pru said. She showed her the arm, where no sign of the bee sting remained. “You can’t even see the spot. They’re usually red and itchy for a few days, but my mom says the mud you put on it pulled the venom out. See? Completely fine.”

			Sophia leaned against the counter and inspected Pru’s arm, her hands warm on Pru’s cold skin. “You have goose bumps,” Sophia said.

			“It’s chilly in here.”

			“I keep the cooler going because Sammy gets overheated easily.”

			Pru glanced at Sammy lounging in a square of sunlight coming in from a window, but her concentration was on the warm hands now stroking her arms. “I’d rather be a little chilly than too hot,” she said. Her voice trembled. “You can always put more clothes on, but you only have so much to take off.”

			The quirk of Sophia’s lips told Pru she wanted to say something, instead, Sophia kept running her hands up and down Pru’s arms. “I’ll get you a hoodie.”

			Sophia limped down the hall, and Pru reminded herself that Sophia was only here temporarily.

			The microwave chimed, and she swapped out the dishes, the aroma of enchiladas filling the trailer. She checked her watch. Her lunch hour was almost up. She’d spent more time in the shop than she’d thought. It was a good thing she had a planning period right after lunch. She needed it to plan the next day’s classes, but she could do it after school, she reasoned with herself, technically adding another fifty-five minutes before she had to be back.

			“This is the softest hoodie I own.”

			Pru turned and nearly collided with Sophia, who stood right behind her holding a jacket as if she’d been about to drape it over Pru’s shoulders. She’d unzipped the top part of her coveralls, which were now dangling from her waist, and the tight white tank top she wore under it was stark against her tanned skin. Pru had never been one to ogle a woman, but her pulse sped up at the sight. The next thing Pru knew, the image of Sophia standing naked just out of the shower flooded her mind.

			Pru couldn’t move, even to accept the jacket, so she just stood there, enthralled by the nearness of Sophia, falling into her warm brown eyes, while Sophia reached around and draped the cotton jacket across her shoulders. All of Pru’s senses seemed amplified: the scent of Sophia, the heat of Sophia, the sight of Sophia. With arms that didn’t seem to be her own, Pru reached up to hold Sophia’s arms in place before she could withdraw them.

			Sophia rested her hands on Pru’s shoulders. “Is this okay? Do…do you want a different hoodie? Or maybe a flannel shirt? I have both.”

			“It’s fine. Everything is fine.” Pru ran her hands from Sophia’s wrists to her elbows and back again. Goose bumps rose across her skin as Sophia watched her, and she shivered. Both of them knew it had nothing to do with the air-conditioning.

			“What do you need?” Sophia asked, her voice quiet and low.

			Pru wanted something she shouldn’t want. She stared at Sophia’s lips. She’d been haunted by the kiss they’d shared near the river, but because of the bee sting and sprained ankle shenanigans, it felt like a week ago, almost as if it had happened to someone else. Here she was, though, remembering Sophia’s beautiful body, craving her kiss, and so close that she could feel Sophia’s heat. She needed to feel it against her. She needed her mouth. The yearning eclipsed all other thought.

			Yet she couldn’t move.

			Sophia’s lips were right there, less than six inches away, and she couldn’t make herself close the distance. She wanted to. Every cell in her body wanted to, but she couldn’t. She just stood there, holding Sophia’s arms and staring at her lips.

			Sophia looked at Pru’s hands, and Pru realized she was holding them so tight, there were probably going to be bruises later. Chagrined, she loosened her grip, but she still couldn’t move, couldn’t step back.

			Sophia licked her lips, and Pru almost collapsed. “I thought you were about to kiss me,” Sophia whispered.

			Pru loved the way Sophia’s mouth moved when she talked. How her perfect teeth flashed between the red tint of her full lips and the occasional peek of her tongue when she enunciated certain words. The hint of the dimple in her left cheek when she sort of smiled but not quite. And her perfect chin. Everything about the way she talked enchanted her.

			“Were you?” Sophia asked.

			Pru pried her eyes from Sophia’s lips and stared into her eyes. They were so beautiful, so expressive, dark brown with countless facets reflecting the natural sunlight in the room.

			Sophia tipped her head to the side, a corner of her mouth lifted. “Tell me. Were you?”

			“Were I what?” Pru asked, letting her eyes drop to Sophia’s lips and back up again.

			“Were you going to kiss me?”

			Pru pondered the question, wondering how to answer but only peripherally, since her attention remained on Sophia’s mouth. Another wave of heat rose up through her.

			“You’re adorable when you blush.” Sophia cupped Pru’s head. “If it’s okay, I’m going to kiss you now.”

			Sophia leaned closer, stopped, a question in her eye, waiting for permission. Finally able to move, Pru closed the remaining gap, meeting her lips, and the world came to a crashing halt. Nothing else existed. Just her and Sophia. No up. No down. No trailer. No work. Just them and the kiss. She took a step closer, and their bodies met. Pru wanted to crush herself against her, to let go of Sophia’s wrists and wrap her arms around her, pulling her close. But she didn’t. She concentrated on the soft heat of Sophia’s lips, Sophia’s tongue tracing her lower lip, the warmth of her soft face.

			The timer on the microwave chimed.

			Sophia pushed her hands into Pru’s hair, caressing her neck, holding her head, taking control, causing a cascade of sensations to wash over and through Pru, increasing her hunger. She couldn’t breathe but didn’t want to come up for air or leave the press of Sophia’s mouth and the heat of her body.

			It was Sophia who finally pulled away. She didn’t move far, just enough for them to catch their breath.

			“I didn’t think it could be better than the first time,” Pru whispered.

			Sophia stroked the side of her face. “I wasn’t sure you remembered.”

			“I wasn’t sure you remembered.” Pru focused on her mouth, and this time, she didn’t care if Sophia noticed. She wanted her to notice. She willed her to notice, and if Sophia didn’t kiss again, she would—

			“A lot happened that day. But I couldn’t forget this.” Sophia kissed her again.

			The chime on the microwave sounded again.

			“I suppose we should eat, huh?” Sophia said against Pru’s lips. The vibration of her voice tickled Pru’s lips.

			“I suppose so.” Pru took a reluctant step backward toward the microwave. Food was the last thing on her mind, but she needed to ground herself, or she was going to do something she’d regret later. She reminded herself that she didn’t do casual.

			“Smells good.” Sophia leaned forward to peek over her shoulder as Pru took the cover off the dish, and it was all Pru could do to stop herself from leaning back into her, knowing all along that it would be trouble. Instead, she maneuvered around Sophia and set the dishes on the table next to the silverware Sophia had set out.

			“My mom’s enchiladas are one of my favorite meals. She doesn’t make them often, so I know she’s loving on me when she does.”

			They sat, and Sophia took a bite. Pru was delighted to see pleasure wash over her face. Sophia pointed her fork at her food. “These are wonderful.”

			“Right?”

			They were quiet for a moment, eating, and Pru could barely taste her food because all she could think about was the kiss. Her body was reeling from it, begging for more. She knew it wasn’t a good idea, but her body didn’t care.

			It took a few minutes before Pru realized Sophia had stopped eating, and when she looked up, Sophia was watching her with a pensive expression. Pru lowered her fork, worried that something was wrong. “Is the food okay?”

			Sophia bit her lower lip. “Should we talk about what just happened?”

			Pru was tempted to pretend she didn’t understand, but that was ridiculous. She searched for a response, but when Sophia bit her lip again, she was back to thinking about how much she wanted to kiss her.

			Sophia’s lip biting became more pronounced, and Pru realized her silence was becoming uncomfortable, which only made it harder for her to respond.

			“I mean,” Sophia continued, “we don’t have to make a big deal of it. I guess I just wanted to check in. Make sure you didn’t have anything to say about it.”

			The thing was, Pru did want to talk about it. She wanted to understand what it meant. How they should proceed. If they should proceed. And it wasn’t as if she didn’t consider it a big deal because it sort of was a big deal. At least to her. When it came to dating, she didn’t do casual. Not that they were dating or anything, but she definitely didn’t go around kissing people nonchalantly. And her body definitely responded differently with Sophia than it had when she’d kissed other people. This new territory proved to be a bit overwhelming, and she could kick herself, but she just couldn’t find words for it.

			Sophia’s eyes sparkled with amusement, but she was still biting her lip.

			Pru fidgeted with her fork. “Um…well…”

			Sophia watched her intently, which didn’t help her to find what she wanted to say. “If I had to guess, I think we’re both trying to understand what it meant. Am I right?” Sophia said.

			Finally able to take a full breath, Pru relaxed a little and nodded.

			“I mean aside from the fact I’ve wanted to kiss you since I first met you,” Sophia added.

			“You have?” Pru finally found some words.

			Sophia ducked her head as if she was surprised by her admission, but she nodded. “Even when I thought you and Gavin were together. I mean, I’d never try to kiss another person’s significant other. But I thought about it, which made me feel bad, you know, coveting you like that, even though I couldn’t help it.”

			Pru didn’t even try to mask her surprise. “But Gavin and I haven’t been…not since…he’s not…You thought we were together? And coveting?” She was so flustered, she knocked her fork into her lap and scrambled to catch it. “Really?”

			Sophia chuckled. “I guess covet is a pretty outdated word, huh?” She lifted a shoulder. “It’s one of those words the nuns drilled into me in school. And yeah. I thought you were together because you’re both so comfortable with one another. I could tell you had a history.”

			“I can see how you might have thought that.” As much as Pru didn’t like being confused for anything other than Gavin’s friend, it said a lot that Sophia wasn’t the kind of person who interfered with other people’s relationships. Which made her like Sophia even more, if that was even possible.

			Sophia stopped biting her lip and rubbed her mouth. “After the picnic, the desire to kiss you has just grown stronger.”

			Pru squeezed her eyes closed against the shiver that Sophia’s statement caused. “Yeah, it has.”

			Sophia blew out a breath. “You, too?”

			Pru nodded.

			“But there’s something there. Something standing in the way,” Sophia said.

			Pru nodded again.

			“Okay, I’m not imagining it. What is it?” Sophia asked.

			Pru opened her eyes but concentrated on pushing the last few bites of her food around with her fork. “You’ll be moving on again. And I don’t do casual.” When Pru raised her eyes, she found Sophia watching her with a look she couldn’t decipher. “It’s my issue, not yours. But it is a thing for me.”

			Sophia sat back in her seat, looking disappointed. “I totally understand. I’m not a fan of casual, either. Not that I haven’t done it before, but it’s not my favorite thing.”

			Pru lifted her shoulders. “So there you have it.”

			Sophia mirrored her posture. “Yep, there it is.”

			They sat for a moment. Sophia finished her lunch, and Pru went back to playing with her food.

			“You’re a phenomenal kisser, though,” Sophia said.

			A wall of heat rose in Pru at the simple statement and she peeked up. “You are, too.”

			They both turned to stare at the spot near the counter where they’d kissed, and a full body memory took control of Pru. Shaking it off, she laughed self-consciously and glanced at her watch with disappointment. Time seemed to have skipped forward. “My lunch break is almost over. I have just enough time to get back before my next class.” She picked up their dishes, putting the lids back on, tucking them into her bag.

			Sophia started to rise, and Pru stopped her with a hand on her shoulder.

			“I appreciate how you gave up your break to bring me lunch,” Sophia said, standing anyway. “I have to get back, too. I’ll walk you as far as the sidewalk.”

			“My grandmother used to say there’s no rest for the wicked.”

			Sophia scoffed. “That explains why I’m always exhausted.”

		


		
			Chapter Twenty-one

			On an extremely slow Monday evening, only two tables were occupied at the Thumb, and Sophia had her choice. She grabbed what had become her favorite in the far corner, close to the open bay door so she could bring Sammy. But Sammy was with Willie on an overnight fishing trip, and they wouldn’t be back until the next day so it was just her with a few hours to kill.

			The day wasn’t as warm as it had been those first few weeks, nor as hot as it remained in Austin, but summer hadn’t yet released its hold on Colorado, and she was glad she’d worn shorts. The breeze coming in brought the scent of the country as well as a little relief from the constant canned air of air-conditioning.

			She’d already placed her dinner order at the counter, so she opened her library copy of Pride and Prejudice and sipped Trent’s newest stout. A few minutes later, Trent stopped by and placed the buffalo chicken salad she’d ordered on the table.

			He gestured at the book. “I wanted to like that book, but I could never finish it. I don’t think historical fiction is my thing.”

			Sophia placed a cardboard beer coaster between the pages as a bookmark and put it on the table. “It’s one of my favorites.”

			“Give me Stephen King any day.”

			“I love his work. He’s next on my to-be-read pile,” Sophia said.

			“Let me guess. The Stand,” Pru said as she slid into the seat nearest Sophia.

			“Hey. I wasn’t expecting you,” Sophia said, although she’d come to the Thumb almost every night over the last week hoping to run into her. She hadn’t seen her since last Monday when she’d come by for lunch, and they’d kissed. Pru hadn’t come to the Wednesday lunch class either. Sophia worried she might be avoiding her.

			“Well, I hoped you’d be here,” Pru said, which made Sophia feel better.

			“Did you want to order anything, Ms. G?” Trent asked, refilling Sophia’s water and filling a new one for Pru.

			Pru inspected the salad in front of Sophia. “I’ll have what she’s having.”

			“You got it. How about to drink?”

			Pru studied Sophia’s beer. “What are you drinking?”

			“I don’t think it’s on the menu yet. Trent gave me a sneak taste. It’s really good. But I’d bet Trent has never made a bad batch.”

			Pru looked at Trent and grinned, and he returned the look with a grimace. “Believe me, there have been a few skunky batches,” he said. “But I think Ms. G. is the only one who has gagged to my face.”

			“You should have told me it tasted like pickles.”

			“My tasters gave it nine out of ten stars. But I get it. Not all beers are made for all people.”

			Pru picked up Sophia’s glass and took a sip. Something about the familiarity of the gesture made Sophia’s stomach flutter.

			“Oh. Yummy. How about a glass of this?” she said, licking her lips.

			Sophia looked away. She’d relived their kisses so many times in the week since she’d last seen her that she’d started to believe the memory had become larger than life. However, seeing Pru in person proved she’d actually underestimated the impact. There was something significant going on between them, and while it felt good in a lot of ways, it wasn’t smart, and the conflict drove her crazy.

			Trent beamed. “Absolutely. One mandarin coriander stout coming up.”

			They both watched Trent walk back to the bar, lending to a slightly awkward pause.

			“Hey, you,” Pru finally said, propping her chin on her hands with a smile that lit up her eyes, and Sophia couldn’t help but return it. Being so close to her and not touching her was difficult. Pru had made it clear there couldn’t be anything between them, and Sophia was glad for the reminder. As difficult as it would be, she whole-heartedly agreed. They could be friends but nothing more.

			Being friends was safer, and aside from the attraction, Sophia truly enjoyed being around her for a lot of other reasons. She’d just momentarily forgotten that she didn’t date; she had nothing to give, and she had no right to expect someone to accept it. The temptation to ignore her no-dating rule was strong because Pru exuded something that made her feel like she belonged. Sophia hadn’t felt that way in a long, long time. It was tempting to think she could take a chance.

			But she couldn’t.

			It wasn’t fair to Pru.

			Sophia pushed her hands under her thighs to keep from touching her. “Hey, you.”

			“How’s your ankle.” Pru peered under the table.

			Sophia extended her leg, rotating the foot one way and then the other. A faint ache and stiffness persisted, but she could use it again if she was careful. “Much better. Still sore, and I can’t run on it, but I can walk on it. Sort of.”

			“You’re a runner?”

			Sophia grinned. “Only if someone’s chasing me with a chainsaw.”

			Pru snorted and a pause stretched through a few seconds where they simply smiled at each other.

			“What about you?” Sophia asked.

			“I tried track in school, but I hated it. Sometimes, I think I should try it again, see what those runners who make it look so easy are talking about. But then I realize I’m just looking for an excuse to eat more cheesecake.”

			Sophia hid an amused smile behind her glass. “I meant, how are you doing, but I’m always happy to learn more about you. I’ve filed away the cheesecake thing,” she said as she set the glass down.

			Pru laughed, which always made Sophia happy. “I’m great. The whole bee sting episode had me dragging for a few days, but other than that, the school year is off to a great start. I won’t even complain about being buried in grading papers.”

			“I missed you last Wednesday. Not that I expected you to be there every week, but I popped my head into your classroom, and you weren’t there either.”

			“I have a monthly book club in the library during lunch with some of my lit students. I’ll be there this week. Did it go well?”

			Relief washed over Sophia to know Pru wasn’t avoiding her. “I’m enjoying teaching the girls. Or should I say young women? I notice you prefer that.”

			“You’re fine. My use stems from being called a girl too many times in a way to minimize my contribution or feelings.”

			“Tell me more.” Sophia was intrigued. Pru’s statement revealed a side of her that Sophia hadn’t seen yet.

			Pru blew out a breath, seeming to collect her thoughts before she continued. “You know, they say girl in what might appear to be a friendly way but is more patronizing. Girl implies naiveite, vulnerability, immaturity, minimizing the person based on gender. And Gavin was the worst, probably because I cared more about what he thought. He’d make jokes about a woman’s place and letting the men take care of things. Mostly repeating what he’d heard his father say. It was a long time ago. Before we became teachers. He’s since changed the way he refers to students, especially the young women.” Pru waved a hand dismissively. “Sorry for pontificating. I probably sound like a hard-core feminist or something.”

			“Hard-core feminism is perfectly fine by me,” Sophia said. “Does it make you uncomfortable, discussing women’s issues?”

			Pru sucked her top lip in and stared at her hands, seeming to have a hard time looking directly at Sophia. “It depends on the audience,” she said after a pause.

			“I get it. You don’t need to worry about me, though.” Sophia really, really didn’t want Pru to hold back her thoughts out of fear of being judged negatively by her.

			Pru tossed her head to the side. “It’s stupid. I overthink everything.”

			“There’s nothing wrong with thinking things through.”

			“There is when it affects the quality of an interaction.”

			“Are you worried our friendship could be at stake because of a few words you chose to use?” Sophia asked. “Because if it is, I promise you, I’ll consider the source, which I find to be kind, thoughtful, and intelligent, before I make a judgment on a word or two I might not like.”

			“That makes me feel a little better.”

			“What were you going to say?”

			“Well, it’s not what I wanted to say, but what I already said.”

			“Oh?”

			Pru took a deep breath and finally looked Sophia in the eyes. “It occurred to me how you’ve lived your life in a male dominated workforce. I got worried you’d view me as pontificating in an area where you’re far more experienced, judging me for making a big deal out of something you lived and breathed. Then you might think I might be judging you for your career choices. Which I’m not. God. Am I totally mansplaining your own life to you?”

			Pru covered her face with her hand and as much as Sophia didn’t like the turmoil it seemed to cause Pru, it came off as oddly charming.

			Sophia rested a hand atop the hand Pru left on the table. “There’s nothing wrong with being a feminist. Hard-core or otherwise. We’re women. We should support ourselves and each other. And while I’d say what I do for a living is far from my preferred career choice, it has helped me become more secure in my own abilities.”

			Pru lowered the hand she’d used to cover her face. “It’s great you came around when you did. Having a female instructor is huge. You should have heard some of the things the students were saying after the first class. They truly like you.”

			Sophia wanted Pru to say she really liked her but quickly dismissed it. “I’m glad they’re enjoying the class.”

			Pru gestured at Sophia’s foot. “I can’t believe you taught last week, though. What with your ankle and all.”

			“I sat on a stool and talked and pointed. I asked the kids to step up a little, and they did so enthusiastically. We got into the details of checking brake pad wear. One of the girls pulled up a video from the internet and even figured out how to pop off the pad and replace it herself. I wish YouTube existed when I was their age. My brothers weren’t always the best teachers.”

			“You have brothers? Any sisters?” Pru asked.

			“Two brothers, no sisters. A small family for devout Catholics. How about you?”

			“Not religious, and it’s just me and my sister, which is small in comparison to most rural families around here. As for automotive stuff, I learned quite a bit from Gavin when we were kids. You could always find him under the hood of a car. Are your brothers mechanics, too?”

			Sophia nodded. “And working for my dad. He owns several repair shops in and around Chicago.”

			“But you chose to spread your wings and eschew the family business to branch out on your own?”

			Sophia rolled the beer coaster along the table, wondering how to answer. Such a simple question. A normal everyday question, even. But she’d spent a lot of years ignoring events that had happened a long time ago, and talking about why she’d left would make her think about them. The past was in the past.

			Pru leaned forward. “You don’t have to answer. I just want to know more about you.”

			The easy thing would have been to change the subject, but even though it would make things simpler, it wasn’t what Sophia wanted. She wanted Pru to know her. “There were a few things that made me leave.”

			“I’m sensing you’re not ready to talk about them.”

			Sophia looked up, gnawing on her lip. She’d broken the habit a long time ago. It had gotten so bad back then, it had sometimes looked as if she’d scrubbed her lower lip with a steel pad. She stopped gnawing and rubbed her lip with a finger. “It’s that obvious?”

			“Not terribly, but I can tell you’re not comfortable about talking about it.”

			She made it sound as if it were no big deal, which Sophia appreciated. “There’s just a lot to unpack about why I decided to leave home. It happened so long ago, I’m not sure it would make sense anymore.”

			“I won’t press.” Patience and understanding shone in Pru’s eyes. “But if you decide you do want to talk about it, I’m here. In the meantime, can I ask just one question?”

			Sophia raised an eyebrow, wary. “Sure. I’ll do my best to answer whatever it is.”

			“Did you murder, maim, hurt anyone, or commit a crime making you dangerous to others?” Pru asked it in a teasing manner, but Sophia saw a glimmer of concern in her eyes.

			She placed a finger on her chin. “Define dangerous.”

			Pru shifted nervously.

			Sophia reached across the table for her hand. “I’m just kidding. I’m not a criminal, nor am I dangerous. It’s just family stuff.”

			Pru settled back on her seat. “Good. And I’m relieved I don’t have to franticly devise a plan of escape.”

			Sophia flicked a hand to the side. “I think you’re safe. If I were going to murder or maim you, I’ve had plenty of opportunities.”

			Pru nodded thoughtfully. “True. True.”

			Trent placed Pru’s salad before her. “I have a habit of walking into the most unusual conversations,” he said, dropping a napkin and silverware next to the plate. “Do you need anything else? Extra dressing? Salt and pepper? The sheriff?”

			Pru patted his arm. “We’re good, but I’ll call you back if anything changes.”

			“Enjoy, then,” he said with a chuckle as he turned away.

			Pru unrolled her silverware and peered at Sophia’s book. “What are you reading?”

			Sophia showed her the cover.

			“No way. I just finished rereading Pride and Prejudice last week.” She read the spine where the library codes were displayed. “I’ll bet it’s even the same book I borrowed.”

			Something about Pru holding the same book made Sophia happy. “It’s one of my favorites,” she said.

			A look swept across Pru’s face and then disappeared, but Sophia had seen it.

			“You’re surprised.”

			Pru’s eyebrows rose as if she would deny it, but then she tilted her head. “I guess I am.”

			“I’ve read it countless times. A part of my doctoral dissertation discussed the feminist themes presented in this and other works.” Sophia tapped the book, remembering how long it had taken her to start reading for her own enjoyment after she’d left her studies. Remorse stabbed at her for quitting with so little left to complete.

			She looked up to find Pru staring in what looked like shock. She knew why, and she didn’t blame her. Her academic life prior to becoming a nomadic mechanic seemed like a different lifetime. What she didn’t expect was how red Pru’s neck and face got.

			“What?” she asked.

			Pru laid both of her hands on the table and gaped. “I’m mortified. You let me jabber on about feminism earlier, and you have a freaking PhD in it? You should be teaching it.”

			Sophia snorted. “My academic life ended a long time ago, and you weren’t jabbering. You were expressing your own experience.”

			“How did I not know this about you?”

			There were so many things Pru didn’t know about her. “I don’t talk about it a lot. I’m out of practice. It’s not like my work environment gives me an opportunity to discuss it, and we’ve already talked about how I don’t stay anywhere long enough to forge relationships that encourage conversations deeper than the craftmanship of local breweries.” Sophia picked up her beer and stared into the glass before taking a sip, not liking how morose she felt. So she winked at Pru to lighten both their moods. “But if you want to go a round or two with me about the subversive feminism in Jane Austin’s novels, I’m game.”

			Pru held her hands up in submission. “I’m not qualified. But I think you and Haven should get together.”

			Sophia’s heart dropped into her stomach. “I’m not…uh…well…”

			Pru looked almost giddy. “You remember Haven. She was a little strange the other day, but she really knows the subject.”

			Sophia almost said that if she was going to be with any woman in Ft. Devlin, it would be Pru, but she wasn’t about to go there. “I don’t think—”

			“Do you want me to set it up?”

			Sophia wanted to stop this weird trajectory the conversation had taken. “No, thanks.”

			“Are you sure? I could invite you both to my place for a glass of wine or something.”

			Sophia wanted to kick her now. “Oh, please don’t.”

			“It wouldn’t be a problem. It would be good for her to socialize outside of the university.”

			Sophia was angry and a little hurt. She wondered why Pru couldn’t start something with her, but she had no problem hooking her up with a friend. She was starting to think it wasn’t just the nature of her travels that was keeping Pru from wanting to explore whatever they had between them. Sophia leaned forward and took her hands. “I am not interested in being pawned off on one of your friends.”

			Pru looked surprised. “I wasn’t trying to pawn you off.”

			“It sure sounded like it.”

			Pru slipped her hands away. “Well, I wasn’t.”

			“Okay. What then?”

			Pru looked flustered. “I…I…I just suggested you talk with Haven. She teaches gender studies and literature at the college. It occurred to me you’d enjoy talking with her about something you were interested in enough to get a doctorate in. Is that such a bad thing to do?”

			“No, but—”

			“I wasn’t suggesting you and Haven ‘get together’ in any other way than conversation.” Pru sounded angry now. “If you thought otherwise, you made that particular leap. If you knew Haven like I do, you’d actually understand how hard it is for me to even suggest you two get together for a discussion. She’s…she’s a friend, but she’ll…oh, I don’t want to talk about it.” She sighed and looked at the ceiling. “If you do want to ‘get together’ with someone, it’s your prerogative, but I don’t want to be a part of it or around it.” Every time she said get together, she made the air quotes gesture in an emphatic way. Sophia could have been wrong, but it seemed she might be jealous.

			“Hey. Hey. Hey.” Sophia tried to take Pru’s hands again, but Pru sat back in her seat, glaring. “I’m sorry. I misunderstood. Please don’t be mad at me.”

			Pru looked away and sighed. All the energy she’d built up appeared to disperse. “I’m not mad. At least not at you.” She leaned forward with her elbows on the table and thrust her hands into her hair. “I don’t know what I am.” She shook out her hair—which, despite the heated moment, made Sophia’s stomach flip—and then picked up her fork, her blue eyes sparkling like crystals.

			Sophia pulled her salad closer and pushed the greens around without eating, wondering what had just happened. It seemed like they had just had an argument, and one or both of them was jealous. Sophia couldn’t get invested in anyone. She wouldn’t be able to leave without major damage to herself or the other person, the other person being Pru. And she would leave. The inevitability had been proven time and again. The compulsion to move on would wallop her out of nowhere, and she’d have to go. It had happened too many times to not expect it would happen again. One day, she would hate it here, feel tied down, begin to resent anything feeling remotely like a responsibility. She’d give Willie a week’s notice and take off, with or without a destination in mind. She’d told Willie and Pru she’d be here for a couple of years, give or take a few months, but she actually had no idea how long it would be. She didn’t have control over the urge to pick up and go. It controlled her. It had since the day she’d decided to leave Chicago without defending her doctorate. The day she left her…no. She wasn’t going to go there. This wasn’t the time or place.

			Right now, she needed to fix things with Pru. “You’re wonderful,” she said, mostly to the salad.

			“What?” Pru asked. She looked confused.

			“You said you didn’t know what you were. You’re wonderful. That’s what you are.” Sophia put down her fork and looked at Pru, who still seemed confused. “And I’m sorry I thought you were trying to fix me up with Haven. I don’t know her, but I’m not even remotely interested in her.”

			She almost said that if she wanted to hook up with anyone, it would be Pru, but it wasn’t the truth, either. If anything, she wanted to explore something much deeper than a hookup. But she already couldn’t imagine how it would go when she left. Like it or not, she was already invested. The realization hit her like a sledgehammer.

			“Good,” Pru said. Her smile, though dim, showed her relief. “I love Haven dearly, but I wouldn’t hook her up with anyone. She’s not what I would call a girlfriend type. She’s a love ‘em and leave ‘em kind of woman. No entanglements. And while that’s what you probably need, it’s not what you deserve, and besides, I don’t have any intention of playing matchmaker between you two, or anyone else, because—”

			She stopped abruptly, and Sophia wanted to hear what came next. When nothing did, she prompted her. “Because what?”

			It was Pru’s turn to shift her salad around before she pushed the plate away, dropped her head onto her arms, and rolled her head from side to side. “Because I’m selfish.”

			At first, Sophia thought she was crying, but when Pru peeked up, Sophia realized she was embarrassed. She rested a hand on Pru’s head and couldn’t help but push her fingers into her hair, caressing her scalp, an intimate gesture, but she didn’t care, and Pru let her do it.

			“Where does all of this leave us?” Sophia asked.

			Pru lifted her head. Her eyes were dark and pierced Sophia to her core. “In a very difficult spot.”

			“But what does that mean?” Sophia asked.

			Pru shrugged. “I don’t think I’m strong enough to enforce any boundaries.”

			That left it to Sophia, and she wasn’t sure she could be an enforcer either.

			Trent approached the table, compelling them to pause their discussion. Sophia was glad for the interruption. Things had become way more intense than she would have predicted. “Hey, Ms. G, Sophia. I’m thankful that neither of you signaled for me to call the sheriff, but I hate to be the bearer of other bad news. We’re getting ready to close. It’s bottling night.”

			Sophia’s watch read eight o’clock. A glance around the dining area showed an empty room except for several employees who were rolling out bottling equipment.

			Pru sat up. “Yikes. Right. It’s the first Monday of the month.” She picked up her nearly empty glass and finished her beer. Sophia’s had been empty for a while, and she wished she’d ordered another before the place closed.

			“You barely touched your food. Let me box it up for you,” Trent offered, picking up their plates. “I’ll be right back.”

			By the time he came back, Sophia had already laid down money for both meals. She grabbed her book and leftovers and followed Pru outside, feeling awkward at leaving their conversation where they had.

			“Is your ankle bothering you?” Pru asked when they got to her car.

			“Not too bad.” Sophia carefully shifted all of her weight onto it to show Pru she could walk.

			“You were limping, though.”

			“It’s just a little stiff from sitting.”

			Pru put the leftover box on the roof of her car and leaned back against the door, spinning the key fob around on her finger. “Where’s your truck?”

			“I live less than a block away. It’s silly to drive.”

			Pru glanced at her ankle before peering in the direction of Willie’s shop. “Some of which has no sidewalks, and there are no streetlights. I’ll drive you home. You don’t need to re-sprain your ankle by stepping in an uneven spot in the dark.”

			“I’ll be fine. I’ve walked the path between here and Willie’s at least a dozen times in the month or so I’ve been in town.” Sophia didn’t want to leave, but she had to. She waved and turned, then stopped, indecisive and delaying their good-bye. She thought about asking when they could see each other again, but one look back and she couldn’t.

			Beautiful didn’t even come close to describing how Pru looked in that moment. The start of October meant the sun had already gone down. The lights in the gravel parking lot at the Thumb were old, high intensity discharge lamps which weren’t intense at all, despite their name. The soft light illuminated Pru’s curly hair in a golden-red glow, making her appear angelic. The effect had Sophia entranced, and she struggled to find something to say.

			Pru stepped closer. Sophia could touch her if she wanted to, but she couldn’t move.

			“This light is flattering for you,” Pru said, tracing the waves of a strand of Sophia’s hair, lightly touching the bare skin of her shoulder.

			Sophia felt that touch everywhere. “I was just thinking the same about you,” she whispered.

			The sign atop of the Thumb shut off, and while the parking lot wasn’t plunged into total darkness, the weak lighting did little more than illuminate major objects, and they were on the edge of the arc of light. Pru took another step, and the light reflecting from her eyes looked luminous and otherworldly to Sophia, who knew she should leave but still couldn’t move.

			“I know I said…” Pru waved a hand dismissively and looked at their feet. “I shouldn’t…” She shook her head, and the herbal scent of her shampoo tickled Sophia’s nose.

			“Shouldn’t what?” Sophia asked when she didn’t finish, riveted in anticipation.

			Pru looked up, gazing at the night sky. Sophia admired her long throat and the lines of her jaw before she tore her eyes away and turned to gaze at the sky, as well. The moon wouldn’t rise until later, and with the dimmed lights, an inky skyscape of the brightest stars was on display.

			Pru sighed. “Never mind.”

			The hard knot of anticipation fluttering in Sophia’s stomach disappeared. They continued to stare at the sky. Sophia didn’t want to say good night.

			A mechanical hum started up, and the clinking of bottles issued from the Thumb. Laughter and music spilled out into the parking lot. The bottling assembly line must have started up.

			“Well.” Sophia stopped her examination of the sky and caught Pru watching her. Even in the dim setting, she could make out the glint of starlight in Pru’s eyes. She didn’t look away when Sophia met her gaze. Instead, she closed the distance between them and kissed her.

			A quick brush of lips at first, then Pru withdrew an inch and bit her lip while Sophia tried to figure out what to do next. It had happened so fast, she might have imagined it, except for the tingle of her lips, the heat permeating her body, and the fact Pru remained inches away, breathing hard. Sophia wanted another kiss. Another dozen, her need so bad she ached. But she still couldn’t move.

			Thankfully, she didn’t have long to suffer because Pru moved close and kissed her again, and this time, it was a hungry kiss. She wrapped her arms around Sophia’s waist, and finally, Sophia could move, and her hand slid into Pru’s soft curls. Sophia slowly backed her up against her car and placed the to-go box and book on the roof without breaking the kiss. In fact, the moan Pru released when Sophia leaned her against the door inflamed her desire so much, Sophia barely registered what she was doing other than kissing her. She was just glad she had a firm surface to lean against when Pru wrapped one leg around her. She didn’t care that they were outside in a parking lot next to a fairly busy street. The hunger of the kiss, the heat of Pru’s body tight against hers, the warmth of her center against her thigh, it all made the world fall away, leaving Sophia with a desire so strong she felt as if she would burst.

			Sophia kissed Pru’s mouth and her throat and the little dip behind her ear. When Pru threw her head back, a pulse of greedy want flared within Sophia, causing her to run her tongue up and behind her ear and to press more firmly into her body. She glided her hand down to the leg Pru had wrapped around her, cradling it, stroking the soft skin behind her knee, pulling Pru closer, wrapping the leg more firmly around her. Sophia thought about skimming her hand up Pru’s thigh, wanting to feel the muscles straining, anticipating the soft skin of her ass against her fingertips. Sophia tried not to think about what waited between her legs, but as soon as the idea announced itself, she wanted to touch Pru, trace her wetness, dip into her warmth. Instead, she kissed a trail back to Pru’s mouth, kissing her with needy desire.

			The loud rumble of a motorcycle engine grew near, but they ignored it, not allowing it to breach the wall of passion growing around them. Pru didn’t seem to notice it. She reached up, cupping Sophia’s head in her hot hands, her thumbs caressing Sophia’s throat. Sophia sucked her tongue. She moaned again, and Sophia leaned into her, enjoying the wrap of her leg holding her close. The revving of the motorcycle grew louder, vibrating Sophia’s sternum. Still, it seemed a distant sound, only adding to the intensity of need pounding through her. She was immersed in the bubble of passion encapsulating them, but as the loud engine neared, it invaded her thoughts, and it finally sounded too close. Her defenses switched on.

			Pulling Pru close, she peered over her shoulder to get a position on the motorcycle and any possible danger. She found it parked on the other side of Pru’s car. Unnecessarily close. The rider took off their helmet while stealing curious glances at them. The hairs on the back of Sophia’s neck stood up, and she gauged the distance to the door of the Thumb. A plan took form in her mind. She couldn’t run with her injured ankle, but Pru could, and Sophia would distract them while she did. Better yet, she’d get Pru into the car. She took Pru’s keys from her hand, ready to tell her the plan.

			“Pru? Is that you?”

			Pru lifted her head from the cradle of Sophia’s shoulder. “Gavin?” she said.

			He dismounted, set his helmet on the seat, and walked around the car. Pru didn’t move away nor tense up like Sophia, who didn’t know if she should step away or stay where she was.

			Gavin rounded the back of the car and stopped. “Oh, jeez. I’m sorry. I saw Pru’s car but not you two in the shadows.”

			Pru chuckled and lowered the leg she’d had wrapped around Sophia. “You’ve always had great timing, Gav.”

			He took a step back. “I didn’t…I sort of hoped…but I didn’t…anyway. I’m glad you’re safe.”

			Sophia, feeling caught, took a step away from Pru. “We ate dinner, but the Thumb closed early for bottling. We were just saying good night,” she explained unnecessarily.

			Gavin checked the phone in his hand and grinned at them. “You must have had a lot to say.”

			Sophia looked at her watch. It read after nine.

			Despite his teasing tone, she wondered if it bothered him to see Pru with her. Part of her didn’t want to care, but she did because she liked him, and she’d become the new part of the equation. But she was helpless to stay away. She knew it now.

			Pru sighed lightly. “Go away, Gavin. We’re safe. You did your job checking in to make sure.”

			He took a step backward, holding up his hands. “I’m sorry I interrupted. See you at school tomorrow?”

			“If I must,” Pru teased.

			Pru’s relaxed posture told Sophia she wasn’t upset, and she finally dropped her guard. “I’ll see you on Wednesday,” she said, still more uncomfortable.

			He waved, returned to his bike, and took off. The rumble of his custom mufflers vibrated through them as he left.

			Pru turned, repositioning Sophia to face her. When her hands slid back around her waist, Sophia finally relaxed. Pru sighed and kissed her chin. “My instinct is to apologize, but since I didn’t ask him to keep me from going way too far in a public parking lot, I’m going to just acknowledge the interruption and get back to this.”

			She pulled Sophia close and kissed her again. Any dissipated heat between the arrival and departure of Gavin came back a thousand times hotter, and Sophia returned the kiss with abandon.

			Hyperaware of everything related to Pru, Sophia absorbed it all: her breath, her scent, her warmth, the pressure of her lips, the swell of breasts against her chest, the way she leaned in and pulled her at the same time. The world dropped away again, and Sophia relished everything about her and the sensations she caused to course through her body.

			Sophia shifted slightly to move closer, inserting her thigh between Pru’s legs. She wasn’t thinking, though—how could she with the overwhelming magnitude of sensations pulsing through her body—and she put too much weight on her hurt ankle. She readjusted quickly, but Pru noticed.

			“You should probably get off your foot,” she said against Sophia’s lips.

			Sophia groaned with frustration, not wanting to stop. Instead, she kissed her more deeply.

			Pru put her hands on Sophia’s cheeks, easing her head back just enough to look into her eyes. “Seriously, let’s get you off your feet.”

			Sophia squinted into the back passenger window. “Back seat?” She was only half joking.

			“Tempting.”

			She tried the door handle. “Unlock the car.”

			“You have the keys,” Pru teased, but shook her head. “I absolutely don’t want to stop this.” She planted another searing kiss on Sophia’s mouth. “But half the people inside the Thumb are former students of mine, and I can’t be caught in a delicate position in the back of a car by them or anyone else. Not to mention, I’m not sixteen anymore.”

			Sophia rested her forehead against hers. “I get it.” She trailed a string of kisses down the side of Pru’s neck. “But I want to…” She kissed her again. She couldn’t help it, and she was afraid if they stopped, they would come to their senses and realize they shouldn’t be doing what they were doing.

			Pru kissed her back, smoothing her hands up Sophia’s arms and under the back straps of her tank top. The muscles in Sophia’s back twitched under her caress. “Come home with me,” Pru said against her mouth. She nibbled on Sophia’s lower lip before sucking on it and then letting go. “Please.”

			There was no hesitation in Sophia’s response. “Okay.”

			Knowing Pru wanted what she wanted drove her desire over the edge, and she inched the hem of Pru’s dress up, caressing the tops of her thighs, wanting nothing more than to explore higher, to delve into her wetness, ready to take her lead, do anything she asked, go anywhere she took her.

			Pru put a hand over Sophia’s, holding it against her skin. Sophia thought she might move it away, to remove the temptation, but she pulled it between them, and the heat of her center radiated through her damp underwear, warming Sophia’s hand. Pru’s breath hitched and then she pushed Sophia away. “Not in the parking lot. Come on. Get in the car.”

			Sophia handed Pru her keys, gathered the boxes from the roof, and got into the passenger seat as if in a fog. Her body seemed untethered without Pru’s warmth pressing against her. She’d barely closed the door before Pru pulled out of the parking space, and they didn’t speak a word as they drove the short distance to Pru’s house, where Pru turned off the ignition and swiveled in her seat, piercing Sophia with her eyes.

			“I know what we agreed to about you leaving. I know I said I don’t do casual. I know I’m probably a fool for even considering what I’m considering. But…” Pru stopped speaking yet her eyes continued to hold Sophia’s gaze.

			“But, what?” Sophia asked, afraid of saying anything that might shut this down, whatever this was.

			Pru blew out a long breath. “But…I’m already involved. It’s stupid to pretend otherwise.”

			Sophia reached across the console of Pru’s car and took her hand. “Are you?”

			Pru let out a sound that was something between a laugh and a cry. “Hello? Do you remember the parking lot? The one in which I wrapped my leg around you in public? The one where I probably would have begged you to take me if a certain motorcycle rider hadn’t pulled up?”

			Sophia licked her lips, which were still tingling from Pru’s kisses. “I definitely remember.”

			“That’s me being involved.”

			Sophia swallowed hard. “Should I be the strong one and stop things?”

			Pru shook her head and squeezed Sophia’s hand so tightly it ached. “Absolutely not. I know you’ll leave. I know it will hurt. But if I don’t get you into my bed in the next few minutes, I think I might die.”

			Sophia turned to open her door.

			Pru rested a hand on her shoulder. “Wait.”

			Sophia turned, worried she’d changed her mind. Pru was looking at her hand resting on Sophia’s shoulder. “Have you changed—”

			“Do you feel it? When I put my hand on you? The vibration or whatever it is?”

			Sophia did. She always did. It was a subtle tingle. A flow. Heat and energy. Even now, her shoulder pulsed with a subliminal force centered on where Pru’s hand lay. Pru lifted her hand slightly, but Sophia could still sense it, just a little fainter. As her hand moved farther away, the tingling subsided, but the memory of it stayed, like Sophia’s skin remembered hers. Pru placed her hand back on Sophia’s shoulder, and the energy increased.

			“I thought I imagined it.”

			“Then we both are.” Pru leaned forward and kissed her. What started as a slow sensuous exploration turned hungry quickly, and Pru climbed over the center console of her Subaru to straddle Sophia, grinding her hips into her. Sophia slid her hands under Pru’s dress and cupped her silk-covered ass.

			“We should go inside,” Pru gasped into Sophia’s mouth.

			Sophia nodded as she inched her fingers under the edge of Pru’s underwear where the elastic cradled the back of her thigh. She caressed her glutes, which clenched as she moved her fingers lower, following the curve toward the cleft between her legs. She stroked the soft hairs and trailed her fingers into the wetness there. Pru moaned against Sophia’s mouth and her hips rose and fell as Sophia explored the warm crease. She fought the urge to plunge her fingers into her and wanted nothing more than to find her clit, but their position and her hand exploring from behind kept it just out of reach. Sophia was more than happy, though, tracing the folds while their kiss continued to deepen.

			Pru rocked against Sophia’s thigh and the sensuous movements of her body sent pulses directly to Sophia’s center as she moved below her, matching Pru’s rhythm, trying to make contact with as much of her body as she could. Sophia lifted her leg to give her better friction, and Pru’s shuddering moan filled her mouth. Pru’s motion became less of a dance and more of a driven motion where contact and pressure drove their desire to higher levels. Sophia couldn’t get enough. Her fingers fluttered along Pru’s sex, slipping along the slick skin, tracing the muscles pulsing against her fingertips. She wanted more. She wanted to be inside her, but she hadn’t even asked Pru if she wanted to make love, how she liked it, what she wanted.

			Sophia reluctantly pulled her mouth from Pru’s and whispered in her ear. “Do you want to do this here? Or do you want to go in the house?”

			Pru pulled her head back and stared intently, biting her lower lip. In the darkness, Sophia could still see the need shining in Pru’s eyes. Instead of answering, she reached back, wrapped her fingers around Sophia’s wrist, and pulled their hands to her front, between her legs. Sophia didn’t need words, and she pushed Pru’s underwear aside, plunging into her, exploring her, watching her expression. Pru threw her head back and pushed herself against Sophia’s fingers.

			“Can I go deeper?” Sophia asked.

			Pru nodded and kissed her, holding her wrist as her fingers slipped deeper into Pru’s depths. Pru arched her back and rocked her hips, kissing Sophia with a fierceness that Sophia hadn’t seen yet. Sophia slipped her fingers almost all the way out, and then back in again, going deeper, caressing her inner walls. Pru met her strokes with mounting fervor until her core wrapped around Sophia with pulsing heat, and she shivered. Pru had been silent for most of it, but the long breath she let out carried with it a deep breathy moan, causing Sophia to squeeze her legs together, anticipating her own release as wave after wave of Pru’s orgasm squeezed her fingers.

			When Pru’s body relaxed, she lay forward, resting her face against Sophia’s neck, her heavy breaths flowing over Sophia’s skin. Sophia stayed inside her, partly because her hand was pinned, partly because Pru held her wrist in place, but mostly because of the hypnotic pulses from Pru’s warm depths slowing around her fingers.

			Sophia wrapped her other arm around Pru, tenderly stroking her shoulders and back, running her fingers through her hair while she kissed Pru’s face.

			“Are you okay?” Sophia asked quietly, brushing her lips along Pru’s skin.

			“Better than okay,” Pru sighed. She let go of Sophia’s wrist, moving both hands to Sophia’s face, cradling her head, kissing her slowly and deeply. “Way better than okay,” she finally said. “That was amazing. I usually can’t let go in that way the first few times with a new person.”

			“You mean have an orgasm?”

			Pru nodded, dropped her head onto Sophia’s shoulder, hiding her face.

			Sophia gently lifted her head to see her eyes. “You are so beautiful.”

			She kissed her again, taking her time, relishing the intimacy of the moment. She’d been turned on like never before by how Pru had given herself so fully to her, and now she was touched that Pru had felt free enough to let go like she had. Sophia would have never known it was difficult because Pru had moved above her with such openness, allowing Sophia to witness her at her most vulnerable, surrendering to her pleasure. She’d been completely open. Sophia felt it now as it surrounded them, enveloped them, like an orb of energy cradling them in its center. It was the vibration they’d sensed just before making love, only its intensity had grown.

			“Can you feel it now?” Pru asked.

			“Yes,” Sophia whispered, not wanting to move, afraid that it would go away.

		


		
			Chapter Twenty-two

			Pru stretched into the warm body next to her as fingers ran softly up her arm and slowly back down to her wrist, sending delicious shivers across her body.

			“Good morning, sleepyhead.” Sophia’s voice tickled her ear.

			“It certainly is.” She yawned, covering her mouth and peeking through her half-closed eyes. Darkness cloaked the room, but she could make out Sophia’s pretty face propped up on one hand above her. “But is it morning already?”

			She could have sworn she’d dozed off just minutes ago. They’d stayed up way too late for a school night, but she’d do it again in a heartbeat. Her body tingled from all of the pleasure they’d exchanged throughout the night.

			Sophia looked at her watch. “6:03 a.m., to be exact.”

			Pru reached for her, pulling her close, self-conscious about morning breath but more interested in other things now that her mind and body were a little more awake. “Good. We have time for a little more of this.” Pru kissed her neck, breathing in the delectable scent of her. Of them.

			Sophia settled over Pru letting their bodies mold together. “You’re beautiful,” she said with a kiss. She smoothed a hand down Pru’s ribs, pausing to caress the side of her breast before running down to her hip. Her lips traced a line across Pru’s jaw and behind her earlobe. In turn, Pru slid her hands into the back of Sophia’s shorts, caressing the firm mounds of her ass as Sophia’s hips pushed into her.

			“When did you get dressed?” Pru murmured, returning the pressure of Sophia’s hips.

			Sophia’s breathy voice, a whisper close to Pru’s ear, sent shivers down her entire body. “I have to go to work. Willie’s not due back from his fishing trip until noon, and I have to let the guys in.”

			Pru groaned in disappointment and pulled her in for one more kiss, which turned from a sleepy morning kiss to a needy demanding one. Rosie, perceptive dog that she was, who’d snuggled into bed with them sometime during the night, jumped down. Pru would have commented on it, but her body ached for Sophia’s hands, and she wanted to be taken quickly.

			Sophia must have known because she slid into her, and moments later, Pru’s climax was already exploding through her. She couldn’t remember ever coming so quickly in her life. The sex they’d had throughout the night had primed her body for this moment. Sophia had learned just where to touch her, how much pressure to use, and had decoded the perfect rhythm to coax Pru’s body into the highest reaches of pleasure. And as she did now, she knew how to bring Pru back down. Her fingers moved along her center, gently caressing the sensitive folds. Pru relaxed and rolled to the side, nestled in the crook of Sophia’s arm while she caught her breath.

			Pru rolled her head lazily toward Sophia before opening her eyes. The room had gone from charcoal shadows to sepia tones as the sun crept over the horizon. Yet Casanova hadn’t hollered his morning sermon. Pru studied Sophia’s beautiful face propped upon her breast as Sophia gently kissed her nipple.

			“I don’t want to leave,” she said.

			Pru caressed her face. “Can you go in a little late?” She really wanted to suggest they both call in sick, but getting a sub at the last minute would be nearly impossible.

			Disappointment clouded Sophia’s eyes. “With Willie out this morning, I’m the only one with keys. I was just going to walk back, but after…well…you know.” She grinned. “Time sort of slipped away, and the first appointments are in less than an hour, and the guys will be waiting to be let in.”

			“Oh my gosh. You don’t have your car. I need to drive you home.” Pru threw the remaining covers off and got out of bed. Sophia sat up behind her. The residual flutters of Pru’s orgasm caused an involuntary shudder as she stood next to the bed. Sophia’s fingers drifted down her back, and she looked over her shoulder with a shy smile.

			“Believe me, I’d much rather stay here,” Sophia said.

			Pru wasn’t sure how to act. She pulled on yesterday’s sundress and snuck another look at Sophia, who was slipping on her flip-flops, looking gorgeous even with her hair messed up. Feelings of disappointment and awkwardness flooded over Pru. “Do you want a cup of coffee for the road? I have a to-go mug you can use.”

			Sophia rolled her eyes. “I wanted to wake you up with a fresh cup, but I couldn’t figure out how to use your fancy machine.”

			“It only takes a few minutes.”

			Sophia walked over and kissed her lightly on the lips. “You’re sweet. Next time for sure. But I should shower before I go in. I’ll just make do with coffee at the shop. It’s actually not half-bad. Probably not as good as yours, though.”

			Pru picked up the keys she’d thrown on the dresser the night before and followed Sophia to the front door. The rush out the door felt anticlimactic, which was ironic after the intense closeness they’d shared for most of the night.

			This was why she didn’t do casual.

			Rosie trailed after them, and Pru scooped her up, craving a physical connection and wishing it was Sophia. It definitely wasn’t exactly what she needed, but she could count on Rosie to love her until the end. Not that she’d jumped into what happened with Sophia with love on her mind. But…

			This was why she didn’t do casual.

			The short ride to Sophia’s was quiet. Rosie, who Pru usually buckled in her harness in the back seat, leapt over the center console and settled in Sophia’s lap before Pru had a chance to buckle her in. Pru didn’t fight it. If she could fit in Sophia’s lap, she would have, too.

			About a block away from the garage, Sophia reached over and took her hand, which helped quell some of her mounting discomfort. When she peeked over, Sophia flashed a smile and kissed her fingers, restoring some of the closeness she was missing.

		


		
			Chapter Twenty-three

			Sophia kissed Pru’s hand on the ride back to her place, and her heart sped up remembering what they’d been doing literally minutes before. When Pru looked over, Sophia was relieved to feel a small resurgence of the closeness they’d been forging throughout night, the closeness that had somehow faded when Pru had leapt out of bed.

			Sophia’d had her share of mornings after, and some of them had been super awkward. This wasn’t awkward. This was something different. Something lonely.

			She wanted to do or say something to bring back all of the closeness they’d shared.

			When Pru parked, something like panic filled Sophia’s chest. Their connection felt tenuous, and she couldn’t just get out and leave this new weirdness hanging between them. The air felt thick with it, like a good-bye instead of a promise of more to come.

			She kissed Pru’s hand again. A glance at the dashboard clock told her she had just over half an hour before the guys showed up for work. “Can you come inside for a minute?”

			An expression of surprise flashed across Pru’s face before she replaced it with a shy smile. Sophia should have been relieved, but she wasn’t. They should have been beyond shyness now. “Sure,” Pru said, turning off her car.

			Sophia unlocked the gate and took Pru’s hand again while Rosie circled their feet as they walked toward the trailer.

			“The deck turned out nice,” Pru said as they walked up the new steps.

			When Sophia opened the door, Rosie charged inside, probably hunting for Sammy, and Sophia made it about three steps inside before she turned and pulled Pru into her arms, kissing her in a way that showed her how much the night before had meant.

			To Sophia’s relief, Pru melted into her right away, and they were transported back to the night before when their desire for one another was insatiable and explosive. Sophia wanted her again, and it was almost painful.

			She held Pru’s face and gazed into her eyes. “I fucking hate having to go to work this morning. But I need to see you tonight. Are you free?”

			Pru nodded, and Sophia had to kiss her again, hoping it would tide her over until later. When she finally let go, the weirdness had vanished. All that remained was desire, and she hoped whatever had come between them earlier wouldn’t come back in the hours before they were together again.

			A loud sound of clattering surprised Sophia as she got out of the shower a few minutes later and when she peeked through her bedroom window, she saw Willie’s truck parked near the trailer. Surprised to see him back from his fishing trip so early, she hurriedly pulled on her work clothes and boots and went outside, hoping nothing had gone wrong.

			Another clatter made Sophia jump just as she rounded the trailer. Sammy ran up to her and pressed into her legs happy to see her.

			“Hey, Sophia,” shouted Willie from where he stood in the back of his pickup truck amid a pile of plastic slats long enough to hang over the open tailgate. He picked up a small bundle and tossed it over the side. It clattered as it landed on the others he’d already unloaded. He jumped from the bed, hefted the bundle onto his shoulder, and walked it over to the chain-link fence between the yard and the garage.

			“I thought you two wouldn’t be back until noon or so,” she said as she drew up next to him.

			“Caught my limit both yesterday and today in less than an hour. The new flies I made worked like a charm.” He looked down at Sammy. “And your girl missed you.”

			He pulled one of the slats from the bundle and started to feed it at an angle through the top of the fencing, weaving it between the metal chain links.

			She watched him do the same thing with a couple more slats. “What’s this about?”

			“Privacy slats. I’ve been meaning to put them up for a while and now seems like a good time. I thought it would be nice to give you a little more privacy back here.”

			First the deck and now this. Sophia wondered if Willie was trying to make it harder for her to leave. “Thanks, Willie. I appreciate it, but you don’t have to do this kind of thing for me. I’m just happy to have a place to park my trailer.”

			He grinned and fished a toothpick out of his shirt pocket and stuck it in his mouth. “Like I said, I’ve been meaning to put them up anyway.”

			She picked up a slat and handed it to him. “Well, thanks. I wish I could help, but I have to open the shop. The guys will be here any minute.”

			“No worries. I got it,” he said. “I saw Pru leaving as I pulled up. You two have become pretty good friends, I noticed.”

			Sophia pushed her hands into her pockets, wondering what he thought was going on between her and Pru, not that she was even sure herself. She couldn’t help but smile, though, and she was glad he was busy feeding the slat through the fence. “Yeah. We kind of hit it off.”

			“She’s a good one.”

			“Yes, she is,” Sophia said. “Is that the real reason you’re putting in these privacy slats? So my guests can visit without people seeing their cars in the lot?”

			Willie laughed. “Nah. I thought I told you everyone knows everyone else’s business in this town. Tongues have been waggin’ about you two since the picnic up to the reservoir.”

			She didn’t know what to say about that but Willie didn’t give her a chance to respond.

			“By the way, a guy came ‘round here asking about you yesterday after you left work.”

			“Did he give you his name?” It was probably a customer. People had started asking for her by name, which made her feel good.

			“Said his name was Chet Lewis. Didn’t tell me what it was about. I asked him to leave his number, but he said he’d come back.”

			“Thanks,” she said, just as the twins pulled up in their pickup truck. The name was familiar, but she couldn’t place it with any work she’d done recently. It was probably just a follow-up to a customer call, as customers sometimes called in for advice. “Well, I better let the guys in. Come on, Sammy. Time for work.” She slapped her hand against her thigh, and Sammy fell into step with her.

		


		
			Chapter Twenty-four

			Pru lowered the book she was reading and peered down the narrow hall of the trailer to see Rosie looking back at her, waiting patiently by the door. She didn’t want to get up, but it had been a couple of hours since the dogs had been out, so she marked her page and put the book down on the bedside table.

			She and Sophia had spent every night together since the first night, but while Pru didn’t have to be at school until a quarter to nine most days, the garage opened at seven, so Sophia had been getting considerably less sleep, and by Saturday, she had been visibly dragging. So on Sunday, Sophia’s one day off, Pru had suggested she take a nap, and she was currently curled up next to her in a deep sleep.

			As quietly as she could, she got up and let the dogs out, following them outside to stretch her legs and toss balls for them in the grassy run along the fence. Willie had been busy fixing up the area around Sophia’s trailer, and now a low fence enclosed the run, containing the dogs to a smaller section of the yard. She suspected he did most of this in an effort to keep Sophia happy so she’d stay in Ft. Devlin longer. After all, Sophia knew her stuff, cared about doing a good job, and showed up consistently. He’d be crazy to not want her to stay as long as she could. Pru felt the same way.

			The door slapped shut on the trailer, and when Pru turned, Sophia stood on the deck, rubbing her eyes. Her thick hair blew in the wind, her beauty taking Pru’s breath away.

			“Hey, you,” Sophia said, leaning her elbows on the deck railing, returning Pru’s smile. Still favoring her ankle, she crossed it over the heel of her good foot.

			“Hey, yourself.” Pru tossed the balls again, and the dogs sprinted after them. “How was your nap?”

			Sophia stretched. “Just what I needed. I didn’t mean to fall asleep on you, though.”

			“I’m glad you did. You were exhausted.”

			“But we could have been out doing something fun on this beautiful day.”

			“I have fun just being around you.”

			Sophia tipped her head and grinned. “You know just what to say to a lady.”

			“Usually, I don’t, actually.”

			“Good. I don’t have to worry you’re out there charming a bunch of us.”

			“You don’t have to worry. There’s only one lady I want to charm, and she just told me it’s working. Besides, who has time for all that?”

			“That’s a relief.” Sophia came down, her limp barely noticeable, and started throwing balls with her. Rosie trotted her usual bossy self around, picking which ball she wanted and showing Sammy where to go for the other each time. Pru had given up on being embarrassed over her entitled princess’s behavior. She remembered that day at the Devlin Reservoir. So much had changed in the last month and a half.

			“Why are you grinning like a kid with a lollipop?” Sophia asked.

			“Just thinking about the start of the school year when I believed it would be the same as all the ones before. How wrong could I have been?”

			Sophia snickered. “You mean, you never thought you’d be hanging out in an auto graveyard behind an automotive repair facility?”

			It wasn’t what Pru meant, but she guessed it applied, too. “More about meeting you. Add it to the not-so-minor event of becoming a grandmother, and I’d say this school year has already shifted from the nothing-ever-changes-around-here path to everything-is-changing-and-I’m-about-to-panic speedway.”

			Sophia turned to face her. “Hold the phone. A grandmother? You? Sawyer’s pregnant?”

			“Sorry. I thought you knew. We were talking about it at the reservoir. But, yeah. Sawyer’s pregnant.”

			“I guess I didn’t catch on to what you were talking about that day. But congratulations. It’s great news, right?”

			Pru shrugged. “Sawyer is ecstatic.”

			“I’m surprised this isn’t all you talk about. This is your first grandchild.”

			“I’ve been trying to absorb it, I guess.”

			Sophia’s brow furrowed. “I sense something here, but I’m not sure if I should ask about it.”

			Her perceptive nature shouldn’t have surprised Pru. “It’s okay. I wouldn’t have brought it up if I didn’t want to talk about it.”

			“You’re not one hundred percent happy about this?”

			Pru pursed her lips. “It’s good in some ways, not so good in others. Right now, I’m just trying to get past the surprise.”

			“Is it a surprise just for you? Or for Sawyer, too?”

			“Mainly for me. She planned it.”

			“She and her partner kept it under wraps?”

			Pru paused, wondering how much she should tell. It was Sawyer’s business, after all. But then she decided she had her own feelings about it that she’d been dealing with, and it would be nice to talk about it with someone else. “She doesn’t have a partner. It’s just her. She picked a donor from an online place, and she got pregnant the first time. She didn’t tell me until after.”

			“And the part you’re not happy about is that she didn’t tell you before? Or is it because she’s doing it without a partner?” Sophia watched her for a moment. “Or is it because she did it at all?”

			Pru closed her eyes and dropped her head forward, squeezing the bridge of her nose. “She’s so young. She hasn’t had a chance to live her own life yet. And with a baby, all by herself, well, it’ll be that much harder.”

			Sophia stood quietly for a moment, and Pru worried that her concerns sounded like she wanted to control her adult daughter. She also didn’t want Sophia to think she wasn’t being supportive. She never once regretted having Sawyer, but being a single mother had sometimes been incredibly hard. The main thing was that she didn’t know if Sawyer knew what she was getting into.

			“She probably thought it all through before she signed up. You know, what with the expense. And the place probably walks people through it, right? I imagine it’s not like ordering on Amazon. She probably had time to think about the commitment and the effect a baby would have on her life. The expense alone would cause someone to consider the implications, right?”

			Pru hadn’t thought about it like that. Her immediate response had been to think Sawyer was being impulsive. She’d never mentioned she’d been considering getting pregnant, which, if Pru thought about it, had hurt her feelings. She’d always imagined she’d be part of all of the big things in Sawyer’s life.

			But that wasn’t the main reason she was unhappy. Having a baby was going to tie Sawyer down, and she had so much she should see and do before that happened. Pru knew from experience. “I guess you’re right,” Pru said, not giving voice to her other thoughts. She didn’t want Sophia to think she resented Sawyer. She knew she was shutting down, but she needed time to think about things.

			She threw the ball again, and Rosie took off running. But Sophia didn’t throw hers, so Sammy waited. When Rosie didn’t have Sammy to boss around, she came back, and both dogs just stood there, confused. When Pru glanced at Sophia, she could tell the gears were grinding hard in her head.

			“What?” she asked.

			Sophia looked at her and finally threw the ball. The dogs tore after it. “Just thinking.”

			“Thinking hard from my perspective over here.”

			Sophia shoved her hands in the pockets of her jeans, watching the dogs. “It’s just, well, this is a serious thing in Sawyer’s life, and it seems like you might be having some reactions, and you’re not sure how to deal with them. I don’t know how to support you, but I want to.”

			While Pru wanted time to figure out her feelings about Sawyer’s pregnancy, she had to appreciate Sophia’s genuine struggle to support her. “I’m sorry. I’m excited about being a grandma, and I’m kind of obsessed about the thought of having a baby around again. I’m just not happy about her continuing the cycle of being a young, unwed mother, but—”

			Sophia swiveled her head to face her. “You haven’t said anything to her along those lines, have you?”

			Pru was startled by the sudden change in Sophia’s tone. “God, no. What good would that do?”

			Sophia tossed a ball and blew out a breath. “Nothing good at all.”

			She sounded angry and Pru couldn’t imagine why. Pru rested a hand on her arm, but Sophia didn’t look at her, just watched the dogs. “Did I say something to make you angry?”

			“No.”

			Despite her denial, Pru thought she sounded angry. And distant. “You sound angry, though.”

			“I’m not.” Sophia looked at her with her brows knit, but then her eyes softened as if she realized how she sounded. “I’m sorry. I guess I sound angry, but I’m not. I’m happy for you. I’m happy for Sawyer. She’s happy about it, right? That’s what counts.”

			“That’s what I keep telling myself,” Pru said.

			“Now it sounds like you have some emotions other than excitement. Is it bringing up old feelings about your own pregnancy? You mentioned the young mother cycle. She’s twenty-six, which isn’t overly young.”

			“True. She’s eleven years older than I was when I had her.”

			“And she has more or less established herself, right? She has a good job, a place to live?”

			“Mostly. She’s a new teacher, though. This is just her second year teaching full-time. And she’s doing this by herself. I’m not sure she realizes how hard it will be.”

			“She must have wanted a baby quite a bit.”

			“She’s always wanted to be a mom.”

			“Well, it sounds like she thought it through and is pursuing something she wants.”

			“Yeah. But I’m not sure she thought the single thing through.”

			“Is that what’s bothering you? Is there a reason she wants to do it alone?”

			“It’s part of it. She’s never been a person who put a lot of stock into having a significant other. She’s had them, but it’s not a priority. The thing is, I don’t want her to be stuck so young. I’d hoped she’d travel a little, experience life a little more before taking on such a responsibility. She’s never even left Colorado.”

			Sophia took a minute to respond, and Pru began to wonder if she would. When Sophia looked at her, Pru wondered why she was so invested in pleading Sawyer’s case. “You’re her hero. She probably thinks you did it well, and she can, too. She learned from the best.”

			Of all the words they’d spoken this afternoon, those words hit Pru the hardest because it made her feel good and bad at the same time. “That’s what I’m afraid of.”

			Sophia looked at her. “Afraid?”

			“That I insulated her too much. Maybe I should have been more open with her about how hard it can be to raise a kid when you’re just a kid yourself. I had Gavin.” She paused. “Well, his parents helped more than he did, but he was supportive in the ways he was equipped to be. She won’t even have that.”

			Sophia cupped her chin, and Pru felt a flood of warmth flow through her. It wasn’t just the touch. It was also the caring way Sophia looked at her as she spoke. “She’ll have you.”

			“You’re right. At least she’s an adult. Back when I was pregnant, they would send teenage mothers to the continuation high school if they even stayed in school. It wasn’t cool to have the pregnant students mingle with the untroubled youth because it might cause the other students to get ideas. So they sent us to a different school along with all the kids who’d gotten in trouble or kicked out of the other schools when they should have been doing their best to keep the pregnant girls away from trouble since they were about to be mothers. And don’t get me started on how they let the boys remain in the regular high school. Kind of fucked-up, right?” Pru heard the anger in her own voice, shocked at how much of it remained after so many years.

			“You beat the odds,” Sophia said. “Look at you. You became a teacher. Everyone in town loves you. You didn’t let a bad situation foul up your plans. And you have a great daughter.”

			Pru appreciated those points. She also couldn’t forget about how supportive her own parents had been throughout the ordeal. They still were. Not all girls in her situation were as lucky. Sawyer had even more going for her. “More importantly, I’m going to be a grandmother.”

			For the first time, she acknowledged the fact with more excitement than dread. She hadn’t realized how conflicted her reactions were and how much of her own situation clouded them. Sophia was right. Sawyer’s pregnancy didn’t compare to hers. Sawyer came from a position of control. She’d made a conscious decision.

			Pru wrapped her arms around Sophia. “Thanks for listening to me and helping me see this in a different light. I didn’t know how much it was weighing on me.”

			A sheen of tears appeared in Sophia’s eyes, surprising Pru. “I’m glad it helped. Every daughter should have a mother like you. One who cares enough to see past their own issues because support is everything.” Sophia wiped her eyes. “Look at me. Getting all mushy.” She laughed. “Do you want to go down to the Thumb to check out the new garden and grab an early dinner?”

			Pru realized how hungry she was, so they gathered up the dogs and their leashes for the short walk. She thought about the comment she’d made about thinking this year would be just like all the ones before and how truly different it really was. If someone had asked her if she wanted all the disruption a month and a half ago, she would have probably said no, so it looked like there’d been a change in her, too. It was scary and exhilarating at the same time, so she concentrated on Sophia’s hand in hers and decided to keep moving forward to see what was next.

		


		
			Chapter Twenty-five

			The gate swung shut with a clank as Sophia closed and locked it behind them. She was annoyed with herself for having nearly bitten Pru’s head off for voicing her disappointment over Sawyer’s pregnancy just minutes ago. She knew that her emotions about her past were to blame, but knowing why didn’t mean she could control her reaction. She wanted Pru to feel safe to talk to her about anything, but she’d gotten defensive for Sawyer, and she shouldn’t have. Pru’s emotions were valid, and she was a good person. She just needed some time to process her thoughts.

			The evening was beautiful, with a slight breeze, and she and Pru held hands as they walked the short distance to the Thumb, mostly in silence, enjoying the weather. Later, they would go back to Pru’s place, where Sophia planned to spend the night, so they’d come back to get their cars. Sophia didn’t want to wake Pru up to take her home in the morning. Pru thought it silly, but Sophia knew she needed sleep to maintain stamina to teach all day. She didn’t mind getting a little less sleep, but fixing cars wasn’t exactly brain surgery. She just had to be a little more careful not to injure herself. The nap she’d had earlier had helped, but she’d woken a little emotional, which was probably the reason for her reactions.

			For some reason, memories from her past had been coming up more often, and even though she’d been trying hard not to dwell on them, some of the pain she’d tried to forget had come up.

			The walk was helping, and it gave her a chance to tuck everything back into its place. It had been a long time since the last time she’d been ambushed by the guilt and anger of her past, but lately, it was coming up again. She knew she’d never fully be over it, but it seemed that seventeen years would have been enough time to process things. It looked like she was wrong.

			There’d been a moment back at her place when Pru had been talking, and her chest had tightened up, and that scary anticipation of something terrible about to happen overcame her, the kind of tightness that had always been one of the major precursors to her packing up and running. She’d waited for the urge, but it never came. Instead, Pru had deescalated it just by being her. It allowed Sophia to focus on the now instead of what had happened so long ago.

			Maybe this meant she was getting better.

			She didn’t want to leave.

			There were things she wanted to do here.

			As they turned into the parking lot, Sophia thought about how different Ft. Devlin felt from all of the places she’d lived before. Everywhere else, she’d been able to exist on the periphery for months, and sometimes a couple of years, before things started getting a little too personal. Here, things had gotten personal almost immediately. It was probably why the memories were coming up more often, but they didn’t take over. They sort of danced around the edges of her mind. Was it that she felt safe? Was it that she felt needed? Was it that enough time had passed? Whatever it was, it gave her hope that she was able to endure them without needing to run. At least for now.

			Without thinking, she made a little sound of discovery and amusement, and Pru glanced at her with a smile. “What are you so pleased with?” she asked.

			Sophia squeezed her hand. “I don’t know. I guess it’s just one of those moments that just feels just right.” Sophia knew she hadn’t described it very well, but it was good enough. Pru squeezed her hand back and smiled.

			The parking lot was full for a Sunday night, and a large canvas banner announcing the opening of the new beer garden and live music hung over the wide front door, which stood open to the temperate evening. They headed to the back of the restaurant where a door opened to a gravel courtyard. Picnic tables and a half dozen gas firepits with Adirondack chairs around them, all occupied, filled the space. A small stage had been set up near the back before a wall of corrugated steel. Strings of white lights crisscrossed the area above the garden and would look festive once it grew dark.

			“This is nice,” Sophia said.

			“Much better than the pavement patio on the side of the building.”

			The area was packed, though, and it looked like they wouldn’t be able to sit out there until they spotted Gavin, who waved them over from one of the picnic tables.

			“Are you okay sitting with Gavin?” Pru asked before they went to meet him. “I mean, after the parking lot the other night?”

			“I’m okay with it if he’s okay with it,” she replied playfully near Pru’s ear.

			The grin she returned made Sophia laugh as they weaved through the crowd.

			When they arrived at the table, Gavin was sitting with a few people Sophia had never met, and she enjoyed the feeling of Pru snaking an arm around her waist. Gavin glanced at Pru’s arm and lifted an eyebrow almost imperceptibly, but Sophia noticed it. His easygoing smile never left his face, which allowed her to relax.

			“Hey, ladies. Are you here for the music tonight?” he asked.

			“We had to check it out,” Pru said and then directed her gaze at the woman next to Gavin. “Speaking of live music, how have you been, Starr? I haven’t seen you in a while. Are you performing tonight?”

			Starr beamed at her. “It’s been too long.” She got up and came around the table to hug Pru like a long-lost friend. “I’m the first act up.”

			“How’s Hayden?” Pru asked.

			Sophia’s interest piqued at the mention of one of her students. She wondered who Starr was to the shy kid.

			“She’s fine,” Starr said. “Still missing her mama, but it looks like she’s pulling out of the funk a little more since school started. You just missed her. She ate a burger before going home to do homework. I think she just wanted to have the house to herself for a while. Having her auntie around all the time must cramp her style.”

			“I think she’s just being a normal teenager,” Pru said.

			Starr’s gaze fell on Sophia, who sensed she was being sized up. “Who’s your friend?”

			Pru’s eyes sparkled as she introduced them. The affection leveled at Sophia when Pru looked at her made her stomach flip. Sophia shook Starr’s hand, amused that it was one of those finger dangling, limp fish handshakes.

			Gavin stood up to join them. “Don’t let Starr scare you, Sophia. We all went to high school together,” he said.

			“Starr’s a famous songwriter,” Pru said. “She lived in Los Angeles for a while, rubbing elbows with all the rock stars.”

			“What songs would I recognize?” Sophia asked.

			Starr thought for a second and then sang a few lines Sophia recognized from a ton of airplay on the radio a couple years ago. She had a nice voice. “It’s probably the most popular song I’ve written, but I have a lot out there, some I’ve performed, but mostly ones I wrote for other people.”

			Sophia nodded, impressed. “I’ve heard that one. I can’t remember the band, but it’s the intro song for the television show about those lawyers, right?”

			Starr nodded. “I write more songs for television than I do anything else.”

			“She’s probably the most famous person Ft. Devlin has raised,” Gavin said.

			Starr dipped her head, but Sophia could tell she liked the attention. There was nothing wrong with that, but she did put off a certain air that didn’t come off as completely sincere.

			“Sounds exciting,” she said.

			Starr shook a finger at her. “You remind me of someone, but I can’t put my finger on it. How did you and Pru meet, hmm?” she asked, quirking an eyebrow, giving Pru a wink.

			Pru answered for her. “Sophia moved to Ft. Devlin a couple of months ago. She works with Willie.”

			Starr appeared interested. “Oh yeah? Doing what? Willie and I go way back. I knew him when he was still in Austin.”

			“I’m a mechanic.”

			The eyebrow she quirked at Pru turned into an expression of surprise. “Seriously? I’m the worst person. I totally wouldn’t have guessed by looking at you.” She pulled on her lower lip in an almost flirty way. “Does it make me a sexist pig? I think it does.”

			Sophia wasn’t sure how to take her. She sounded genuinely upset she’d made the assumption, but her body language said other things, which brought Sophia back to the lack of sincerity. Either way, Sophia wasn’t interested in having this conversation. “I get it a lot.”

			Starr shook her head. “But it doesn’t make it right. Do you like it here in Ft. Devlin?”

			Sophia snuck a peek at Pru. “I love it here.”

			“I’ll bet you do,” Starr said, raising an eyebrow.

			It felt judgy and too familiar, and Sophia didn’t like it.

			Gavin whispered something into Pru’s ear. She snickered and punched him in the chest. Sophia figured he’d just teased her about the parking lot. It made Sophia feel a little self-conscious, but she didn’t mind it from him.

			“Where’d you live before here?” Starr asked.

			“All over,” Sophia gave her standard response, and Starr didn’t ask her to elaborate.

			Gavin rested a hand on Sophia’s shoulder. “I’m gonna get another beer. Can I get you two anything?”

			They told him what they wanted and took a seat at the crowded table. Pru scooched over, patting the bench next to her, and Sophia squeezed in, enjoying the hand Pru rested on her thigh. It had been a long time since Sophia had been affectionate with someone in public, and she’d almost forgotten how nice it felt.

			Gavin came back with the beer, and he and Starr continued talking to the guys at the other end of the table. Sophia didn’t get the impression Gavin and Starr were romantically involved, especially by the way she flirted with the other guys. Despite Starr’s slightly fake demeanor, Sophia liked watching the familiar interactions with the crowd around her. It was warm and fun and something she didn’t have a lot of in her life.

			“You’re awfully quiet,” Pru murmured.

			Sophia realized she’d been watching Starr and Gavin. She took Pru’s hand and kissed it. “I’m just enjoying the atmosphere.”

			Pru ducked her head to catch Sophia’s gaze. “The little line between your eyebrows makes it seem like your mind’s on something else.”

			“I think I napped too long today,” Sophia lied. She didn’t want to get into her thoughts. She was actually in a good mood, but the emotional swings throughout the day left her a little sensitive. “My mind’s a little fuzzy. Do you ever get that way from naps?”

			“Never. I love to nap. The longer the better. I just don’t get to do it enough because I have a hard time falling asleep during the day. I was so jealous of you today.”

			“I can fall asleep anywhere, anytime. It’s a gift. Mostly just catnaps, though. Today was an exception. I might have a hard time falling asleep tonight.”

			“Well, I’ll just have to tire you out somehow.”

			Pru gazed intently at Sophia’s mouth, and a pleasant shiver passed through her thinking about how the rest of the night would go.

			* * *

			They were barely inside the door at Pru’s house when Sophia grabbed her firmly around the waist and pressed her against the door. The kiss left no doubt for Pru what was on Sophia’s mind. Her lips were soft but demanding, and her tongue ran along the inside of Pru’s lips, teasing her, making her heart race. Pru held on, returning the kiss with just as much passion, reveling in every sensation. And there were a lot of sensations. One demanded more attention, so she walked Sophia backward toward the bedroom in hopes of quickly satiating it.

			When they got to the bed, Sophia fell back onto it with her arms flung out in invitation. Pru climbed up and hovered over her, staring into those imploring eyes. As usual, Pru became entranced, and something powerful moved within her. She’d never known a more beautiful woman, and in rare moments when Sophia let her guard down like this, it felt like Pru had a special view into her very soul. She considered it a gift. What she didn’t expect were the lines of worry that appeared on Sophia’s brow. The unexpected pain and confusion alongside her open desire tore at Pru’s heart.

			“What’s wrong?” Sophia asked, cupping Pru’s cheek.

			Pru nuzzled her hand. “The way you were searching my eyes just now made me feel like…like…you were memorizing me. Like maybe you were about to say good-bye.”

			It startled Pru when tears pooled in Sophia’s eyes. “Every time I lay eyes on you, I’m memorizing you,” she said.

			Pru didn’t know how to respond. The words were romantic and earnestly spoken, but she didn’t know if they were the beginning of good-bye or not. She did the only thing she could think of to do: kissed her in a way she’d never kissed anyone, notable not for its intensity but for the emotion she felt, filled with passion and desire, a silent conversation between their hearts.

			When they made love, it was fast and feverish. They’d been together several times, but this time, it wasn’t about learning what the other wanted. It wasn’t polite or gentle. It was direct and intense, calling on emotions that normally didn’t come up in sex for Pru. Things like anger and angst wove together with passion and fury, not directed at each other but definitely fueling the intensity of their joining. Pru had never experienced anything like it.

			She arched above Sophia as an orgasm swept through her. As the pleasure released her, sweat dripped from her chin and fell in the dip between Sophia’s collarbones. Pru dropped to her elbows, lowering her body onto Sophia’s slick skin, and licked it away. The electric current connecting them vibrated along the length of their bodies, and Pru focused on the taut muscles flexing below her. The slow waves of her fading orgasm took on new power as she continued to stroke Sophia, who soon succumbed to her own orgasm, the pulsing inside wrapping around Pru’s fingers. The sensation made Pru’s sex clench, and her clit, which had been worked hard by their frantic lovemaking, shot electric pulses through her core. Her body was close to exhaustion, but it wouldn’t take much more to make her come again.

			Sophia’s body tensed and stilled before relaxing into the mattress. Her hands moved from their grasp on Pru’s ass and up her back, trialing a path of heat. Pru moaned and nestled against her as Sophia wrapped her arms around her in an enveloping embrace.

			“That was extreme,” Sophia said between breaths.

			Pru was still in the thrall of sensations coursing through her body, and words were beyond her reach as a wave of something profound surged through her. Her throat constricted when she recognized it as fear threaded with sadness. She ran her hands across Sophia’s body, needing to maintain their connection.

			Sophia kissed her face before finding her mouth. The fear and sadness receded with Sophia’s kiss, leaving the closeness Pru was more familiar with that bound them together by the electricity oscillating between them. Although the fear and sadness were gone, she bordered on the verge of tears with the intensity of emotions storming through her.

			“What’s going on, love?” Sophia whispered.

			Pru rolled to her side, pulling Sophia with her so they were face-to-face, their legs interlaced. Sophia’s wet heat pressed hot against her thigh, and it was all she could do to not rub against it. Sophia smiled knowingly and curled her lower arm under her head, draping the other over Pru’s waist.

			Pru strummed her fingers down the side of Sophia’s face. “Are you getting ready to leave?” Pru asked. It just spilled out.

		


		
			Chapter Twenty-six

			Surprise made Sophia mute.

			Pru closed her eyes and rested her forehead against Sophia’s.

			“I don’t want to leave,” Sophia whispered.

			“Do you need to leave?” Pru pulled her head back to look at her.

			“Not yet,” Sophia said.

			“Soon?”

			“I don’t know. I never know. But I’m not close to wanting to leave right now. In fact, it’s just the opposite.” Sophia traced Pru’s collarbone with a finger. “Do we have to talk about this?”

			Pru touched Sophia’s forehead. “I want to respect that you don’t want to talk about it, but I’m concerned about whatever’s causing this line between your eyebrows.”

			Sophia kissed Pru and rolled onto her back, staring at the ceiling. “I’m fucked-up.” Sophia glanced at Pru and then back at the ceiling.

			“I don’t understand. You seemed fine before today. Did I say or do something?”

			Sophia rolled to face her again. The expression on Pru’s face tore at her heart. “God, no. This is all me. No one else is to blame. I’ve been messed up for a long time.”

			“Do you want to talk about it?” Pru asked.

			Sophia rolled onto her back again and put her arm out in an invitation for Pru to get closer. Pru snuggled in and rested her hand on the space between Sophia’s breasts. Sophia imagined the warmth of Pru’s hand radiating throughout her. It gave her courage to talk about her past, but she didn’t know how to start.

			Seeming to sense her hesitation, Pru kissed her shoulder. “Does this have to do with why you move around so much? The family stuff you mentioned?”

			“Partly. There’s a period in my life that’s painful to me. I think the reason you sensed something was on my mind is because I was reminded of it today.” She realized she desperately wanted to talk about the realization she’d had. But it was impossible to talk about without bringing up the period in her life that still haunted her. Sure, she’d recently been able to muster a little control of the feelings, but she wasn’t sure she wanted to test how strong the new abilities were. It was too risky.

			But if she kept such a big part of herself from Pru, they wouldn’t have a chance.

			For the first time, she chose to be completely open. Her heart thudded in her chest. “I’m worried you won’t like me very much when I tell you.”

			“I find it hard to imagine not liking you. You’re a strong, kind woman. Maybe you’ve made mistakes, but haven’t we all?”

			“That’s the thing. I’m not as strong or kind as you think I am.”

			“Those are pretty hard things to fake.”

			Sophia took a deep breath. “The part about moving around, it’s not about wanting to see the world. I leave to avoid getting attached. I didn’t start out knowing that was what I was doing, but over time, I’ve figured it out. You asked me the other day if I’d murdered someone or if I was on the run from the law. Sometimes, I wish things were that simple. At least I could take responsibility for it and deal with the punishment. But I can’t. I took the coward’s way out a long time ago, and it made me see that I don’t deserve to have people around me that I’ll just disappoint. Since then, I’ve left when I felt like I was getting too close to someone or liking a place too much.” She rolled over to face Pru again. “But I don’t want to run. I always expect to leave sometime, and this has been no different, but this is the first time I haven’t had an escape plan at the ready. The fucked-up feelings I always get are there, but so far, I want to stay. This is all a first for me.”

			Sophia’s heart beat even harder, and she had a difficult time breathing. Pru reached for her hand and brought it to her chest. Her heart was beating hard, too. “What are you fucked-up about? What makes you not want to get attached?”

			Sophia took another deep breath and held it for a moment before blowing it out again. “The short story is I got pregnant at twenty-six, gave it up for adoption, and have been running from it since. I couldn’t deal with all the reminders and guilt, so I left home to try to get my head together. It’s been seventeen years. I still haven’t gotten my head together. I avoid thinking about it, which means I haven’t dealt with it. And I can’t deal with the disappointment of people when they hear about it. Which means I leave. The change of scenery and logistics of figuring out where to go next helps me stay unattached. That’s always been the rule: stay unattached, that way no one gets disappointed.” She tried to laugh, but it just came out as an abrupt huh, like someone thumped her stomach.

			“I have to be honest,” Pru said. “I have a hard time connecting giving a baby up for adoption with disappointing other people. If anything, it seems the person hurt was you. Are you running from your own disappointment?”

			Sophia chewed on her lip. “It’s more than that. I’ve known I was gay since I was a kid. I tried to ignore it at first because the church said it was wrong, but I always knew. I think my parents knew, too. They acted relieved when I stopped saying I wanted to marry Gwen, but they still didn’t like that I enjoyed working on cars with my brothers, and while they expected them to join the family business, they pushed me to go to school. Which wasn’t terrible. I always liked it.

			“They hated that I focused on women’s studies, though. But it was a compromise they accepted if it kept me out of the garage. Every time it got close to graduation, my mom would start talking about me settling down and getting married, so I just stayed in school. Eventually, with graduation looming, it meant I no longer had school as an excuse, and my mom set me up on a blind date with the son of one of her church friends.”

			Sophia’s stomach clenched with the memory. She’d felt so powerless, as if she’d had no say in the matter. With years of distance to provide clarity, it was clear to her now that she’d had more say over her life than she’d felt back then, but at the time, she’d felt pushed into a corner, and the memory of it reignited all of the reasons she didn’t want to think about that time. All the confusion, anger, and feelings of powerlessness raged inside her now. She remembered how the fear of losing her family had fueled her actions back then, and how things had still gone all wrong. Shame filled her. Shame about being so naive, shame about some of the things she’d done, but mostly she had shame for not being able to deal with the repercussions of her own actions. She thought about not telling Pru the rest of the story, but she’d already told her more than she’d ever told anyone before, and a huge part of her needed to share this with her.

			“I don’t know what got into me, but I was resentful and feeling controlled, so I slept with him. The first and only man I ever slept with. It was awful, and I never saw the guy again, but I got pregnant. I didn’t know until I was about four months along. My mom noticed before I did. My periods had always been inconsistent, and I spotted throughout the pregnancy, so I just didn’t know. But all hell broke loose when my mom noticed, and once she knew, there was no way I could take care of it any other way than to have the baby. I never told her who the father was. She went from worrying about me being gay to assuming I’d been sleeping around. She knew a couple through church, the Campbells, who’d been trying to have a baby for several years. They were ecstatic. When the time got close, two things made it too hard to go through with. I knew them. They lived in our neighborhood, and I wasn’t sure I could handle seeing the baby after I gave it up. I was too terrified to keep it, but it didn’t make it easy. And the other thing was how devout they were. I knew how my mother’s devoutness had affected me, and I didn’t want that to happen to another kid if I could help it. So a few weeks before I gave birth, I took off. I abandoned my dissertation, and I ran away. I moved into a cheap apartment on the other side of the city, and I had the baby. A little girl. Hannah.”

			Sophia was quiet for a minute. She hadn’t spoken Hannah’s name aloud in seventeen years.

			She took a deep breath. “I tried. I really did. But I didn’t have any money, and I didn’t know how to deal with a baby. One of my neighbors called child protective services when the baby cried all night without a break. I don’t blame them. I might have done the same thing. She’d been super fussy for days. I’d already taken her to the doctor, and he said it was just a baby thing, that they sometimes do that even when they’re healthy and have everything they need.”

			Pru listened attentively, showing only understanding and concern, which comforted Sophia. “Yeah, it can be anything. Colic or gas or just not having a sleeping schedule yet.”

			“I stayed up all night pacing with her, trying to get her to sleep, but she just cried. By morning, I was a zombie. And when the child welfare people knocked on the door, I was exhausted and embarrassed that I didn’t even have any furniture, just a sleeping bag on the floor. I started crying and told them the whole story. One of the officers took me aside and told me about safe haven laws and how I could take the baby to any emergency room or fire department, and there would be no questions asked. I was humiliated, and there was no way I would do that. But after they left, Hannah continued to cry, and I couldn’t stop thinking that her life would be so much better with a mother who knew what she was doing, a real mother who wasn’t so messed up. She deserved so much better. Two days later, I took her to an emergency room and surrendered her. I tried to be a mom for almost two weeks, but I failed.”

			Pru wiped away a tear, and Sophia wondered if Pru thought she was a monster for not crying. She’d cried for months after it had happened and off and on for a few years after that, but she was way past tears now. Telling the story after all this time made her sad, though. She’d thought she was past that, too.

			“Oh, Sophia. I can’t imagine how awful that must have been.”

			“I’ve never told that story to anyone, except a therapist I saw for a couple of months about a year later.”

			“Not even your parents?”

			“I let them assume I gave the baby up for adoption right after I had her. I couldn’t bear to disappoint them even more than I already had by explaining that I’d failed at being a mother.”

			“It kind of explains your reaction earlier about Sawyer. It must have stirred up old memories. I’m sorry. If I’d known, I probably wouldn’t have brought it up.”

			Sophia felt chaos wreaking havoc inside her. So many emotions whirled within her. Anxiety. Shame. Mostly relief, though. She hadn’t been so open about it even with the therapist. “There’s no way you could have known. And seriously, it was a long time ago. I think my reaction was more about my own relationship with my mother. She’s changed a lot since then. I probably have, too.”

			“How has she changed?”

			“Well, for one, she’s accepted me being gay.”

			“I was going to ask.”

			“I figured I’d already disappointed them, so why not get it all out there.”

			“How’d that go?”

			“My dad said it explained why I never had any boyfriends. My mom asked if I was happy. I said yes, and we ate dinner.”

			“After all that they just accepted it? I mean, good. But wow.”

			“They don’t bring it up one way or the other. I don’t really date, so it’s never been a thing.”

			“You said you lied to your parents about the baby. Do they not talk about that like they don’t talk about the gay thing?”

			“Well, I didn’t intentionally lie. They assumed when I came home without the baby that I had given it up right after the birth. I didn’t correct them, and they didn’t ask. My family is really good about not dealing directly with issues.”

			“That explains why you’ve never spoken about all of this. You mentioned talking to a therapist for a couple of months? What did they say?” Pru smoothed a hand across Sophia’s collarbones. “Only if you want to talk about it. I don’t want to pressure you.”

			Sophia kissed Pru’s forehead. “We mostly talked about my guilt over not being able to be a good mom to Hannah and all the negative thoughts that go with that.”

			“What kind of thoughts?”

			“About how I could have tried longer than two weeks. About how scared I was that the baby ended up with a terrible family and it would have been my fault. The Campbells might have been super religious, but they were kind people.”

			“You can’t think like that.”

			“I’m an expert at not thinking about it. But when I do, it’s not like I choose to. I just do.” The statement came out harsher than Sophia intended, and she instantly felt bad. “I’m sorry. That’s directed at me, not you.”

			Pru brushed Sophia’s hair back. “It’s okay. It’s a lot to carry around. And it explains so much about you.”

			Pru’s understanding was more than Sophia ever expected, more than she deserved. Part of her didn’t want to accept it; she’d lived with the belief that she was a terrible person all this time. She rolled over, pressing her face into the curve of Pru’s neck, grateful for the acceptance and comfort she gave her. She wasn’t sure Pru would feel the same after she had time to think about everything, but for now, Pru was everything Sophia needed.

		


		
			Chapter Twenty-seven

			It was late, and Pru was tired, but the next day was Cabrini Day, and both of them had the day off. After Sophia told Pru about the baby and her years of traveling, they were both restless, so they got out of bed, and Pru popped the caps off a couple of bottles of Blue Moon and carried them out to the front porch. She handed one to Sophia, who took a long drink and leaned against the post at the top of the steps, absently scrolling through her phone.

			She looked beautiful and serene in the moonlight, her thick brown hair loose around her shoulders. But Pru imagined there was a lot going on under the surface. She found it hard to imagine the pain Sophia had endured. So many questions floated in her mind, but something told her that Sophia had enough stress to deal with, and Pru felt it would be selfish to add to it, maybe even push her away, which caused a stab of anxiety.

			She reminded herself that, despite Sophia saying she wasn’t yet planning it, she would leave eventually. She had to, otherwise she’d be destroyed when she did. But she realized that, in the last few days, she’d started to hope it wasn’t inevitable, that maybe this time, Sophia would decide she didn’t need to leave. But maybes, by nature, were never for sure, and she tried to be happy for the time they had.

			She took a seat on the porch swing, sipping her beer, looking out over the yard, surreptitiously sneaking glances at Sophia.

			The nearly full moon was high in the sky, casting silver light over the horse pastures and ranches dotting the landscape stretching west toward the mountains. The mountains were dark against the star-speckled sky, with just a few wispy clouds reflecting white light above them. It looked like an Ansel Adams photograph. Adams’s work, though beautiful, had always struck her as lonely, and the beautiful scene made her heart ache.

			“It’s quiet tonight,” Sophia said, setting her phone on the railing.

			It was. The cicadas had finally gone to ground. The only noise came from the creaking of the old swing and a dog barking somewhere in the distance.

			“You were frowning at your phone.”

			“I have a message from someone who came by the shop asking for me a few days ago. Willie talked to him. He left a message about coming back on Tuesday. I don’t recognize his voice or know how he got my number. Willy wouldn’t have given it.”

			“You don’t think he’s a customer, then? Did he say anything else?”

			“Nope. Just that he wanted to talk with me.”

			“Maybe someone referred a friend to you.”

			Sophia came over, sat on the swing, and took her hand, lacing their fingers together. “That’s probably it.”

			Pru squeezed her hand. “You don’t sound convinced.”

			“A guy came looking for me at the shop I used to work at in Austin the day before I left. I saw him talking to Ricky but didn’t know he’d asked for me until after he left. Ricky told me he didn’t like the look of the guy and told him I didn’t work there anymore. He took his card. It only had his name, C. L. Lewis, and a number. He didn’t tell Ricky what he wanted, just said I should call him. Since I left the next day, I didn’t get a chance, and honestly, I didn’t plan on calling him back, so I tossed the card.”

			“You think this is the same guy?”

			“It might be. I just googled C. L. Lewis along with the number he called from, and it brought up an investigation service called Amblin and Associates, which is based here. There were no names of the investigators on the website, but the number hit. Willie said the guy’s name was Chet.”

			“So Chet Lewis in Austin is an investigator based out of Ft. Devlin?”

			“It appears so.”

			“Ft. Devlin is full of Lewises, and they’re all related, but I don’t know anyone named Chet. Do you think Willie did a background check on you before he hired you?”

			“I think Willie would have told me about it. I don’t think it’s related.”

			Pru pulled her legs up on the swing. “I guess Willie would have recognized him, too.”

			The gentle light emanating from the house made the furrows appearing on Sophia’s forehead into dark lines.

			Pru didn’t like it. “I’m a little freaked out.”

			Despite the furrows, Sophia tossed her head as if it wasn’t a big deal. “This isn’t the first time I’ve dealt with an investigator. My godfather owns a private investigation business, and my brothers had him track me down a few months after I left home. When I didn’t return any of their phone calls, they got worried. I don’t blame them, but now Uncle Auggie sometimes thinks it’s his ‘duty’”—she made air quotes—“to check up on me, so he calls in favors with his ‘associates,’ to make sure I’m okay.”

			Sophia made fun of her tough-guy godfather, but it wasn’t enough to ease Pru’s worries. “Do you think your family hired this guy?”

			“There’s no reason for them to. I don’t call as often as I should, but they knew I was in Austin. They can call anytime they want to.”

			“Do they know you moved to Ft. Devlin?” Sophia dropped her head, which told Pru she hadn’t, so maybe the investigator was just her family being protective, or maybe it wasn’t.

			Pru wanted to demand caution, but she didn’t want to come off as possessive. They were just…hanging out. They hadn’t even talked about being exclusive, something Pru always did when she started sleeping with someone. But she’d made an exception when she’d decided she was okay with being casual with Sophia, and now she had to deal with how lonely that could be.

		


		
			Chapter Twenty-eight

			Did you ever figure out who that guy was who came by the shop asking for you?”

			Sophia was on her back on a creeper under a truck when Willie peered down at her through the engine space. It wasn’t like him to bring up personal things. She still wasn’t convinced it was her godfather being protective, but she’d mostly decided to just let it go until the guy tried to contact her again. If it was her godfather, maybe his friend would complain about the inconvenience of having to chase her around, and Uncle Auggie would leave her alone. If it wasn’t Uncle Auggie, she didn’t feel compelled to make the guy’s work any easier. Either way, she’d figure out soon enough if it was important.

			“I need to give him a call,” she said, tightening the mount.

			“He didn’t leave a number, remember? He said he’d just swing by again. I don’t like people lurking around.”

			Seeing Willie’s concern, she thought that whatever this guy wanted, she didn’t want it interfering with her employment. It occurred to her that Willie was probably thinking about his dispensary business. She decided to call Chet Lewis and settle whatever needed settling.

			“I have his number.” She might have sounded relaxed about it, but the more it came up, the more curious she became. Pru had done a great job of keeping her mind off it over the weekend but now, without the distraction, she decided she needed to know what Chet Lewis wanted.

			“I’ll be around if he starts making any trouble,” Willie said.

			“Thanks. I don’t think it’ll come down to that.”

			She thought Willie had walked away when his face appeared through the engine space again. “I can’t have anyone trying to steal away my best mechanic, either. You sure he’s not here to try to hire you away from me?”

			She slid out from under the truck and wiped her hands off. “He’s not trying to recruit me. He’s an investigator.”

			Willie rubbed the back of his neck. “You suppose it’s the same guy that was down to Ricky’s place looking for you?”

			Sophia had hoped he’d forgotten about that. “Yeah. It’s the same guy.”

			He moved the toothpick from one side of his mouth to the other. “You told me you weren’t in trouble when I hired you, and I believe that. If he’s not a recruiter, what do you think he wants?”

			“I have no idea. It could be my family checking in on me. They’ve done it before. But I honestly don’t have any other ideas. I’ll let you know when I find out.”

			He looked relieved. “Good. I gotta say, I’m glad it’s not a recruiter. I was gonna wait awhile until you were here a little longer, but I got something I wanna talk to you about. Why don’t you take a break, and we can chat?”

			* * *

			When Sophia took lunch an hour later, she dropped onto the bench in her kitchen and rubbed her temples. She finally knew why Willie had been doing so much to make her surroundings more comfortable, and he’d given her plenty to think about.

			In the meantime, Chet Lewis was still on her mind.

			She pulled up the message she’d missed over the weekend and hit send on the number before she could second-guess it.

			“Amblin and Associates, how can I direct your call?” a woman’s voice answered.

			Sophia pictured a young woman flipping the pages of a magazine on the other end. “May I speak to C. L. Lewis, please?”

			“C. L. Lewis? Oh, you mean Chet? Sure. I’ll forward your call. He’s out in the field. If you get his voice mail, just leave a message, and he’ll call you back.”

			Before Sophia could respond, the phone rang on the other end, and a man answered. “Chet Lewis.” A loud rushing of background noise accompanied his voice, along with a blare of music.

			“Hello. This is Sophia McGovern. You came to—”

			“Sorry. Too much wind. I can’t hear you.” The music and loud rushing stopped. “Had to roll up my window. I’m on the highway. Who’s this again?”

			“This is Sophia McGovern. You came to my work last week asking for me.”

			“Willie’s Garage?” he asked.

			“Yes. That’s me.”

			“Oh, yeah. I planned on coming back today, but there was a change. Thanks for calling me back.”

			“It seems you might have been looking for me down in Austin, too. May I ask what this is about?”

			“It’s funny how you ended up here in Ft. Devlin after I drove all the way down there to talk to you. The guy who owned the place didn’t want to tell me where you moved, but I figured it out. You might want to tell your old boss not to write notes on desk calendars for any old person to see.”

			“I’ll tell him,” she said, knowing she wouldn’t. She wasn’t hiding from anyone. “Can you tell me why you’re asking around about me?”

			“Sorry. No can do. That’s privileged information between me and my former client.”

			Irritation started to overshadow any curiosity she had. If it was Uncle Auggie, he’d gone too far. “Former client? Who are they?”

			“Again, privileged information. But I can tell you they withdrew the case a few hours after I visited Willie’s. So I don’t need to talk with you now.”

			Irritation was all she felt now. “Can you at least tell me what you were going to talk to me about?”

			“There’s no reason to go into it now. The case is closed. The client found what they wanted.”

			She wondered what the hell that meant, but it didn’t matter. If she guessed the right name, he’d tell her. Maybe. “Was it Augustus McGovern? Or maybe you know him as Auggie?”

			“If it was, I wouldn’t tell you, but since it’s not, there’s no harm in telling you it was not the person you named. Don’t ask me who it is because, like I said, privileged is privileged.”

			Hearing his logic, she believed him, but now she was confused, and her concern had risen. If it wasn’t Auggie, who would have hired an investigator to track her down? “Can you understand how uncomfortable it is to know that an unknown individual is interested enough in me to hire an investigator?”

			He chortled, which just turned the irritation into anger. “You’re not in any danger, hon. Trust me.”

			Trust him? She didn’t even know him. She held back a number of shitty responses and tried to ignore how he’d called her hon. “But you won’t tell me what this is about?”

			“Nope. Listen, hon, I gotta go. I’m on a different case, and I just pulled up.”

			The sounds of him moving around abruptly stopped, telling her he’d disconnected the call before she could say anything else. She wanted to take all the hons he’d called her and shove them up his…she took a deep breath. It wasn’t worth it. At least he’d said she wasn’t in danger, and she didn’t have to look forward to a meeting with him.

			That didn’t mean she wasn’t still curious about who’d been looking for her, though.

		


		
			Chapter Twenty-nine

			I’m glad you’re here, Mom.” Sawyer squeezed Pru’s hand as she lay on the table with a hospital blanket draped over her waist and her dress pulled up to under her breasts. They were waiting for the obstetrician to come back into the room.

			“I wouldn’t miss it, honey. Thanks for making a late afternoon appointment. It’s still hard to get substitutes.”

			“I’m kind of excited. I thought we were only going to hear the heartbeat today, but when Dr. Rhodes said she wanted to do an ultrasound, I got nervous. Do you think everything’s okay?”

			“I think Dr. Rhodes would have let you know if she was worried about something, don’t you?” Pru hoped she sounded more confident than she felt. Unscheduled ultrasounds were not normal during pregnancies, not with insurance companies trying to cut as many corners as they could. She just didn’t want Sawyer to worry until there was something to worry about.

			“Good point.”

			“Do you want to find out what the sex is?” Pru asked.

			Sawyer rolled her eyes. “Mom, gender isn’t defined by genitals.”

			Pru knew that and felt bad for the gaffe. She’d just gotten caught up in the moment, and social indoctrination kicked in. “I know. I was just testing you.”

			“Sure you were.”

			It was Pru’s turn to roll her eyes, but Sawyer squeezed her hand and giggled.

			“If it makes you feel better, I thought it. I just didn’t say it.”

			It did make Pru feel better.

			“Knock. Knock. It’s me.” Dr. Rhodes slipped around the privacy curtain hanging across the doorway. “It’s too early to tell the gender, I’m afraid, and I’m fairly certain everything is okay. We may have a surprise for you, though.”

			Sawyer lifted her head to peer down at Dr. Rhodes, who took a seat beside the table next to the ultrasound machine. “Surprise? What do you mean? Is it about the baby?” She shook her head. “Of course it is. What else would it be?” She blew out a breath.

			Even though the doctor had said the baby was okay, Sawyer sounded scared, reminding Pru of the little girl she used to be. She squeezed her hand again and studied the doctor’s face, which was relaxed and smiling. All good signs.

			“I haven’t seen anything concerning so far. Want to take a look?” Dr. Rhodes took a squeeze bottle and squirted a healthy amount of lubricant onto the area just below Sawyer’s belly button. She then took the ultrasound device from the cradle and started to smear the lube around, twisting and leaning it this way and that while the black and white image on the screen changed rapidly. If the images were clearer than they were when Pru had Sawyer twenty-six years ago, it wasn’t much.

			Eventually, the doctor zeroed in on something flapping rapidly on the screen. “Here we go.” She smiled and turned up the sound. A rapid whoosh-whoosh-whoosh sound filled the room.

			“Is that the heartbeat?” Sawyer asked. Her eyes were wide with amazement.

			“One of them.”

			Sawyer’s gaze landed on Pru and then flicked back to the doctor. “One of them?”

			Dr. Rhodes nodded.

			Pru heard Sawyer gulp. “Twins?”

			The doctor repositioned the ultrasound device, and the picture expanded from a close-up of the heart to a wider picture of dark spots with small ghostly beans resting at the bottom of them.

			“Ah. Here we go.” She moved the cursor over one of the dark spaces and typed A over it, repeating B and C over two others. “You’re having triplets, Sawyer.”

			Sawyer didn’t say anything. She stared at the monitor with her hand over her mouth while her eyes welled with tears. The doctor continued with the ultrasound, examining each of the fetuses up close, measuring heads and spines, snapping pictures, and listening to the heartbeats. Finally, she tore off the long streamer of photos, carefully winding it around her hand without making creases, and handed it to Sawyer.

			“Everything looks great. You’ve got three healthy fetuses cooking in there, Mama. Congratulations.”

			Sawyer opened and closed her mouth a couple of times before she started to cry. She reached out for Pru, who held her tight. The words “three healthy fetuses” echoed in a loop in Pru’s mind.

			* * *

			“I can’t believe it,” Sawyer said, cradling her barely noticeable baby bump. She stared at her water glass, which she kept lifting as if to drink, then putting it down on the table without taking a sip.

			Pru scrolled on her phone, reading the article she’d looked up. People all around them in the restaurant were going on with their days as if life hadn’t just taken a serious detour, and Pru had to remind herself it hadn’t, at least for the other people. But for her and Sawyer, the detour was looking like an adventure neither of them had seen coming, and Pru’s main focus was to keep Sawyer from freaking out.

			“It says here, it’s common in artificial insemination when the mother takes fertility drugs. They’re more likely to release multiple eggs. I imagine the sperm is probably more potent, too, because they screen the donors to make sure it’s the good stuff. I’m only guessing on the sperm thing, though. I’m no expert.” She continued to scroll. It helped provide a sense of control.

			“I can’t believe it,” Sawyer said again. “I honestly wasn’t expecting this.” Her voice had finally started to lose a little of the initial tone of shock she’d exhibited at the doctor’s office.

			“Twins don’t run in either of our families.” Pru took a sip of her coffee as she watched Sawyer pick up her water and set it down without drinking again.

			“What have I gotten myself into?” Sawyer asked for the dozenth time since they’d left the doctor’s office.

			Pru kept thinking the same thing, only she didn’t dare voice it aloud. One baby for a single mom was a lot to take on. But three? And with Sawyer living an hour away, Pru tried not to think about the challenges. There were going to be three babies to take care of. If Pru had thought Sawyer was limiting herself by having a baby before, the situation had become three times as complicated. Pru would never say, “I told you so,” but she was certainly thinking it. Strangely, she didn’t feel smug. If anything, she felt protective and a desire to be as supportive as her parents had been for her. Sawyer would never be on her own. Sophia had it right all along. Sawyer had people to lean on, and Pru intended to always be there for her.

			“We’ll figure things out, honey. Don’t be scared.”

			Sawyer gave her a surprised smile. “I’m not scared. I’ve had the best mom to show me the ropes. A mom who’s been showing me the ropes all my life.”

			Tears sprang to Pru’s eyes, and she took Sawyer’s hand across the table. “That means the world to me, honey. Thank you. And I will be here to help you. I’ll figure out a way to get down here as much as I can. I might even be able to take family leave to help after they’re born. I’m sure I can work it out with the school. If things go well with the rest of the pregnancy, you’ll have the babies in March. It would have been better if it were in the summer when we’re both off work, but we’ll figure it out. I hate to think of you all the way down here, with me up in Ft. Devlin, but we’ll set up a support system down here and plan for various scenarios.” Pru patted her hand. “We’ll be okay.”

			Sawyer looked at their hands. “Well, about that. I have some news.”

			“Tell me it’s not a surprise. I’m not sure I can take more surprises,” Pru said nervously.

			“It’s no secret you aren’t super excited about my pregnancy.”

			“What? That’s not true. I—”

			Sawyer grabbed her other hand. “Wait, Mom. Let me finish. You’ve been trying to be supportive, and I appreciate it more than you can know. But you’ve always encouraged me to sow my wild oats a little more before I decided to have babies. You’ve made it pretty clear since I was a kid.”

			“I’m not sure how you came to that conclusion.” Pru knew it was a lie, but she didn’t want Sawyer to think she wasn’t one-hundred-percent there for her. No matter what.

			“Mom. You’ve been saying it for as long as I remember. ‘Sawyer, honey, you should experience Europe when you’re young and have the energy to traipse through all the countries.’”

			Her imitation of Pru was good, but it bothered Pru that she’d been so transparent. “I just want you to live out your dreams, honey. You always wanted to see Paris.”

			“I wanted to see Remy, Mom. And Remy is a cartoon character in a movie. A rat who cooks. It’s not real life. I don’t have any desire to go to Paris. Traveling has never been a draw for me. Never. I’m a homebody. Moving to Denver for a job took me farther than I ever wanted to go. It’s you who wanted to travel. At least I think it was. But you never talked about places you wanted to go. You just got excited about the places you dreamed I would go.”

			Pru flicked her hand. “I don’t want to travel. I never have.”

			Sawyer looked at her for a minute without blinking. “Why are you always going on and on about me doing it, then? I’ve believed for years that I cramped your style because you didn’t get to travel. I’ve felt guilty for ruining your life.”

			Pru sat back in her seat, stunned, and then reached for Sawyer’s hand again. “Ruining my life? That couldn’t be further from the truth. I did exactly what I wanted. I finished school. I became a teacher. I live close to my family and friends in the town I love, where I get to ride horses and enjoy the mountains. You are my life.”

			Sawyer tilted her head. “It’s funny. I never ever thought you thought I ruined your life. I thought you weren’t living the life you wanted to because of me. You never got to see the world.”

			“Honey, I would have taken you with me if I wanted to travel. I don’t travel because it doesn’t appeal to me. I want you to do what you want to do with your life.”

			Sawyer blew out a snort. “This is funny. Here I am thinking I’m letting you down because I don’t want to travel the world. And you’re over there trying to make me understand I can do whatever I want—like travel the world—if I don’t get tied down too young.”

			“And all you want is to have a baby and settle down where you are.” Pru couldn’t believe what she was hearing. How did she not know?

			“Well, almost. That’s what I wanted to tell you before we flew away on this tangent. I want to move back to Ft. Devlin.”

			Pru wanted to cry. “Nothing would make me happier than to have you closer. Dr. Carter will tell me when any positions come open.”

			“There aren’t any right now, but I already talked to Hector Villareal. He has a position in the history department.”

			“At the vocational high school?”

			Sawyer nodded. “I’d rather be at Long’s Peak where you and Dad are,” she said, “but there are no openings, and I don’t want to be a substitute and wait it out. I need the medical benefits. Hector knows I’ll eventually transfer when something opens up. He’d rather I stay there. He even joked about forcing one of the literature teachers to retire to make me want to stay. But he understands.”

			The good news nearly overwhelmed Pru. “You’ve got it all figured out. When are you planning on moving?”

			“I don’t want to leave my school in a lurch. So I think I’ll complete the first semester and move during Christmas vacation. It sort of works out. We’ll figure out the second half of the year together, especially since I’ll be having the baby…” She looked at her stomach. “I mean, babies, shortly after it starts.”

			“I can’t tell you how happy I am, honey.”

			“Me, too.” Sawyer finally took a drink. “When were you going to tell me about you and Sophia?”

			Pru wasn’t prepared for the question and almost spit out the bite of cheesecake she’d just taken. She swallowed and wiped her mouth. “There’s nothing to tell.”

			“Not according to Dad. He said he caught you two making out in a parking lot.”

			Pru felt herself blush. “He just volunteered that to you?”

			“Well, full disclosure, it was after I asked him if he thought you and Sophia would make a good couple.”

			“Why would you ask that?”

			“Sophia’s an attractive woman, Mother. And I saw how into you she was at the picnic. It seemed as if you liked her, too. I thought she might be a prospect.”

			“Funny. I thought your dad had a thing for her at the time.”

			“He kinda did,” Sawyer said. “But he also suspected she was more interested in the ladies. He did say you two would make a cute couple. Which you confirmed when he caught you with her hand up your skirt in the parking lot of the Thumb.”

			Pru’s face flamed. “She didn’t have her hand up my skirt.”

			Sawyer pointed teasingly. “You’re bright red. Why didn’t you tell me?”

			Pru finished off her coffee. “I’m not sure there’s anything to tell yet. We’re being casual. Having fun. Seeing where it goes.”

			Sawyer finished her cheesecake and reached over for a bite of Pru’s. “You don’t do casual,” she said before putting the bite into her mouth.

			“I guess I’m trying it out.”

			“Do you like her?”

			“Of course I like her. I wouldn’t be ‘having fun with her’ if I didn’t.” Pru used air quotes to show she was joking, but she wasn’t. Not really.

			“How much do you like her?”

			Pru could see where this was going. If Pru was “having fun with her,” there were feelings involved. “I like her a lot. But I can’t get too attached. She moves around a lot. She’ll end up leaving sometime, and I don’t want either of us to get hurt.”

			“How much would it hurt if she left today?”

			Just the mention of it made Pru’s chest tighten, and she probably would have started crying if she wasn’t sitting in a restaurant with Sawyer. The thought of Sophia leaving had always been an abstract concept for her, not a literal thing. Thinking of it as a real thing, saying good-bye, watching her leave, well, she couldn’t even find the words for how just imagining it made her feel.

			“You don’t have to tell me, Mom. I see it in your eyes. You might want to tell her you’re in love with her. Maybe it will make her want to stay.”

		


		
			Chapter Thirty

			Sammy rushed to the door of the trailer, her tail wagging furiously, telling Sophia who was out there before there was even a knock. When she opened it, Rosie bounded in, and the two dogs did a quick spin around her legs, then bolted outside. Pru stood to the side until they ran past and then stepped into Sophia’s arms to give her a surprisingly passionate kiss. Not that they didn’t kiss like that all the time, but they usually built up to it. When they kissed like this, it usually meant their clothes were about to come off. And Sophia was absolutely fine with that.

			Pru pushed Sophia up against the counter as the door slapped shut and slid her hands up the back of Sophia’s T-shirt, her soft touch spreading across bare skin, fingers kneading the muscles between Sophia’s shoulders. Sophia’s nipples tingled against the fabric of her shirt as Pru pressed the softness of her chest against her.

			Sophia traced her tongue along the inside of Pru’s lips and cradled her face, skimming her hands down Pru’s sides until they were cupping her ass, and she positioned one of her legs between Pru’s, straddling her. Sophia’s body zipped from zero to one hundred in seconds, and she was ready to throw it into the next gear before something exploded.

			Sophia walked Pru backward down the short hall to the bedroom, lifting her up the two stairs and holding her head as they fell onto the bed. But Sophia wasn’t about to lie down. She had other things on her mind. She lifted Pru’s dress, pulled it off, and hooked her fingers through Pru’s silky underwear, pulling them down. Pru wasn’t wearing a bra, and her round breasts rose with every heavy breath. Sophia took a moment to appreciate how beautiful she was, lying on the bed, staring at her with undisguised desire. Pru spread her legs, and Sophia knelt on the floor and pulled her to her watering mouth.

			It wasn’t long before they were both lying on the bed, tangled together, catching their breath. Sophia ran a finger along Pru’s collarbone. “Aren’t you supposed to be in Denver having dinner with Sawyer?”

			“We had an early dinner right after the appointment, and then Sawyer got tired so I came home.”

			“How’s she feeling?”

			“She had a couple of weeks of morning sickness, but now she’s just tired all the time. I don’t blame her. She’s having triplets.”

			Sophia gaped. “Did you say triplets?”

			Pru pointed at Sophia. “That huge-eyed, dropped-jaw thing you’re doing? That’s exactly how I felt when the doctor told us. I thought Sawyer was going to faint.”

			Sophia rose up on an elbow. “Holy crap. How’s she taking it?”

			Pru smiled radiantly, and Sophia wished she could take a picture. She was so beautiful. “They were the size of little cashews with short little arms and legs. She took it well, but I think she’s still in shock. I’m sure there will be a host of emotions as she gets used to it.”

			“I can’t believe it. We’re going to have to get three of everything.”

			Rosie gave a bark from the porch, and Sophia got up to let them in. When she came back into the bedroom, Pru had pulled on an over-sized denim shirt. It hung to the tops of her thighs, and sexy didn’t begin to describe how she looked. Sophia wanted to pull her back onto the bed and have her way with her again, leaving the shirt on.

			Pru rubbed the arm of the shirt. “I might have to steal this from you. It’s perfectly broken in. So soft.”

			“It’s yours. You wear the shirt better than I ever did.” Sophia wrapped her arms around Pru while kissing her neck, getting ready for a second round.

			“Did the investigator come by today?” Pru asked.

			“Uh-uh.” Sophia kissed a spot behind Pru’s ear.

			“Did he call, then?”

			“Uh-uh.” Sophia kissed Pru’s neck, but Pru grabbed her face and pulled it to face her. Sophia tried to kiss her, but Pru held her away.

			“So you still don’t know what he wants?”

			Sophia laughed. She kissed Pru on the mouth and stepped back. A second round was going to have to wait. “I called him.” She pulled on the shorts and T-shirt she’d thrown off earlier and sat on the bed.

			“What’s it all about, then?”

			“He wouldn’t tell me who hired him or what they wanted, but he did say whoever did told him he could stop investigating because they already had what they needed.”

			“Needed what?”

			“He wouldn’t say.” She took Pru’s hand, pulling her into the kitchen. Making love had made her hungry, so she pulled out a package of popcorn and tossed it into the microwave.

			Pru sat in one of the recliners in the pop-out portion of the living room, and Sophia sat in the other, waiting for the popcorn to finish popping. The dogs were snuggled up in Sammy’s bed, fast asleep. “So that’s it? He didn’t tell you anything else?”

			“Pretty much. He did say there was no danger.”

			“Are you sure it wasn’t someone in your family? Have you thought about asking them?”

			“I really don’t think it’s them. I asked if it was Uncle Auggie, and he said no.” Sophia knew she sounded confident, but just talking it out with Pru, she began to second-guess why she’d accepted his answer so readily. She glanced at her phone on the table. It was only an hour later in Chicago. Nine p.m. Not too late. Her parents would be watching the news.

			The timer chimed on the microwave, and she got up to get the popcorn. She passed her phone, thinking they probably didn’t know, but they were the only other possibility she could think of, remote as it was. She poured the popcorn into a bowl and returned to the recliners.

			Pru looked troubled.

			“It’s really bothering you, isn’t it?” Sophia asked.

			“It’s not bothering you?”

			She had to admit it was, even if she didn’t think her parents knew anything about it. She got up and picked up her phone. “I guess it won’t hurt to rule them out.”

			Pru nodded encouragingly, and Sophia hit the quick dial for her parents. Her dad answered on the second ring. “Hey, toots. Your mother and me were just talking about you. How you doing? Everything all right?” His voice bellowed over the line, no doubt loud enough for Pru to hear, too.

			They had the same conversation they’d had at the start of every phone call for as long as she could remember. Same questions about the weather, their health, and their jobs. Same responses. She and her brothers joked that their father could have half his limbs fall off, and he’d say, “Good. Good,” when any of them asked him how he was doing on the phone. But they had to ask, according to the official talking-to-dad protocol. The real stuff always came up later in the conversation, but first, they had to warm up.

			“Hey, Dad. Can I ask you something?”

			“Yeah, sure, toots. Anything. You need money? Just say how much and I’ll send it.”

			“Nah, I don’t need money. But I appreciate you offering.” She’d never asked for money, but he always offered. Her mother’s voice mumbled something in the distance.

			“Your mother wants to know, have you found a church out there in Colorado?”

			Sophia dropped her chin to her chest. It was Auggie. It had to be. She hadn’t told her parents she’d moved to Ft. Devlin yet. “I’m still settling in, Dad. I haven’t had time. How’d you know I moved?”

			“Auggie said your phone and the towers and some such mumbo jumbo. All’s I know is he didn’t even have to send a guy. He just did pings and pongs on the internets, and there’s a PO box in your name in Fort Something-or-Another. I’ll tell your mom you’re looking for a church.”

			“Thanks,” she said, but she was confused. “Hey, you sure he didn’t send a guy named Lewis to come check up on me?”

			“Lewis? I don’t know nobody named Lewis, and, like I said, he never had to hire no one to check in on you. Technology is a miracle. He checked on his own, by the way. I didn’t ask. I know you get bent outta shape about it. If I want to check, I’ll call. That’s a fact.”

			“That’s what I thought.” But if Uncle Auggie hadn’t sent Lewis, who had? She heard the squeak of his leather easy chair, and she envisioned her dad dropping the leg rest and sitting up.

			“Listen. Is someone bothering you? I can send your brothers down there. Just say the word.”

			Lewis had said he was off the case, but it felt good that her family would come help if she needed it. It was a weird sensation, knowing that. She hadn’t relied on them since she’d left all those years ago. The sting of tears surprised her.

			“No one’s bothering me. I’m fine. It’s taken care of.” She heard the chair squeak again as he likely leaned forward.

			“Are you sure? Because it’s not a problem. They can be there quick.”

			“It’s fine, Dad.”

			“Well, you tell me if it changes.”

			“I will.” But she wouldn’t.

			“Hang on. Your mother is sayin’ somethin’.”

			Sophia heard her mother’s muffled voice. She could picture her dad holding the phone to his chest while they talked.

			“Here. Talk to your mother.”

			Sophia heard more muffled talking, and her mother got on the line. She really didn’t want to discuss going to church. Her mother knew she hadn’t attended church in over seventeen years.

			“Hello, Sophia. This is your mother.”

			Sophia held back a sigh. “I know who you are, Mom. How are you?”

			“I’m fine. Just fine. I didn’t ask to talk to you, but I overheard that someone was asking about you, and I told your father that a gentleman named Chet Lewis called me about a week back asking about you and so he handed me the phone.”

			“You didn’t tell them nothin’, did you, Maggie?” Sophia’s father said in the background.

			“Of course I didn’t.” Sophia’s mother replied away from the phone, and then she was speaking into it again. “I’ve been praying, though. You aren’t in any trouble, Sophia, are you? You’d tell us if you were, right?”

			Her mother sounded worried, and Sophia was touched. “No, I’m not in any trouble. What did he want?”

			“At first, he asked if I was your mother, and I said yes, but when he asked if you’d ever…” She paused, and Sophia honestly couldn’t think of anything someone would want to know about her. Her life was boring. She’d never even had a traffic ticket.

			“If I’d ever what, Ma?”

			Her mother sighed, and Sophia guessed what it was. The only thing that her mother never wanted to talk about. “He wanted to know if you’d ever given a baby up for adoption,” her mother whispered. “I told him it was none of his business, and I hung up. He didn’t call back. Why’s he looking for you? Should we be worried?”

			A wave of cold rolled down Sophia’s body. “I have no idea why this guy is asking around about me,” she responded with numb lips. “I talked to him today. I’m not worried about it.” Or was she? A familiar tug of emotion tried to take hold of her. Would Lewis pick up the case again if she left? Why was she thinking like that? She’d been trying to outrun her own feelings of guilt and shame for so long, she shouldn’t have been surprised by it, but she was.

			“Are you sure, Sophia?”

			Was she? Not at all. “I’m sure, Mom.”

			When Lewis had brushed her off, she’d been sure, but now she wondered if it was true. Why would a mistake she made seventeen years ago be of interest to anyone now? Why should she allow it to run her off, for that matter?

			“Your father wants to talk to you.”

			Background noise filled her ear while she tried to sort out what she felt, and her dad was back on the line. “Your mom worries. You know that. I remind her you can always call. We’ll always help however you need us. God will always protect you.”

			Even with the fight or flight urge battling inside her, Sophia couldn’t help but smile into the phone. She wasn’t very close to her parents, and the God comment didn’t mean as much to her as it did to them, but she knew they loved her. “Yeah, I know.”

			“See ya in the funny papers, toots.”

			And that was it. He was off the phone. Sophia dropped her phone back onto the table. When she looked up, Pru grinned at her, and she was relieved that she didn’t seem to sense the turmoil swirling in her.

			“What?” Sophia asked, glad for the distraction of Pru’s smile.

			“You have a cute accent. I’ve heard hints of it, but it came through strong when you were talking to your parents.”

			“No, I don’t.”

			“You totally do. You sounded all tough. He sounded all tough, too. I could hear him all the way over here. Your mother’s voice was much quieter, so I couldn’t hear her.”

			Sophia tried to hide her embarrassed smile. She’d worked hard to eradicate the accent. She was also relieved that Pru hadn’t heard what her mother had said. She didn’t want to worry her, but she also didn’t want to talk about it. She’d already told her about her past, and she wanted to see if she could keep it—and all the guilt—that came with it in the past. More than anything, she wanted to keep the urge to leave away.

			She liked it here.

			More than that, she liked Pru here.

			“I don’t need to tell you how the conversation went, then. Lewis called my mom.”

			“It sounded like she didn’t find out why he’s interested in you, either.” Pru frowned. “I know he said he was off the case, and you weren’t in danger, but I don’t like it.”

			Sophia did know what he was after, and she didn’t like it either. But if he was finished with his case and didn’t seem interested in her anymore, maybe that was the end of it. Either way, she wasn’t sure there was anything she could do about it. What she’d done all those years ago might have filled her with guilt and a feeling that she didn’t deserve to belong anywhere, but it was legal. Nothing Lewis found out could be used for anyone’s benefit.

			She held her arms out to Pru and leaned back in her chair. Pru rose and joined her, snuggling into her. A sort of peace fell over her.

			“Thank you,” Pru said.

			“For what?”

			“For letting me in. It was interesting to hear you with your parents.”

			Sophia kind of liked it, too. It wasn’t as if she’d introduced Pru to them or even mentioned her, but it was more than she’d ever shared with anyone else.

			She wrapped her arms around Pru’s pliant body and tried not to think about what the other stuff meant.

		


		
			Chapter Thirty-one

			Pru watched the kids in Sophia’s Shop class discuss the importance of having the right kind of tread on their tires. The excitement continued even after the bell rang.

			“Okay, everyone. Don’t forget to bring in the make and size of the tire, plus the tread depth on your cars next week. Yours or your parents’. It doesn’t matter. We’ll figure out the gas mileage. Extra credit if you check the spare, too.” Sophia called over the din of chair legs scraping and the rustle of bags.

			A couple of the young women approached her before they left. Pru loved watching Sophia interact with them. She was a natural at getting them engaged. Gavin had always been a great teacher, he knew a ton about cars, and his students adored him, but in certain ways, he didn’t connect with the kids as well as Sophia did. Which said a lot about her. Pru didn’t think Sophia even realized it. She just worked with them like she would a coworker. None of them even groaned when she asked them to clean up. They just did it. Even Pru sometimes elicited attitude from the grumpy teenagers. For Sophia, the kids only showed eager participation.

			The room emptied as straggling students went to their next class, and with barely a limp, Sophia wandered to the back where Pru sat at the workbench. As always, Pru got a flutter in her stomach when Sophia flashed her sexy smile.

			“I’d say that’s another successful class,” Pru said. “Who knew there was a way to get kids excited about math with tire tread?” She pulled Sophia’s hand into her lap. It had been almost six hours since she’d touched her.

			“Hey, pretty lady,” Sophia said, looking around as if to make sure all the kids had left before sneaking a quick kiss. “Thanks for babysitting with me today while Gavin did whatever it is he needed to do on his lunch break.”

			Pru would have been there even if the school hadn’t required a member of the faculty to stay with the volunteers. “He has lunch detention. Besides, I have to keep up on basic automotive maintenance, too. It’s a win-win situation.”

			“You know how to do all of it.”

			Pru slid a finger along the collar of Sophia’s coveralls. “Then I’ll let you in on a secret. It’s not the lessons I’m here for.”

			“I knew it. It’s the mechanic fashion you’re into.” Sophia peered down at herself. “I kind of rock it.”

			“Well, you do wear it well. But no, it’s not the coveralls.”

			“Don’t tell me it’s the grease.”

			“It’s the lady the grease is on.” It was Pru’s turn to make sure no one was in the room before she snuck a quick kiss.

			Sophia licked her lips and grinned. “That’s a good thing because I spend a lot of time covered in grease.”

			“You clean up nice, though.” Pru gave her another kiss. There was an added thrill at the thought that they shouldn’t be kissing on school grounds, especially when school was in session. A student could walk in, which wouldn’t be good. But the after-lunch classes had started, the shop was empty, and it was just them. The worst that could happen was that Gavin might walk in, but she happened to know after lunch detention, he was going to meet Curtis in the barn to fix the thresher. It took all she had in her to leave it at quick kisses when Sophia said such adorable things.

			To distract herself, she tossed the lunch she’d brought for both of them into the microwave Gavin kept in the shop.

			Sophia spun around on her stool. Pru had picked up that she fidgeted a lot when she had things on her mind. Pru got dizzy just watching her. She was about to say as much when Sophia stopped. “Have you talked with Sawyer today?” Sophia asked. “Is she freaking out about having triplets yet?”

			“She texted this morning. She may have used about ten scream emojis. But there were some hearts in there, too, so I think she’s doing okay.”

			“I keep thinking about what a huge surprise it must have been. For both of you. How are you doing with it?”

			“I’m doing fine. But it’s not about me.”

			“Sure, it is. Guess who’s going to be babysitting?”

			Pru groaned. “Well, when you put it like that…” But she really didn’t mind. The more she thought about it, the more she looked forward to being a grandmother. She worried about Sophia, though. Pru knew what she’d signed up for with Sophia, but still, she ached to know her thoughts and feelings. She absolutely didn’t want to be the thing that pushed her away.

			She removed the container from the microwave and set it on the workbench between them. “Are you hungry? I brought enough for both of us. My mom left it in my refrigerator sometime last night. I found it there when I returned home to get ready for work. It’s just spaghetti, but she makes a good meat sauce. Do you have a few minutes? Or do you need to rush back?”

			Sophia inhaled with an appreciative smile. “I’m starving. I was gonna scarf down a PB and J before rushing back to work. For this, I can make time. For you, I can make time,” Sophia added with another kiss.

			“I forgot to bring plates, so we’ll have to eat from the same dish.”

			Sophia lifted an eye brow. “It would be awful if I got some of your cooties,” she said.

			Pru shook her head and took a bite, “I noticed Hayden wasn’t here today,” she said.

			Sophia rolled noodles around her fork and sighed. “Yeah, I wanted to know if you saw her in lit class earlier.”

			“I did. She didn’t mention anything about not being here.”

			“I know I’m not a real teacher, but I worry about some of the kids. Well, mostly about Hayden. I think about the stuff you told me about her mom dying. I have issues with my mom, but I couldn’t imagine losing her, let alone when I was still a kid.”

			“She seems to be doing okay. I think having Starr with her is a big help.”

			Sophia shrugged. “Maybe she just wanted to hang out with her friends at lunch today. The class is voluntary. I’m surprised more of the kids aren’t skipping it.”

			“You don’t give yourself enough credit. They love this class. Other kids have asked to join it. We’ve talked about offering an additional class next semester.”

			“Oh, yeah?”

			It occurred to Pru that Sophia might think she was feeling her out about teaching that one, too, which she wasn’t. It didn’t have to be Sophia who taught it, but part of Pru—actually, all of her—selfishly hoped it would be. Her stomach was starting to twist in knots with all the silent hoping she was doing.

			Sophia swallowed a bite. “I guess I could do it a couple times a week. I’d have to ask Willie.”

			Pru didn’t mean to, but she blew out a big breath. As fervently as she’d hoped Sophia would say yes, she wasn’t prepared for it. A surge of happiness literally took her breath away. She took a second to regain her composure, hoping it wasn’t evident. “You’re amazing. The school would be ecstatic to have you teach more classes, but it’s just in the idea stage, and we can talk about it later. You don’t have to agree yet.”

			Pru thought relief flashed across Sophia’s face, and it dampened a little of her excitement. Just the idea that Sophia might be relieved made her sad.

			“I know I already thanked you, but I’ve been meaning to tell you again,” Pru said.

			Sophia wiped the corners of her mouth. “For what? Teaching this class?”

			“For our talk the other night. You helped me see how I let my old insecurities about having a kid so young control my response to Sawyer’s pregnancy. You were right about how it could damage our relationship. Thank goodness she and I are over-communicators. We talked about it yesterday, and I think we worked some of it out. So thank you.”

			Pru also wanted to thank her for opening up about her past, but the same feelings she had about not wanting to pressure Sophia about the class kept her from doing it. She wasn’t prepared for the scowl on Sophia’s face, though.

			“Like I told you, I’m fucked-up. Any advice I give should be taken with caution.”

			Pru wished she hadn’t brought it up. She wondered what Sophia was thinking to have that reaction. She’d intended to make her feel good, not make her feel worse. “Hey, everyone’s a little fucked-up. And regardless of where the advice came from, I’m grateful for it.”

			Sophia’s half-smile let her know she’d said the right thing.

			They finished their lunch, and when Pru got up to put the dishes away, she found Sophia surreptitiously watching her.

			“What?” she asked.

			“It’s moments like this where I think things could be different.”

			“What do you mean?” The statement could go either way, and it made Pru nervous.

			Sophia took her hand. “Like, I could envision myself doing this for a while.”

			Pru’s heart thumped. The discussion was going all over the place and seemed to be delving into volatile topics. She was scared about all the emotions she was feeling, especially hope. Now Sophia had brought up the future.

			She caressed Sophia’s face. “I don’t want to jinx it,” she said, hoping her response sounded lighter than she felt.

			Sophia leaned into Pru’s touch. “I’ve scared you, haven’t I?” Sophia said.

			The words surprised Pru. “Scared me?”

			Sophia pulled her between her legs. “I can see it in your eyes. You measure your words. You don’t say things because you’re afraid something you’ll say might make me leave. In fact, you think I might be planning to leave right now. Am I right?”

			Pru dropped her forehead to Sophia’s shoulder. She saw right through her. “Maybe a little.”

			“I won’t lie. The habit is strong. Last night when I was talking to my parents, my first impulse was to calculate how long I needed to give Willie to find someone to replace me. But then you hugged me, and I didn’t want to leave. You gave me peace. That’s never happened to me. It made me think I might have control over my wanderlust, which is just a fancy word for running away.”

			Pru raised her head, which was awhirl with thoughts, none of which she knew how to express so she resorted to humor. “No pressure but Willie can’t replace you.”

			She snorted. “You joke because you’re scared. I get it. And to be fair, you’re right.”

			Pru gazed into Sophia’s eyes, terrified. “I can’t replace you.” She wasn’t going to say it aloud. But she had, and now Sophia’s eyes were wide with surprise, and Pru couldn’t take it back.

			Sophia let go of her waist and brought her hands to Pru’s face, cradling it. “I don’t want you to,” Sophia said. “Not having you is something I don’t want to think about. I think part of the reason I’m fucked-up is because I’ve never had anyone in my life who mattered to me like you do. Maybe if I did, well, maybe I’d be able to face the regrets and guilt.” She lowered her eyes. “But it’s not fair. I can’t put that kind of responsibility on you. But now you know, and I just did what I didn’t want to do.”

			Pru willed Sophia to raise her eyes again, and finally, she did. “You’re not forcing me to do anything.”

			“What if I told you Willie asked me to buy the garage?”

			Pru wasn’t sure she heard her right. “He what?”

			“He said he has too much going on with the dispensaries. He’s thinking of selling the garage, and he wanted to give me first shot at it.”

			Pru’s heart was in her stomach. She couldn’t tell if Sophia was happy about it. “What did you say?”

			“I told him I had to think about it.”

			The door to the shop creaked. It wasn’t visible from where they were, so Pru had time to step back, irritated at the interruption but relieved because she had no idea where their discussion was headed, and she was feeling a little overwhelmed. A moment to get her bearings would help.

		


		
			Chapter Thirty-two

			When Pru stepped away, Sophia’s heart nearly broke. She’d just laid some heavy stuff on her, and she’d seemed receptive, even positive about it. In fact, Sophia thought Pru might be about to tell her she felt the same way, that she wanted her to buy the shop, and somehow, they could work it out.

			But when Pru stepped away, it made her doubt everything.

			“Ms. Sophia?”

			Sophia jumped, startled by the voice behind her. But it explained Pru’s sudden withdrawal, and she let out a shaky breath. When she turned, Hayden stood near the storeroom.

			“Hayden? We missed you in class today,” Pru said. She mouthed the words, “I’m sorry,” and squeezed Sophia’s hand.

			Sophia took a deep breath. They still needed to finish the conversation, but at least Pru wasn’t distancing herself. In fact, she winked as she walked around the workbench. Sophia followed. Thank goodness Pru had heard the door open, but Sophia wondered how much Hayden had heard.

			Hayden shuffled from one foot to the other. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to interrupt.”

			Sophia joined Pru. “It’s okay. Ms. G. has a planning period right now. We were just having lunch. Shouldn’t you be in class?”

			“Yeah, Advanced Chemistry.” She smiled shyly and glanced at Pru and back at Sophia. “Um, I stayed on the bench outside during class. I heard most of the lesson, but I was too nervous to come inside. But I can see you’re busy. I’ll let you finish lunch.” She started backing toward the door. Confusion and worry painted her face before it began to crumble.

			Pru and Sophia both stepped forward. Something was definitely wrong. Pru rested a hand on Hayden’s shoulder, and Hayden’s chin began to tremble. “Nervous about what, Hayden? What’s wrong? Do you need to talk?”

			Although she stopped backing up, Hayden didn’t respond for a couple of minutes, and Sophia wondered if she should go. She caught Pru’s eye. “I’ll leave so you two can talk.”

			Hayden looked up quickly. “I wanted to talk to you. But maybe now’s not the right time.”

			Confusion washed over Sophia.

			“Would you like me to leave?” Pru asked.

			Hayden’s eyes bounced from Pru to Sophia and back to Pru. “Um, well, it’s okay if you stay, Ms. G. I think it might make me calmer.”

			Pru glanced at Sophia and back to Hayden. “Okay, sweetie. Let’s sit down.”

			Hayden trailed Pru to the rows of plastic chairs, and Sophia followed. Hayden perched on one in the back row, and Pru and Sophia moved a couple of the chairs to face her.

			“What’s on your mind, Hayden?”

			Hayden stared at her fists in her lap. “It’s about my mother.”

			Sophia could barely hear her whisper. She leaned forward. “Are you missing her?”

			Hayden’s eyes pierced Sophia, and she worried she’d said the wrong thing, but Hayden’s expression quickly changed. She looked at the ground and bit her lip. “I’ll always miss her. But this isn’t about my adoptive mom. At least not directly. I found my real mom. She’s you. I mean, you’re her. You’re my biological mom.”

			Sophia sat back in her chair. Blood rushed in her ears. She couldn’t catch her breath, and a wave of dizziness struck her. She bent forward over her knees. The whooshing sound in her ears grew louder.

			Pru placed a hand on Sophia’s back and said something, but Sophia couldn’t understand. Everything came rushing through her at once. Every emotion she’d tried to suppress. Every memory she’d stuffed away. Every regret sitting in her heart, filling her with a kind of guilt that never fully receded, even when she could successfully manage to push all the other stuff into the remote corners of her mind.

			Hayden had to be wrong.

			How could she even know?

			But she’d sounded so sure.

			Seventeen would be the right age.

			And Hayden looked like her at that age. A dead ringer, as Sophia’s dad liked to say.

			“Sophia? Are you okay?” Pru leaned forward.

			Sophia held her head, concentrating on Hayden’s leg bobbing up and down, up and down. Finally, she sat up. Hayden studied her hands, and Pru studied Sophia with concern in her eyes, a hand still on her back. The hand grounded Sophia, and she focused on the warmth it radiated. She took a deep breath, and the black spots started to move to the edges of her vision. She took another deep breath. And another.

			This couldn’t be happening. It was all a huge misunderstanding. Hayden’s grief caused wishful thinking. That was it. She’d jumped to conclusions based on a passing resemblance. There was no way she could know about Sophia’s past. Could she?

			The investigator. Had that been Hayden’s doing?

			Things started to add up. Sophia’s heart pounded, she was a mess, and she wondered how Hayden was taking it. It was a misunderstanding, a coincidence. No matter the reality, Sophia could only imagine how the poor kid felt.

			“I’m fine.” Sophia took another breath. “Just shocked. It literally knocked the wind outta me.” She took her ballcap off and wiped her forehead. “Hayden? Are you okay?”

			Hayden nodded and continued to study her hands. Her pale face, what Sophia could make of it, was expressionless. The legs of Hayden’s chair scrapped against the cement floor as she stood. “I have to go.”

			“Hayden, wait,” Sophia said, but Hayden ran out of the building without looking back.

			Sophia was on her feet, ready to follow, but Pru grabbed her wrist. “Let her go. I think you both need some time to digest this. I’ll follow up with the office to make sure she’s okay.”

			“This is so fucked-up,” Sophia said. Her head throbbed. Lightheadedness fell over her again, and she sat back into her chair. “This is…this is…” She couldn’t find words.

			“This is…interesting,” Pru said.

			She placed her hand on Sophia’s back again, and it was as if Pru’s hand were the only thing keeping her from floating away.

			* * *

			Pru half expected to find Sophia’s trailer gone when she arrived at her place after work. It had been hard to let her go after the bombshell Hayden had dropped, but Pru had classes, and Sophia needed to get back to Willie’s. Pru had taught her remaining classes on autopilot; her mind was on Sophia and Hayden.

			When school was over, she went straight to Sophia’s, and when she approached the trailer, she found Sophia sitting in one of the two Adirondack chairs Willie had built for her with the lumber leftover from the deck. An unopened pint of Jack Daniel’s sat on the wooden arm of her chair. Sammy rested her head on Sophia’s leg while she absently massaged the dog’s ears and stared into space. Her face remained impassive as Pru climbed the stairs to the deck.

			“Willie said I looked like I’d seen a ghost, and I told him about Hayden. He ducked into his office and came out with this”—she pointed to the bottle of whiskey—“and a couple of joints, put them in my hands, and pushed me out of the garage.”

			Pru took a seat in the other chair. “Do you want me to get you a glass? Or do you plan on drinking straight from the bottle?”

			Sophia picked up the bottle and studied it. “You know, getting drunk sounds like a good idea when life throws you for a loop, doesn’t it? You see it in the movies and read about it in books. And this is a pretty major loop. But drinking is the last thing I want when things get hard. I do my avoidance the organic way. I run.”

			The comment hit Pru like a hammer, but she tried not to show it. “Do you want a lighter?”

			Sophia smiled but shook her head. “I tried pot a few times in college. It just makes me paranoid. Do you want it?” She reached into her breast pocket.

			“I’ll pass. I’m more of an edible girl, and even then, I partake maybe twice a year when I go rafting.”

			Sophia blew out a sigh and grimaced. “We’re a couple of party animals.”

			“The wildest and craziest,” Pru said.

			“So…” Sophia continued rubbing Sammy’s ears.

			“So?” Pru stared out over the adjacent vacant lot. A million questions muddled her mind, but only one mattered, and it was selfish. She already knew Sophia wasn’t okay, so she wouldn’t ask. She just wanted to know if Sophia planned to leave. Because if anything would make her run, this would be it. And Pru couldn’t bear the thought of her leaving.

			Way past the point of protecting herself now, all she could do was ride it out and deal with whatever happened. She’d never felt so helpless in her life.

			“At least we don’t have to worry about who hired the investigator,” Sophia said, interrupting Pru’s dive into utter helplessness.

			“Do you want to talk about it?”

			“I don’t know what to say.”

			Pru’s chest grew tight. Sophia had already started drifting away from her. All she wanted to do was go to her and put her head in Sophia’s lap, but Sammy had beaten her to it. She reached over and took her hand. It was all she could think to do.

		


		
			Chapter Thirty-three

			Sophia’s phone vibrated on the table next to the bed. She’d been tossing and turning, trying not to wake Pru, and the sudden buzz against the wood startled her. Aside from getting a call at 2:00 a.m., her mother’s name glowing on the caller ID made her heart pound. Her parents never called past dinner or before breakfast. Never.

			She got out of bed as quickly as she could. Everything seemed to be coming down on her at once. She made her way out to the deck, comforted when Sammy followed. A cold wind made her wish she’d brought a hoodie. Her pajama bottoms and well-worn T-shirt did little to protect her from the chill, and she wrapped her arms around herself as she leaned against the deck railing.

			“Hello? Ma?”

			“Sophia, sweetie. It’s your mother.”

			“I know. Is everything okay? Is dad all right?”

			“He’s fine. I’m fine. We’re all okay. I know it’s late. I’m sorry to worry you.”

			Relief flooded Sophia, but it wasn’t complete. Something had to be going on if her mother felt the need to call so late. She shivered in the wind, but not all of it was due to the cold. She picked at a splinter on the railing. “You scared me.”

			“I know. I know. I thought about calling in the morning, but I couldn’t sleep, and your father is already worked up about that Lewis person snooping around.”

			“Did he call again?”

			“No. No. No,” her mother said, and Sophia could picture her waving dismissively. “But I don’t want your father getting more worked up, so I decided to call when he was sleeping.”

			“Why would he get worked up about you calling, Ma?”

			Her mother was quiet for several seconds, except for the clicking sound she made with her tongue when she was thinking hard, which caused Sophia’s anxiety to go even higher because it usually meant her mother was about to bring up a topic she didn’t want to talk about. Countless memories swam through her mind from previous conversations, but the one that stood out the most was when her mother had confronted her about being pregnant. A sensation of almost leaving her body seemed to descend upon her, just like it had all those years ago.

			“I got a message from someone today. A girl named Hayden. She said she’d talked to you.”

			Sophia dropped her forehead to the wooden railing. She didn’t even feel the cold now. As much turmoil as she’d been in since Hayden had told her the news, she’d still been telling herself it had to be some sort of mistake.

			Her mother’s voice was measured and clipped, another sign she’d rather be doing anything but having this conversation. Between that and the information her mother had conveyed, Sophia didn’t know if she was disassociating or about to have a panic attack. The contrast of the two was disturbing. There was no doubt in Sophia’s mind now that Chet Lewis and Hayden’s news were related.

			“Sophia? I know you’re still there.”

			“I’m here, Ma.”

			“Are you outside? Do I hear wind?”

			“Yeah. I didn’t want to wake Pru.”

			“Is Pru your girlfriend?”

			“Yes.” Sophia realized what she’d just done. Not only had she brought Pru up when she’d never mentioned the status of her love life to her parents before, she’d never discussed being a lesbian since the day she came out. Yet, she hadn’t hesitated to answer. It felt right. Really right.

			“I hope the call didn’t wake her.” Her mother sounded genuinely concerned.

			“I had the ringer off. I don’t think she heard it.”

			“I hope to meet her someday. But I take it you know what I’m talking about when I say Hayden?”

			“I do, Ma.” Sophia didn’t know which was causing her the most shock: the lack of judgment she was getting from her mother or that her mother knew about Hayden.

			“I have a confession. She contacted me a few months ago. She found me on that family tree site, the Double Helix. She also showed up in my relatives list as a suggested grandchild. Brady and Carson did theirs, but you didn’t.”

			“A couple months ago?”

			The tongue clicking was the only sound for several seconds. “I thought if I ignored her message, she’d get the hint that I didn’t want to talk about it.”

			“Did she contact Brady and Carson?”

			“They never said anything. Your father, either. But he doesn’t even know his password. I do all that for him.”

			“But she contacted you again? What did she say? Did you message her back?”

			“She said she found you, and she told you who she was today. She said you didn’t take it well, and she was sorry and that she wouldn’t tell anyone else. She said she wouldn’t try to force a relationship with you or me, but if I wanted one, she would be open to it. I haven’t responded, and I won’t.”

			All Sophia could think about was how Hayden had run out of the shop that afternoon. It had been all she’d thought about since then. She’d wanted so badly to make sure Hayden was okay, but she had been paralyzed with fear. And avoidance.

			“Did she sound okay, Ma? I mean, I know it was a message, but did anything give you the indication she was upset or anything?”

			“It was just what I told you. I can copy it and email it to you.”

			“That’s okay. You don’t have to.”

			They were quiet for a minute, and Sophia wondered what she should do. It felt like, if there was something to do, it was on her. Hayden had opened the door, and it was up to Sophia to make the next move. She had no idea what move to make, though.

			“Sophia?”

			“Yeah?”

			“I’m sorry.”

			“For what?”

			“For not being very helpful back then.”

			Sophia didn’t know what to say. “It’s okay, Ma. It was—”

			“No. It wasn’t okay. You needed me to be there for you, and I wasn’t.”

			“But you were.”

			“Not the way you needed. I never asked how you were feeling or even what happened to get you…to get you, you know. I just treated you like you were a problem to be solved, and I acted like a priest, not that I put myself at that level.” Sophia knew her mother was making the sign of the cross as she spoke. “But, you know, impersonal and in the confessional. Like you needed guidance about a sin to be repented for and absolved. You needed your mother, and I wasn’t there for you like one. For that, I have carried a heavy cross.”

			The references to the church brought up some of the old anger, an almost instantaneous response even after all this time. Sophia didn’t carry any active resentment for the church, but it definitely wasn’t something she could ever go back to. The conversation made her think about all the years she’d told herself she was too broken to fully love anyone, and because of it, she didn’t deserve to be loved. Her guilt about not loving her family enough to keep from leaving and not being able to commit to her own baby…it all tangled together, and her flight response kicked in, along with an urge to plan her escape.

			Escape from what? she asked herself for the first time, and all of the planning stopped.

			Everything would follow her wherever she went.

			There was no escape.

			Tongue clicks reminded her she was still on the phone. She backed up and sat down hard in one of the deck chairs. Sammy pushed into the space between her legs, giving her some warmth and comfort. She buried her fingers in the fur on her neck. “Ma, it’s okay. It’s not a situation that has a specific set of rules to follow. We did the best we could.”

			“But I drove you away. We’ve never recovered from that. There’s a distance between us that is more than just miles.”

			“I’m sorry.”

			This pause was longer. Sophia didn’t know what to say, and her mother had said more on a personal level than she had ever said before, and Sophia wasn’t sure how to deal with it. The emotional day and the late hour were taking a toll on her. It must have been a lot for her mother, too.

			“Well, it’s very late, sweetie. I want to continue this conversation, but it’s a lot to think about, and my brain is mush, so we should pick it up when we’ve both had some sleep. I want to tell you something, though. In the beginning of this call, you asked me if Hayden sounded okay in her message. Even with the shock this has to be for you, you were concerned for her. That’s how I should have been for you back then. That’s how I should be for you now. Are you okay?”

			A lump formed in Sophia’s throat, and she wasn’t sure she could answer, but she managed to swallow it down. “Good question. I’m a little numb. I don’t think I’ve figured out how I feel quite yet. Is it okay if I call you in a day or two and pick this back up?”

			“I’ll be here, sweetie. Anytime you want to call.”

			“Love you, Ma.”

			“Love you, too. Sleep tight and tell Pru sorry for waking her if I did.”

			Sophia put the phone on the arm of the chair and leaned forward to hug Sammy. Her warm dog smell was nice, but the knowledge that Sammy was always there for her gave her a sense of belonging and purpose. And then she thought of Pru waiting for her in bed, and the belonging and purpose grew exponentially. She’d given up on ever having that in her life, but here it was.

			And now there was Hayden.

			As worried as Sophia was about how Hayden was dealing with all of this, it hadn’t even crossed Sophia’s mind about what Hayden might expect. If she expected anything. Still reeling from the whole idea, Sophia wondered if Hayden expected her to take over now that her adoptive mother had passed away. The thought terrified her. She knew absolutely nothing about kids. She’d never even been around any until she’d started teaching Gavin’s class. A new kind of anxiety crept in.

			She didn’t know how she was ever going to sleep.

		


		
			Chapter Thirty-four

			Surprise hit Pru hard when Hayden showed up to class the next day, at least physically. Understandably, she acted withdrawn and didn’t participate as much as normal, but otherwise, she looked okay, considering the news she’d shared the day before.

			In comparison, Pru was proud of herself for mustering the energy to teach without the students noticing her dragging, or at least, she hoped they hadn’t.

			Sophia had tossed and turned beside her most of the night, but Pru’s own restlessness plagued her, so she’d tried to lie still and not add to Sophia’s worries. At one point, Sophia had gotten out of bed to take a call, and imaging the worst shot Pru’s anxiety through the roof. She’d pretended to be asleep when Sophia came back to bed, but when it became obvious Sophia wasn’t going to fall back asleep, Pru had pretended to wake up, and Sophia had told her about the call.

			Initially, she’d only recited the conversation. No emotion, no elaboration, but by the end, she’d expressed some confusion about what to do. She’d pulled Pru close, seeming to crave the contact. Pru had needed it, too. The late hour, along with emotional and physical exhaustion from the events of the day, meant they should have been sleepy, but neither could sleep.

			They’d talked until the sun lightened the curtains in Sophia’s bedroom, and then they made coffee and moved to the deck until they’d needed to get ready for work. Pru had readied Rosie to go home, tired to the bone, but for the first time since she’d started dating Sophia, she wasn’t anxious.

			When the bell rang for lunch, Pru wanted to put her head down on her desk for a little nap. Instead, she retrieved her iPad from the window ledge and went to clean the dry erase board. With the students gone, she fought off increasingly longer slow blinks.

			After several mighty yawns, she debated whether to eat or give in to the nap until she sensed a presence behind her. Hayden stood there, appearing hesitant and tired. Pru didn’t blame her.

			“You were awfully quiet in class today, Hayden. How are you doing?”

			Hayden picked at the corner of the desk. “I’m not sure. It was a jerk move to spring that stuff on Ms. Sophia like that yesterday and then leave. Plus, I got into a huge fight with my aunt last night.” She nodded at the board. “All I kept thinking while we were doing the Macbeth thing was, ‘Will all great Neptune’s ocean wash this blood clean from my hand?’”

			Teenagers were so dramatic, but Hayden had cause. Pru sat on the edge of her desk and folded her hands in her lap. “Oh, honey. You are far from a murderer.”

			“I’m selfish. All I do is think about myself lately. I didn’t stop to think about what telling Ms. Sophia would do to her. And I haven’t been considerate of Aunt Starr and how she put everything on hold to stay with me. Even right now I’m taking up your lunch because…because…I’m not sure why.”

			She turned to leave, and Pru wasn’t tired anymore. “Hayden, wait. You’ve had more than your fair share of pain these last few months. I’m here if you need to talk.”

			Hayden stopped and dropped her head but didn’t turn around. “That’s the thing. I have no idea where to even start.”

			Pru was struck by how much like Sophia she seemed. “How about starting with how long you’ve known about Sophia being your birth mother and how you found out?”

			She slowly turned. “A few months. But I didn’t know it was her until the first day of class. I’d seen her picture and knew her name, but I almost passed out when she came into the shop that day.”

			“How did you get her picture and name?”

			“I found my grandmother on Double Helix, and it was just a little more digging to find Sophia online through her brother’s social media. Then I hired an investigator to find out where she lived, which wasn’t as easy. And then she just walked into the shop. I didn’t trust it at first. But Mr. Lewis was able to confirm it was really her.”

			“Interesting.”

			“I got the idea from a show about a serial killer who got caught because his brother signed up for a DNA site. Totally not the same thing, I know. And a longshot. But I figured I would sign up in case one of my birth parents happened to be on one.”

			“Pretty smart, actually.”

			She quirked her mouth up shyly. “I thought so, too. I always knew I was adopted. My mom—my adopted mom—told me when I was little. After she died, I found the papers in her safe. They didn’t have any details, but they had a case number and an agency. I called, but they won’t tell you anything about closed adoptions. So I sent away for ancestry kits. When I got a hit for my grandmother, I nearly fainted. I sent a message to her right away. My stomach got all tied up in knots waiting for a response, but she never did. She didn’t have her profile completely public, but I could see a few things, like my grandfather’s name and their two sons, I guess my uncles. I was able to find one on Facebook, and he has all sorts of pictures. That’s where I first saw Sophia. I got a little obsessed. I tried other sites. Nothing. If she has a Facebook, it’s set to private. Mr. Lewis tracked her down to Austin, but he lost her again. Then she walked into class.” She sounded understandably incredulous. “How did that even happen? Here. In Ft. Devlin. At first, I thought maybe she’d come here for me. Like, she knew where I was all along. But she didn’t recognize me. I thought maybe it was an act, but after a few classes, I figured she honestly didn’t have an idea.” She dropped her head into her hands. “Ms. G, my emotions are all over the place. I’m reading into everything. Second-guessing everything.”

			“If it helps, your grandmother never told her you contacted her. Well, not until last night after she received your second message.”

			“Do they hate me?”

			“Not at all, Hayden. They just need some time. Sophia’s really worried about you.”

			“She is?” Her expression was a mix of hope and hesitation, as if she didn’t believe it. Pru’s heart broke a little more for the kid who’d gone through so much at such an early age.

			“She knows about your mom’s death. She knows what you’ve been through and now this.”

			“I’m scared.” Her chin trembled, and she started to cry. Pru wondered when she’d last had a real hug.

			“You have every reason to be scared, honey.” Pru stroked her hair. “What scares you the most?”

			“I don’t know,” she said into her hands. “Everything?”

			“I understand. This is a huge deal. I can imagine how confusing it is, how scary the future probably seems. But you’re a strong young woman. You will get through this. It might not feel like it, but you will. And you have people who love you. Speaking of which, you said you and Starr got into a fight? What about?”

			Hayden wiped her eyes and nose on her shirt sleeve. “I heard her talking to someone on the phone yesterday. She wasn’t expecting me home so early. I…I couldn’t go to class after…what happened. So I went home. I heard her talking about a recording session in LA. She said she couldn’t go because of me. She sounded so…bitter for having to stay here. Like she has to babysit me or something.”

			“She said that?”

			“Not those exact words, but I knew what she meant.”

			“And what did she say?”

			“I didn’t give her a chance to say anything. I told her she could leave anytime she wanted. That I didn’t need her. That I’ll be eighteen next spring, and I can take care of myself. I told her to go back to LA.”

			Pru imagined the scene, and even though she knew she was only hearing one side of it, she wondered how much more this kid could take. “How did she respond?”

			Pru and Starr had never been close. They’d mostly known each other through mutual friends, but living in a small town, everyone knew everyone else, and they’d always been on friendly terms. However, Pru hadn’t seen her much since she’d moved. The younger Starr had been fun but fairly self-centered, so Pru had been surprised when Starr had moved back to take care of Hayden.

			“I was a little out of control. At first, she tried to calm me down. Told me how happy it made her to be here and she was just getting used to the new lifestyle. But I can tell she hates it here. She’s asked me if I want to move to LA to finish school. But I won’t go. It’s my senior year. Besides, I’ll be going to CU Boulder next year. It doesn’t make sense to move out there just to come back to Colorado.”

			“Do you truly want her to leave?”

			She was quiet for a moment, and then she started crying again. “I don’t know. She’s always been my favorite aunt, and now I’ve ruined it.”

			She sounded like a little girl, and Pru wanted to cry with her. “Oh, honey. Things will settle down. You two will figure it out.”

			“She’s afraid I’ll do something stupid.”

			Silent alarms went off in Pru’s head. “What kind of stupid, honey?”

			Hayden wiped her nose on her sleeve again, and she didn’t look Pru in the eye. “I don’t know. I might have said some stuff to her.”

			“Can you elaborate a little?”

			“During the summer. Just some stupid things. I was mad.” She rolled her eyes.

			Pru couldn’t tell if Hayden felt as blasé about what they both knew they were talking about or if she was just trying to blow it off for her benefit. “Hayden.” Pru took her hand. “Did you mention anything about hurting yourself?” She didn’t respond. “Do you think about it sometimes?”

			Hayden stared at her feet, chewing on the nails of her free hand, then she nodded. “But I don’t think I meant it.”

			“Are you still not sure?”

			She looked up. “I’m one-hundred-percent sure I don’t want to hurt myself right now.”

			Pru wanted to believe her, but she couldn’t let this rest until she knew for sure. “Did you at the time? Do you at other times?”

			She started to sob. “I don’t know. I’ve just been so sad. And I’m angry at my mom for dying. And angry at my dad for leaving. Did you know he came to the funeral with his new wife and their baby?”

			Pru did know. Everyone had seen them at the graveside. People had talked about it for days. “That must have been hard.”

			Hayden didn’t seem to hear. “I didn’t care. I refused to even look at him. I haven’t seen or talked to him since. He calls, but I don’t call back. There was no way I was going to go live with him. After my mom died, my friends treated me like some delicate breakable thing, worried they might say or do the wrong thing. I wished for things to go back to normal, like before my mom got sick. To top it off, Aunt Starr wouldn’t let me out of her sight.” As she spoke, she became more agitated. She pushed her fists into her eyes. “I was suffocating. She found a picture I drew of a girl drowning. It was just a doodle. It wasn’t even any good. When she asked if the girl was supposed to be me, I said yes. And when she asked if I had ever thought about doing it for real, I told her yes again. I wasn’t sure if I meant it or if I just wanted to shock her or something.”

			Pru clasped her hands in front of her, afraid Hayden would see them shaking. “I’ll bet it did. It must have scared her, too.”

			She looked up at Pru, eyes ablaze. “It scared me.” Then she looked down again. “And, yes, it scared her, too.”

			Pru rested her hands lightly on each of Hayden’s shoulders. “Hayden, I have to ask you something. It might be a little scary, but I want you to be honest with me, okay?” She nodded, and Pru took a deep breath. “When you think about hurting yourself, is it in general terms, like you just want a break from the stuff going on? Or do you have a plan?”

			“You mean, a plan like how would I do it if I decided to actually do it? Or a plan like next time something happens, I will definitely do a specific thing?”

			“I suppose either.”

			She shoved her hands into her pockets. “It’s never been definite, and I think it might have been a momentary thing. You know, during the worst of it right after my mom died. I missed her so much. And I was angry. I’m not angry anymore. Maybe a little grumpy but not full-on angry. I know she didn’t do it on purpose. She had a disease. It seemed like it would be easy to just drive my car into the reservoir or something. But I don’t want to do it now. I have things I want to do. Graduation and college and a career. And my friends.”

			Pru relaxed her shoulders. She wasn’t relieved, but she didn’t feel as if Hayden was currently in crisis. Rubbing Hayden’s arms, she couldn’t imagine how this young woman had been keeping it together for so long. “That’s good, Hayden. Having things to look forward to is a positive thing. Have you talked to your aunt Starr about this recently?”

			She dropped her head forward and shook her head. “Only the one time. It’s a hard thing to just bring up.”

			“I can’t tell you what to do, but it might be best if you let her know where you stand. You know, open up a dialog with her. It might take away some of the pressure behind it and keep you from fighting about things like yesterday. And I think it might be good for you to talk to someone in a professional capacity. Someone who can be there for you if you start thinking about hurting yourself again.”

			“Like I said, I don’t think about it now.”

			“That’s good.”

			Hayden bit her bottom lip. “Does all this make you judge me?”

			“Not at all, Hayden. I think you’re brave and mature for talking with me.”

			Hayden’s relief seemed to pour from her in waves. “Good. Because you’re kind of my favorite teacher, and I don’t know what I’d do if I thought you thought I was some sort of mental case or something.”

			Pru wanted to hug her. “I absolutely don’t think you’re any type of case. You’re a young woman who has had to deal with more grief and tough issues than most. We all need help sometimes. I’m honored you felt safe enough to talk to me about this.”

			Hayden stepped back and managed a small smile. “I guess I shouldn’t have said mental case, huh? You know, since I’m planning on being a therapist. It’s not very professional. Plus, it kind of adds to the bad rap mental illness gets, right?”

			“We’ll let it go this time. You’ll learn the correct language as you pursue your career. But you’re correct.” Hopefully, Hayden would understand what she had to say next. “I have to tell you the school district takes suicide very seriously. We want to help kids and hopefully prevent them from harming themselves. Part of the training requires me to let Ms. Galveston, the school counselor, know if a student tells me they have suicidal ideation. How do you feel about that?” Pru was worried about her reaction, but it was important to follow up on it.

			Thankfully, she didn’t seem concerned. “I’m okay if you have to tell Ms. Galveston. She was really cool when things were happening with my mom.”

			“It would be great if you could be there to tell her your story. It might be interesting for you to see how she handles it, considering your career aspirations.”

			She chewed on her thumbnail. “I kind of expected this. I’m fine with talking to her. Especially if you’re there with me. Should we go see her now?”

			“Sure. We can swing by her office and see if she’s back from lunch.”

		


		
			Chapter Thirty-five

			Sophia was seriously dragging ass after work. She longed to curl up and go to sleep, but her mind raced, preventing her from sitting still. It forced her to go over every minute of the last two days, bringing up insecurities and memories she’d tried hard to keep buried for so long. The only time she’d felt even remotely calm lately was with Pru, so when she got out of the shower, she got dressed, put a leash on Sammy, and decided to go see her, hoping she’d want to get an early dinner and go to bed. Pru had to be as tired as she was since she’d talked her ear off all night. More than anything, she wanted to wrap her arms around Pru and fall asleep.

			When Sophia pulled up to Pru’s house, another car was parked out front. She knew whose it was. She never forgot a car once she’d worked on it, even if it was just an oil change. After a brief deliberation on whether she should leave, she decided to knock. She had to see Pru. She also wanted to make sure Hayden was okay.

			The decision appeared to be a good one based solely on the sparkle in Pru’s eyes when she opened the door. Sophia saw something else there, too, something she couldn’t quite decipher. Hayden sat on the couch, clutching a cup. Her eyes grew wide when she saw Sophia, and she quickly looked away.

			“Hi, Hayden.” She glanced at Pru to determine if she should stay, but she couldn’t tell from Pru’s expression. “Should I come back later?”

			Before either of them could answer Sammy pushed herself past Sophia’s legs, probably in search of Rosie’s food dish. Sophia caught her, keeping her from going into the kitchen. Rosie ran figure eights through their legs, probably thinking they were all going somewhere.

			“I’m sorry. This was stupid,” Sophia said, backing up with Sammy.

			Hayden put her cup down. “Can I pet her?”

			“Sure,” Sophia said, looking at Pru for guidance again.

			Pru gave an almost imperceptible shrug.

			Hayden knelt before Sammy, who gave her a tiny lick on the chin. Sammy rarely gave kisses to anyone but her, so the gesture surprised Sophia. It must have surprised Hayden, too, because she gave a little cry and threw her arms around Sammy’s thick neck, burying her face in the short fur. Hayden’s shoulders shook like she might be crying, and Sammy rested her big head on her shoulder.

			The whole thing tore at Sophia’s heart, and she looked at Pru through eyes swimming in tears.

			Pru drew close and rubbed Sophia’s back. “She’s having a rough day. I think you should stay.”

			Sophia dropped the leash and cleared her throat, watching Sammy return Hayden’s hug by putting one paw on Hayden’s leg and leaning into her. “I’m going to make a cup of coffee, if it’s okay,” Sophia said, feeling like she needed to give Hayden some space. She desperately wanted to hug Pru but felt hesitation in front of Hayden. She hoped Pru would follow her into the kitchen.

			“Let me get you started,” Pru said, filling Sophia with relief.

			Hayden’s face remained buried in Sammy’s neck, and the dog sat patiently, watching Sophia but tending to the girl. It wasn’t the first time Sophia wondered how she’d gotten so lucky when she’d found Sammy.

			When she and Pru got into the kitchen, Pru pulled all the things together for coffee, and once it started brewing, she wrapped Sophia in her arms. With Pru’s arms around her, Sophia was able to relax—at least a little bit—for the first time that day.

			When Sammy pressed against Sophia’s legs, she opened her eyes to see Hayden leaning against the doorway into the kitchen, watching them with red-rimmed eyes in a blotchy face. Sophia slowly let go of Pru and took a step back, reluctantly leaving the comfort of her arms.

			“Are you two a couple?”

			Sophia looked to Pru, who had more at stake. She wasn’t worried about it for herself at all.

			“We’ve been seeing each other, yes,” Pru said.

			“That’s cool. Sammy gives good hugs,” Hayden said, wiping her nose. “Her tag still has your Austin address on it. You might want to update it.”

			Sophia nodded. “I will. Thanks.”

			Talking about Sammy’s tag hit Sophia as ridiculous in light of the situation, but she never knew how to handle uncomfortable things like this, and part of her wanted to keep up the safer small talk. But she knew she couldn’t, even if she didn’t know how to talk to a daughter she didn’t know, if she could even claim the right to use the word daughter. She hadn’t earned it.

			“Pru said you’ve had a rough day. Do you want to talk about it?” Sophia said, crossing and then uncrossing her arms before settling on leaning back against the counter.

			Pru quirked a corner of her mouth up before she schooled her expression and attended to the cream and sugar. It told Sophia she’d said the right thing, even if she felt awkward as hell.

			Hayden wiped her nose again. “I’m not sure how.” Her voice hitched on the last word, making it obvious she was trying not to cry, and Sophia wasn’t sure what to do. Her own emotions were close to the surface. If she started crying, too, it could get ugly. She lost all ability to think clearly in those situations.

			Pru put a cup of coffee on the counter. “Hayden came to me after class today. She’s afraid she’s screwed things up by contacting you, and she’s having a hard time dealing with her emotions around it. She also had a fight with her aunt she’s trying to process. I invited her here to hang out a little before she went home.”

			Hayden pushed away from the wall. “I could leave if you want. Aunt Starr is probably wondering where I am.”

			Pru turned to her. “I didn’t mean you should leave, honey. I just wanted to bring Sophia up to speed to help get the conversation started. That’s only if you both want to talk. There’s a lot to digest. One or both of you might need more time to process.”

			Gratitude and admiration welled in Sophia. Pru had an amazing way with people. Her direct and comforting way of speaking made any situation better. Sophia couldn’t imagine facing this thing without her, and it gave her courage to try.

			“Hayden, I’m sorry about how I reacted yesterday. I was just shocked. My brain short-circuits when I’m taken off guard, and I lose all control of words.”

			It was something she’d struggled with her entire life. She knew it played into her initial impulse to leave Chicago. And since then, without having the words when things got tough, she’d relied on action. And sometimes, the only action she could think of was to run. She wanted to do it right this time.

			“I’m the same way,” Hayden whispered. Her chin trembled, and when Sammy leaned into her, she sank down to the floor and draped her arm over Sammy’s neck.

			Sophia took a step toward her. “It’s tough. It feels like things get worse because people expect you to talk it out, but you just can’t.”

			Hayden gaped at Sophia like no one had ever understood her before. Sophia could relate and wished she’d had someone explain it when she’d first recognized how hard it was for her to share her feelings.

			“But even if we have to take it slow,” Sophia continued, “I want to hear what’s on your mind and figure out what all of this means for you, for us. The most important thing is you. It’s hard enough being a teenager, but losing your mom must have messed with you. If there’s anything I can do to help, I want to do it. But only if you want me to.”

			Sophia let the last hang there. She’d blathered on with so many thoughts, unaware they were there until they came out. Letting them out relieved a pressure she’d lived with for so long. She’d gotten used to it. Talking about it gave her some sort of organization to all the confusing emotions and thoughts swirling in her head. It didn’t solve them, just made them less…toxic. She looked at Pru, who nodded her approval.

			She sat on the floor and leaned back against the kitchen island. Rosie came trundling over and plopped down in her lap. Pru handed her the coffee and pulled out a chair at the table, facing them. Her presence comforted Sophia, letting her know she had backup if she ran into trouble.

			Hayden rubbed Sammy’s ears. “I’m not asking for you to replace my mom, just so you know.” She said it without much emotion, and it was hard to tell how she felt, although Sophia imagined she was as confused and scared as Sophia was, if not more.

			“Why would you? From what I heard, your mom was awesome. She must have been for you to take such good care of her while still doing well in school. A kid who has so much going on and is able to do it successfully usually has a great support system at home.”

			Hayden wiped her eyes. “She was a great mom. She kept everything together when my dad took off after she got sick. She didn’t even blame him. She said some people aren’t cut out for dealing with difficult things. She said it would have been harder if he’d stayed. For everyone. And she’s right. He tries to be a good dad, but it’s better when he does his thing, and I do mine. If I don’t have expectations, it won’t hurt if he doesn’t meet them, right? He sends money, and he calls on holidays, and I guess it’s enough. I didn’t treat him very well at mom’s funeral.”

			She sounded so wise for such a young woman. She deserved better, and Sophia hoped it wouldn’t make her hold people at arm’s length. She had time to figure it out. Sophia wanted her to understand she deserved to be loved and treated well, that when people didn’t treat her the way she deserved, she could call them on it. Sophia didn’t want Hayden to turn out like her, running away when things got tough, choosing to be on her own rather than chance getting hurt.

			“I’m glad you haven’t written your dad off.”

			“We have things to talk about, I guess. But I’ll try.”

			“Pru mentioned you had a fight with your aunt?”

			She slumped down. “I felt sorry for myself yesterday after everything, and I took it out on her.”

			A wave of shame washed over Sophia for having been the cause of Hayden’s mood yesterday. She studied her coffee cup. Did she go back to the news that Hayden was her daughter? Or did she ask her about the fight with her aunt? She was paralyzed by indecision.

			Pru must have noticed because she leaned forward. “Hayden, do you want to talk to Sophia about meeting with Ms. Galveston?”

			Hayden bit her lip and petted Sammy. “You can tell her. I’m not embarrassed. Just a little drained.”

			Pru turned to Sophia, who was glad to hand the conversation over to someone else for a minute. “Hayden had a dark period this summer shortly after her mom passed. She considered suicide.”

			Sophia’s stomach dropped. It was horrible to hear, and she couldn’t imagine this bright young woman having such horrible thoughts. A tumble of thoughts and emotions caterwauled in her head. She didn’t know what to say. All she knew was she wanted to protect Hayden from that kind of pain and keep her safe.

			“You lost your words again, didn’t you?” Hayden stared at Sammy despite speaking to Sophia, who didn’t know how long she sat there trying to make sense of the chaos roiling inside.

			“Yeah,” she managed to get out. “I, um…God, Hayden. Do you still…” She couldn’t finish the question.

			Hayden glanced at her and then away. “No. Not really. I mean, I don’t want to do it now, but I think about when I did. And I worry about feeling that way again, but I don’t have a plan, which Ms. Galveston says is when we need to worry.”

			Pru sat up. “We still need to get her a professional to talk to. Someone to teach her coping skills to prevent the thoughts from escalating.”

			“Does your aunt know?” Sophia asked.

			“Not about today. We were talking about it when you showed up,” Pru said.

			A knock on the front door made them all jump. It wasn’t overly loud, but the emotional discussion had them all unsettled. The dogs scurried into the living room, and Pru got up to answer the door. Sophia recognized Starr’s voice.

			“Hayden’s car is out front. Do you know where she is? She’s normally home shortly after school, but it’s been several hours.”

			“She’s here. Come on in.”

			Hayden closed her eyes and dropped her head back against the wall, and Sophia wondered if she should stand. She decided to stay on the floor with Hayden.

			Pru walked into the kitchen, followed by Starr, who appeared confused to find them on the floor. The dogs resumed their positions, and Pru offered Starr a chair at the table. “Would you like a cup of coffee or something else?” she asked.

			“A beer would be awesome if you have any,” Starr answered, blowing out a big breath as she sat. She leaned toward Hayden. “Hey, baby girl. You had me all worried. After yesterday, when you didn’t come home after school, I started thinking all kinds of terrible things. I’m glad you’re okay.”

			Hayden stared at the floor. “Sorry I worried you, Auntie. I should have called.”

			“I wished you would have, but it’s okay. I’ve found you safe.”

			Pru handed Starr a beer, and they all sat, lost in their own thoughts.

			To Sophia’s relief, Pru broke the silence. “It’s past my usual dinner time, and I’m hungry. If I ordered pizza, would anyone be interested?”

			Everyone raised their hands and gave Pru their orders.

			After the activity of ordering died down, Hayden said, “I was just telling these guys about what a brat I was yesterday. I’m sorry, Auntie. I’ve just had a lot on my mind lately, and I took it out on you. I super appreciate everything you’ve sacrificed to be with me.”

			Starr leaned forward, visibly distraught. “Oh, my sweet baby girl. You have every right to have a little tantrum once in a while. I’ve actually been worried because you haven’t had a major meltdown. I worried that when it finally happened, your head would literally explode.” Starr’s eyes grew wide, and she stumbled over her words. “I…ugh…not literally. Um, figuratively, like emotionally. Anyway, that’s why I was so frantic when you didn’t come home after school. I thought you might be upset.”

			Hayden glanced at Pru and back to her aunt and then told Starr everything, starting with the DNA tests, all the way to the meeting with the guidance counselor. When she was finished, Starr, who had remained absolutely quiet but attentive, let out a sob and held out her arms to Hayden, who got up and sank into the hug with her own sob.

			Sophia tried not to cry. When she’d first met Starr, she’d totally misjudged her as shallow and self-important. She’d been wrong. A person who cared so much for her niece had to be good people. Sophia didn’t realize she’d begun to cry until Pru sat next to her and pulled her into a hug. As soon as she did it, Sophia began to sob, ugly gasping sobs she couldn’t control. Embarrassment took hold of her. This was supposed to be about Hayden, not her, but she couldn’t stop. Somehow, a roll of paper towels ended up in her hands, and she blew her nose, trying to get it together. Pru continued to hold her, and her tears soaked the shoulder of her T-shirt. It took a few attempts, but Sophia finally controlled the sobs, though the tears continued to flow, and her breathing came in hitches. She hadn’t cried like this since she was a small kid.

			“Sorry,” Sophia said, through her sore, tight throat.

			Pru hugged her tighter and kissed her head. Sophia couldn’t imagine what Hayden and Starr were thinking. When she looked up, both of them were sitting in front of her, each with a hand on one of her knees. Sophia tried to say something, but nothing would come out.

			“I wrote a song about this once. ‘Cry When You Don’t Have Words,’” Starr said. “It sold a gazillion records for The Chicks.”

			Sophia smiled even if she couldn’t meet Starr’s eyes. It helped, her words and the ugly cry.

			“Why are you crying?” Starr asked.

			Sophia blew her nose again, trying to figure out why she’d started, but she couldn’t distill it down to one thing. She wanted to blame it on being tired, but she knew that was only part of it. Another knock on the door, this time for pizza, saved her from having to try to explain, and she took the opportunity to escape to the bathroom to wash her face while Pru handed out plates. When Sophia came back, they were all eating in the living room.

			Starr paused before she took a bite. “So what does this all mean? You’ve found your birth mother. What happens from here?”

			A sensation of cold started at Sophia’s head and flowed downward. She sat next to Pru and waited for Hayden to respond, figuring that she called the shots for now.

			“I have no idea,” Hayden said. “I guess I’d like to get to know Sophia a little better if she’s okay with it. Maybe learn about my birth family. But it’s not like I think we need to make plans to be a family or anything. That would be weird.” She looked at Sophia. “No offense.”

			“None taken. What you said sounds good to me.”

			Sophia acted calm on the outside, but a huge sense of relief washed over her, making her a little dizzy but a good kind of dizzy. Talking wasn’t a commitment. They could totally play it by ear.

			“Um, can I ask you a question?” Hayden asked.

			“Sure,” Sophia said, thinking it had to be easier than what they’d already talked about.

			“Why did you give me up for adoption?”

			Except that. Damn. She should have expected it. She put down her plate and took a sip of water, trying to gather the words. She finally decided on short and sweet. “I grew up in a devout Catholic family. We were close and very loving, but I had a secret. You can probably guess what it is.” She looked at Pru, who lifted a corner of her mouth, and Starr and Hayden nodded. “I tried hard to abide by the Church. I tried so hard to make it work, but it didn’t, and I didn’t dare tell anyone. My mother set me up with one of her friends’ sons. By then, I knew it wouldn’t work, but I was stupid. I broke it off almost immediately, but I found out I was pregnant.”

			She looked at Hayden, wondering if she should tell the rest and decided she didn’t. At least now. Maybe she never needed to know that part.

			“I would have totally had an abortion,” Hayden said.

			The statement shocked Sophia. Not because of the content. She’d become adamantly pro-choice since then. The shock came from knowing Hayden wouldn’t have existed had she gotten one.

			“Yeah, me, too,” Starr said. “In fact, I have.” She rested her hand on Hayden’s knee. “I’ll tell you about it later. I think we’ve had enough drama for tonight.”

			Hayden bobbed her head and blew out a breath. “Sounds good.” She turned back to Sophia. “Don’t get me wrong. I’m grateful I’m alive and all that, but having to carry a baby you don’t want to keep has to fuck you up, at least a little bit. Sorry for the language, Ms. G.”

			Pru chuckled. “As long as you don’t use it at school, I don’t care.”

			Sophia wished she’d had half the wisdom Hayden had when she was her age. How different things might have been.

			“Anyway, I don’t have any resentment,” Hayden said. “I have a good life. Sure, there have been a few hard times. Mom getting sick, and Dad leaving was really hard. Sometimes, they still are. But every life has hard times, right? People are going to die someday. People are going to disappoint you sometimes. As long as you can appreciate the good things and accept pain as the price we pay for having love in our lives, right? We just have to hope the good stuff outweighs the bad. And my life has had way more good than bad.” She focused on Sophia. “I wish you had met my mom, though. I think you would have liked her.”

			Sophia was sure she would have liked her if Hayden was anything like her, but she couldn’t find her words again.

			“God, I miss your mama.” Starr wiped away a tear. “How’d you get so wise, baby girl?”

			“Oh, I don’t know. YouTube and TikTok?” Hayden laughed, and they all joined her.

		


		
			Chapter Thirty-six

			I might fall asleep right here.”

			Pru shut the front door and leaned back against it. They’d just said good night to Hayden and Starr, and Pru assessed the remains of their dinner on the coffee table. She decided she wasn’t going to clean up tonight. A few plates and glasses could sit in the sink for a day.

			“You get ready for bed, and I’ll do the dishes.” Sophia wadded up a napkin, picked up the last plate, and pushed Pru toward the hallway, but Pru stopped her from going to the sink.

			“Just put it on the counter. As long as there’s nothing in the dogs’ reach, the dishes can wait. We’re both exhausted.”

			She placed the plate on the counter and Pru pulled her down the hall to the bedroom where they took off their clothes and slipped under the cool covers. Pru shimmied over to Sophia and insinuated herself into the arc of her arm.

			“It’s getting colder at night. I’m going to have to turn on the heater soon.”

			“You’re all the heater I need,” Sophia said, placing a kiss on top of her head.

			Pru’s eyelids didn’t want to stay open, and considering all the emotional ups and downs of the past few days, she didn’t want them to. She imagined Sophia felt doubly wrecked. Even so, she wasn’t surprised when her insides trembled at the sensation of Sophia’s naked skin against hers. More than that was the rush of affection that poured over her at the simple kiss. She brushed her lips across Sophia’s collarbone, hoping Sophia felt as comfortable in her arms as Pru felt in hers.

			As she started to nod off, Pru marveled at how well Sophia had done that day. Pru had never once sensed her pulling away. She’d met every difficult moment head-on, and when things got tough, she stayed in there, even when her insecurities and painful memories had overwhelmed her, and she’d cried unabashedly in Pru’s arms. She might have lost her ability to communicate in those moments, but she’d never pulled away.

			Pru wanted to tell her all of this, but she still worried it might be the final push.

			The thought pissed her off. She wondered how it was that she could witness Sophia stay so present during what had to have been one of, if not the most, painful conversations of her life, yet Pru remained worried about saying the wrong thing or doing the one thing that would send Sophia running.

			She had to stop making herself crazy with this fear. “Hey.”

			“Hey, what?” Sophia said in her sleepy voice, kissing her head again

			“I just want to say how absolutely perfect you handled everything today. You were amazing.”

			Sophia blew out a breath. “You mean, when I got snot all over your shirt and wailed like a baby goat?”

			“Especially then. You were brave. I know it had to be hard for you to be so vulnerable in front of all of us, but you did it. And you were able to get past it and have a hard discussion. I imagine you might have been tempted to leave, but you didn’t, not even emotionally.”

			Sophia remained quiet for a moment, and Pru got a little scared. She held her breath, but she was glad she’d said it. She wasn’t going to live in fear about saying the wrong thing anymore.

			“I won’t lie. The thought came up, but it was out of habit more than from any real desire to leave. I was where I wanted to be. With you.” Her voice carried a contemplative edge to it, as if she were just realizing something.

			“That surprises you?”

			“Yes. No.” She paused. “But mostly, yes. When I said that my mind short-circuits, that’s exactly what happens when my emotions get high. I can’t think. I panic. And usually, I run. But having you there, holding me, smiling at me when I needed to see it, never doubting me or correcting me, never questioning me, I felt safe and capable of finding the words. It was a new thing for me. You helped me stick through it. Thank you for being you and being there for me.”

			“You were a rock star. You did it all yourself. All I did was support you.”

			Sophia’s arms wrapped tightly around her, and the relief she felt was sublime. Then Sophia’s chest rose as a yawn slipped up from deep inside her.

			“You must be exhausted,” Pru said, returning the tight embrace.

			“I’m sorry. I really am. I swear, I could sleep for twelve hours,” Sophia said, yawning again. “If I fall asleep immediately, I might get eight.”

			“How about I come to the garage tomorrow at lunch, and we take a nap?”

			“You know we won’t sleep,” she said.

			“True, but it will give us something to think about when we’re trying to stay awake afterward,” Pru gave what she thought would be a half-hearted wiggle against her thigh, but found she was actually a little turned on.

			“Tempting. But I need to go down to the animal shelter to register Sammy. If we’re going to be staying awhile, she should have the right address on her tags.”

			A spark of hope lit within Pru. “Define ‘awhile.’”

			Sophia seemed to think about it and shrugged. “Oh, I don’t know, like maybe until you get sick of me.” Then she kissed Pru. The kind of kiss that made Pru forget all about how tired she was, and Pru rolled atop her, straddling her middle. The heat from Sophia’s body increased the excitement pulsing within her center. Pru returned the kiss with abandon.

			When she came up for breath, there was something Pru had to clarify. “When you say until I get sick of you, are you aware there is a definite chance it may never occur? That maybe I will never get sick of you, and now that you’ve said it, I’ll expect you to keep the promise you just made?”

			Promise?

			Pru froze. After spending all the effort to not pressure her, she had just applied the equivalent of emotional handcuffs. There was no way to undo it. She’d already said it. Her heart raced, waiting for Sophia’s reaction.

			Sophia, cocked a single eyebrow. “Are you trying to say I might have just unwittingly made a forever commitment?”

			Pru swallowed her fear. “I am.”

			Sophia’s eyes seemed to search hers, and it felt as if everything in the universe paused. They were suspended in that moment, just the two of them, their very essences trying to decide if they were merging or just passing through. In that instant, Pru felt no fear, just a love so great it eclipsed everything else. If Sophia chose to leave, she’d let her go, but not without making it clear what she was leaving behind.

			“I’ll give you one last chance to wiggle out of it before the promise becomes permanent. Because I can promise you, my intentions are to make it so you never regret saying those words.”

			Sophia hooked her leg around Pru’s ankle and deftly rolled her onto her back. Her entire body draped over Pru; her face was inches away.

			“How about I tell you there’s no chance of me wiggling out of anything where you’re concerned? We haven’t been together long, but a lot has happened, and forever sounds good to me. I love you, Pru. I’m not sure when it happened, but I realized it when the investigator started coming around. All the signals to run were there, but I didn’t want to because it would mean leaving you. I knew I was in love. And when Hayden told me about being her birth mother and the only thing keeping me from falling apart was the hand you held against my back, I knew I couldn’t leave Ft. Devlin if you were still here.”

			The oscillating energy that passed between them flared. Pru could tell the exact moment Sophia sensed it, too, because she subtly settled into it, pressing their bodies together. The sensation pulsed between them, flowing outward, filling them to the tips of their limbs.

			Pru stared into Sophia’s beautiful brown, eyes which were glistening with emotion. Every word she spoke settled into Pru’s heart, filling her with a warmth she’d never known. She kissed Sophia so hard and so deeply, there was no mistaking that she felt the same way, but just in case, Pru let go of her hands and cradled her head, searching her eyes.

			“I love you, too, Sophia. So very much. And if you ever decide to leave Ft. Devlin, just be advised, I will go with you. I love it here. My life is here. My daughter is moving back here to raise my grandchildren. But if you ever have to leave, I will go. You have my heart.”

			“Good for both of us, I like it here. It just so happens I have a daughter here now, too.” Sophia paused. “Although I never thought I’d be talking about a daughter. We both have plenty to keep us here. But you’re the most important thing to me. I can’t leave love. And right now, all I want to do is show you how much I love you.”

			And she did.

		


		
			Epilogue

			Hayden hugged the brown and yellow CU Boulder buffalo mascot to her chest and breathed deeply of the brightly colored gerbera daisy bouquet Pru and Sophia had given her to celebrate her graduation from high school. Graduating students, their families, and their friends milled around on the football field snapping pictures and selfies, and their little group was no different.

			Starr, who had returned to LA where everyone agreed her career needed her to be, had flown in a few days earlier. It wasn’t the first time she’d been back since she’d left in January, but it was the first time she’d stayed with Pru and Sophia in the new house. They’d needed something big enough to comfortably accommodate all of them; Pru, Sophia, Hayden, Sawyer, three newborns, two dogs, plus two guestrooms for the many visitors they had.

			Sophia held one of the babies and attempted to snap a selfie of their group when Gavin approached in his faculty cap and gown. “You want me to take the picture, Soph?” he asked, taking her phone before she had a chance to respond.

			“You’re a peach, Gav.” She backed toward the group and posed before she realized Hayden’s dad, Kent, and his family were standing off to the side. “Wait. We don’t have everyone in the frame. Kent, come over. All of you. This is one with all of us in it.”

			Kent, his wife, and his two kids came over and took a place next to Hayden, who looked radiant on her big day. Sophia stood next to her holding one of the triplets, with Pru at her side holding another, and Sawyer next to her with the third. Sammy and Rosie, as always, were at their feet, and all the babies were asleep at the same time for once. Behind them stood Sophia’s mom and dad and both of her brothers with their families. Love was all around Sophia, and it was quite a group. She couldn’t wait to get it printed and framed so Hayden could display a copy of it in her dorm room when she attended college next fall at CU Boulder.

			Sophia wondered who she thought she was kidding. She wanted a copy even more for herself. She planned to display it in her new office at Willie’s Garage. Of course, it was her garage now, but she kept the name because everyone in town would continue to call it Willie’s no matter what the name was changed to. As if her thoughts made him appear, Willie came up just as the picture was about to be snapped and made Gavin join the group. Now all of the people she held dear in the world were in it.

			What a change from the solitary life she’d come to know and accept when she’d arrived in town ten months earlier.

			This wonderful gathering represented her life now, and she couldn’t ask for anything more.
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