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I never thought I'd be a runaway bride. But when it came down to it, |
just couldn’t marry the wrong man.

So, | ran.

And somehow, | ended up in Star Falls, Colorado—stranded, no
luggage, no plan—in a wedding dress with a past I'd rather forget.

Fate lands me in the only available rental in town, a cozy little
cabin... right next door to Byron Miller, the brooding billionaire who
wants nothing to do with me. Or this town.

Byron

| left Star Falls years ago, along with every mistake. Now I'm back,
determined to build a luxury resort that might just rewrite my past.

The last thing | need is a distraction—especially not one like the
runaway bride that moved in next door. She has too many secrets
and a smile so wide, | just can’t look away.

But no matter how hard | try to keep my distance, there’s something
about her, that refuses to be ignored.

Snow falls. Sparks fly. Late-night porch talks turn into something
more, something neither of us expected. But Rosey’s past isn’t far
behind, and my future here is hanging by a thread.

She’s just passing through. I'm trying not to put down roots. But Star
Falls, Colorado has its own plan.
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ONE

Rosey

The mirror reveals my three younger sisters in bias-cut, peacock-green satin, sucking
in their cheeks and taking selfies. It also reveals a snow-white veil draping over my
bared shoulders down to perfectly manicured fingertips. | should be the one giggling
with excitement, unable to sit still for anticipation.

After all, thisismywedding day.

Frank might be older, and | might not exactly love him, but I’'m grateful to him, and
that’ salmostlove, isn't it?

| take in a breath, the bones in my corset pressing against my rib cage.l’m so lucky, |
remind myself. I’'m never going to have to worry about where my next mea is
coming from. I’m not going to have to tell my children not to make a sound when Mr.
McAlister bangs on the door of the trailer, looking for rent. | get to live in a house
with a yard and a top-loading washer. Frank says we're traveling overseas for our
honeymoon. He's keeping the destination a secret. I’ ve never even made it across the
border into California. Never been on an airplane. Before Frank, I’d never been to the
grocery store and not had to do mental arithmetic as | added every item to my cart to
ensure | had enough money to cover the necessities. Marriage to Frank promises so
much.

I. Am. So. Lucky.



Except, no matter how many times | say it to myself, how much Iwillmyself to fed it,
| can’t drown out the voices screaming at me, telling me | shouldn’t be walking down
the aidein thirty minutes.

“Are you going to get pregnant right away?’ Lydia asks out of nowhere. “Cement the
deal ?’

The room tilts a little and | close my eyes.A child?The boning in my corset is going
to leave bruises. Everything'sjust so tight. | can’t breathe.

My sisters are happy to accept the niceties that come with me dating the co-owner of
the second-biggest car dealership in Eugene, Oregon. They know this isn't a love
match. It doesn’t occur to them that it should be. Frank’s been generous with my
family. When we started dating, he obviously felt he had to seduce the entire family.
He gave Kitty a job and had a chat with the sheriff when she got caught up in an
argument with her boyfriend. He took all five of us out for dinner after our fifth date,
and bought everyone Christmas presents three months later, after he insisted everyone
spend the holiday at his house.

And when he proposed, he also announced he' d bought the trailer we' d grown up in,
and gave it to me as an early wedding present—his way of making sure my family
was taken care of. Frank iskind. He' s generous. | could do alot worse.

So why aren’t | looking forward to being married to him? Having achildwith him?

My mother comes out of the bathroom. She's wearing lipstick, which I've only
witnessed two other times in my life. She's wearing a long, pastel-blue dress that
looks like it was meant for someone else. It's just so formal. | don't think I’ ve ever
seen anyone look so unlike themselves. | look down at my gown. Maybe the
congregation will feel the same way when they see me dressed up like this.



She meets my eyes in the mirror and pulls back her shoulders, like she does when
someone accuses her of something. “You look beautiful, Rosey. You aways do. A
smile would complete the picture.” It's an accusation in disguise:Why aren't you
excited that you've landed a man like Frank Goad?Y ou’re going to have a charmed
life. It's good for your whole family.

But she doesn’t say it, because if she does, | might disagree with her. She won't risk
it. She always told me my face would be my fortune. And in her eyes, this day
confirmsit. I’m marrying into money.

| nod and force ahaf smile. “I think | just need some air.”

“Someone open awindow,” she calls, but my sistersignore her. | don’t want an open
window. | want to look up at the gray Oregon sky and ask God whether I’m doing the
right thing.

Before she can stop me, | gather up my skirt, toss it over my arm, and beeline toward
the hotel room door. “I'll be five minutes,” | call over my shoulder.

“Rosey Williams, come back here,” my mother calls. Her voice closes in on me, and
before | can make it out the door, she grabs me. “Get back here.”

“My hair and makeup are done,” | say. “I'm ready. There's thirty minutes before |
need to be downstairs. | just want to talk to Frank about something.” It's alie. Frank
is the last person | want to see. Despite the way he's always trying to help me—nhelp
us—he's not the person I'd run to in a crisis. Not that he doesn’'t care about me. |
think he really does. But the only person | can count on is me. | learned that lesson a
long time ago.

“About what?’ she hisses. “You're going to be walking down the aisle to him soon
enough.”



There's a crash behind us and my sisters start assigning blame. In the split second my
mother’s distracted, | manage to dlip out the door. My heart pounds in my chest like
I’ve just escaped a kidnapping. Slamming my whole palm against the elevator call
button, | glance back down the corridor. No one' s chasing me. Y et.

The elevator doors spring open immediately, like they’re a getaway car idling at the
curb. | expect Frank to be waiting for me in the lobby, but when the doors open,

there’s an eerie quiet | wasn't expecting.

I’m wearing a wedding dress. It's not like | can fly under the radar, but | casually
cross the lobby to the front door like I'm in sweatpants and my Oregon State t-shirt.

| just need some air. Some time to breathe. To think.

| step outside and it’s like there's a roof on the world, it's so completely full of low
clouds.

“Okay, God,” | say out loud. “I don’t think we've actually had thistalk. But | need to
know whether you think | should be marrying a man twenty years older than me who

| don’t love because he bought my mom’ s trailer and kept my sister out of jail?’

| wait for a sign. A frog or two falling from the sky. A bird shitting on my dress.
Anything.

God doesn’t respond.



Page 2

Source Creation Date: June 11, 2025, 10:24 am

| stamp my white pump into the gravel beneath my feet. “Fuck.”

“Need a lift somewhere?” a woman'’s voice asks from my left. A figure in a white
shirt and black pants pushes off from where she' s leaning against the wall.

|s she talking to me? A woman comes into view and | realize it's Polly Gifford. We
went to high school together, but ran in different circles. From what | heard, she got
married at nineteen and had three kids before she turned twenty-three. “Polly?’

She twirls a bunch of keys around her finger and rounds the hood of the cab parked in
front of the hotel. “I’ve got an airport pickup.” She shrugs. “1 can drop you there.”

My chest liftsas | consider her suggestion. The airport? “Where would | go?’

She chuckles. “ The fuck outta here? | don’t know. You just don’'t look like you want
to be here. You can stay and ask God for guidance, or you can get a free lift to
Eugene Airport. Choiceisyours.”

A thrill chases down my spine as | consider her offer. My phone is tucked into my
bra—the only way to hang on to your phone with three sisters—so | wouldn’t need
my wallet. But | don’t even have ajacket.

Or my freaking passport.
My heart sinks. No one's letting me on an airplane without ID. | chew on the inside

of my lip. It's in the safe in the honeymoon suite—the room | just left. Frank made
me apply for my passport when he told me we were going on an overseas trip. Why



didn't | bring it down with me?

Because | wasn't planning on Polly Gifford offering me aride out of my life.

Polly taps the roof of the cab. “Enjoy your wedding day, Rosey Williams.” She opens
the cab door.

“Wait!” | say. | don't have a plan. Or a place to go. | just know that | don’t want to
get married. Not today. Not to Frank. “I need to grab my ID. It's upstairs. Can you
wait five minutes?’

She looks at her watch. “That’s all | can wait. If you're not back in five, I’ve gotta
go.

“I"ll be back.” I turn and run across the lobby toward the elevators. “God, if you're
listening, you better have me back down here in five minutes,” | mutter.

The elevator’ swaiting and | jump in, suddenly filled with energy and purpose. On the
way up to the suite, | don’t second-guess myself. Not once. As much as | like Frank,
the idea of me jilting him at the altar isn’t as horrifying as actualy marrying him. |
can’'t go through with it. | just can’'t. Maybe | should stay and face the music—Ilook
Frank in the eye, listen to my mother’ s chastisement and blame. But | can’t faceit.

| just need to get away. Escape.
In no time at al, the elevator doors open. Full of determination and a steel | don't
recognize in myself, | let myself back into the honeymoon suite, hoping no one

notices.

“Oh, you're back, finally,” Mom says, from the chair where Kitty did my hair. Armed
with a can of hairspray and a teasing comb, Kitty stands over Mom. Anything could



be about to happen.

“|1 gotta get Frank my passport,” | say, heading for the safe. “He needs it to check us
in apparently.”

“Yousawhim?’ she asks, horrified, only narrowly missing a squirt of hairspray to the
eye.

| type in the code to the safe but it doesn’t open. Shit. Thisisal | need. | can’'t have
forgotten the code. That can’'t be God's plan for me. The idea of a trip to the airport
fills me with such relief, getting stuck here can’t be my destiny.

“No, | ran into Pete in the lobby. He's gonna get it to Frank.”

“Well, why didn’t he come up to get it? He can’'t expect you to be wandering around

in...

| tune Mom out and type in the code again. This time the click of the lock feels like
I’ ve reached the summit of aroller coaster. My hands start to shake. I’'m excited and
terrified at the same time.

| pull out my passport and hold it up toward Mom, careful not to let my driver's
license dlip out from the pages where | stuffed it last night. “It’'s fine, Mom. It gives
me something to do so | don’t get nervous.” | eye my purse next to the window, but |
can't risk taking it. Mom will know something’s up.

Sherolls her eyes, and Lydia takes her attention by asking her to referee an argument
she’s having with Kitty.

| take in the scene. My mom, snapping at Kitty and trying to caole Marion into
standing up so she doesn’'t wrinkle her dress. Kitty and Lydia trade insults like



they’re playing snap like we did when we were younger during endless rainy days
stuck in the trailer. The suite is twice as big as the trailer I’ve called home for all
twenty-eight years of my life, but it's still too small for all of us. We've spent our
lives on top of each other, arguing, competing, surviving.

I”’m done.

| curl my hand around my passport, grab Lydia's gray hoodie from where it's slung
on the back of achair, and dlip out.

| race toward the elevator, stuffing my passport into my bra. If | run into anyone, |
don’t want to have to explain why I’'m holding it.
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As | get into the elevator, | press the down button a thousand times in the hopes it
will get me to the lobby faster. After al this, | don't want Polly to have driven off,
but as | get to the first floor, | see the amber plastic light of her cab over the flower
arrangement in the lobby. | takein a breath. Thisisit. | madeit.

| keep my head down, like anyone’ s going to miss the girl in the white dress sprinting
toward the exit.

“Excuse me!” someone calls behind me, but | pretend | haven’t heard them. | need to
get to Polly. | need to get out of here.

Polly must see me coming, because she opens the passenger door. I’m just a couple
of yards from the exit when | feel ahand on my arm and my heart sinks.

| stop and turn, accepting defeat.

I’ ve been caught.

When | look up, | expect to see Frank staring back at me—but it's a small man with
jet-black hair who | don’'t recognize. “You dropped this,” he says, handing me
Lydia s hoodie.

| laugh. I'm still free. “Thank you!” | say, beaming at him.

| forget any pretense of making a graceful exit. | run to the cab, to Polly, to freedom.

Nothing, not even God, is going to stop me.



TWO

Byron

When | left my hometown of Star Falls, Colorado, nearly fifteen years ago, | never
thought I’ d be back. Not even for the holidays. | knew | didn’t belong here. Which is
why it's so surprising that being back feels... not as strange as | expected it to. And
the plaid shirt I'm wearing feels oddly comfortable. | don't know why | kept it all
these years. | found it at the back of my closet in New York and stuffed it in my
luggage, reasoning that 1'd seen eighteen Januarys in Star Falls and none of them
were warm.

| upend my suitcase on the floor and start to unpack. Every time I’ ve been back here
over the last two years, I’ ve always lived out of my luggage. But this trip feels more
permanent. Not that I’'m back for good—hell no—but I'll be staying longer than |
have on any of my previous trips. Eventually, I'll move from the cabin I’ ve rented
into one of the lodges at the Colorado Club—the billionaires playground I'm
constructing on the edge of town, a little way up the mountain. | want the
construction workers to focus on the lodges that will be bought or rented by the
centimillionaires and billionaires who will attend the Club’s grand opening at the end
of next month.

My personal accommodations can wait.

| can’'t bring myself to put on the cowboy hat and boots that are almost mandatory in
Star Falls, but | put on the steel-toe boots | had couriered fromSafety With Usin
Brooklyn to my apartment in Tribeca, and my Colorado Rockies baseball hat I’ ve had
since | was a kid. | make a mental note to scuff my shoes up alittle before | go into
Grizzly’ stonight. The leather practically gleams, they’re so new.

Going to the only bar in town, if you don't count the Snowdrop Inn—which |



don't—isn’t something I've done since I've been back in town. And apparently,
it'sbeen noticed. | should have known my every move in Star Falls would be
carefully catalogued, but I’ ve had other things on my mind—Ilike the fact I’ m sinking
my entire fortune into the Colorado Club.

When | asked Hart McEvoy, the Club’s general manager, why we weren’'t getting
more local applicants for all the jobs we're advertising, he informed me that there's
stilllocal hostilitytoward the Club. We have hundreds of positionsto fill, and athough
many of them have been taken by people from across the state who will live in staff
housing, | need local people to be part of the Club, too. They’ll be more reliable and
lesslikely to leave.

It irritates the shit out of me that people are being so short-sighted.

I’m here, bringing jobs, bringinglifeto the town, and people still find a reason to bitch
and moan. | need to win them over. My worn jeans and new boots are part of my |I'm-
a-local-guy persona. | grew up here. lamlocal. It just doesn’'t feel like it, since I’'ve
been away almost half my life. New York feels like it’s always been home. Star Falls
IS just the name of a place on my passport that reminds me where | was born.

| lace up my shoes, lock up. Not that there’'s any danger of a burglary in Star Falls.
It's dark out and | can only just see the tops of the familiar mountains | know cut
through the clear sky all around me.

The one thing New Y ork City doesn’'t have is a sky like the one over Star Falls. The
fucking stars always get to me. Every time. Even when | lived here and had never
seen another sky, | knew the one | was born under was special. It never gets fully
dark here because of all the goddamn stars. There' s no doubt it’s beautiful.

| dide into my truck and head the mile into town toward Grizzly’s. | just want to
show my face. And maybe accidently run into a few people. Star Falls understood



what an influencer was long before social mediawas born. | figureif | can get certain
big personalities in town on board with the Colorado Club, the “local resistance” will
melt away and Hart will have people lining up for all the jobs we have to fill.

My first target is Jm Johnson. Or more specifically, his wife, Sue. She's the most
influential person in Star Falls. But | need Jim on board first. | need him to soften up
the ground for me before | try to get Sue to change her mind about the Colorado
Club.

| pull up outside Grizzly’s and redlize | haven't scuffed up my shoes. People are
going to clock my spotless boots as soon as | walk in the place and label me a city
boy. Which | am. Except tonight, I’'m trying to win people over. Or at least not
alienate more of them.

The ground is frozen, and there’s not much boot-dirtying mud around, but after
kicking my tires and stepping on my own feet, the leather no longer gleams like a
flashlight with new batteries. Hopefully no one saw me. | hate to think of the rumors
this town could invent if anyone saw me trying to scuff my own boots.

| left town before | could legally drink, so | only ever went into Grizzly’s to look for
my father. | open the door and am instantly transported back twenty years. The scent
of stale beer and the crack of pool balls brings me to fourteen again, desperate to find
my father. My mom had collapsed and I’d gone to fetch Dad. But he hadn’t been at
Grizzly’s. Or maybe he'd been in the back playing poker. Losing at poker, knowing
him.

| head straight to the bar, slide onto one of the tan leather stools and order a beer. The
bartender is young, skinny with atattoo of what could be a Chinese dragon in red ink

on hisarm. He doesn’'t know me and | don’t know him. Suits me just fine.

One of the reasons | haven’'t come into town over the last couple of years when |'ve



been back overseeing things at the Colorado Club is because | don't have any
connections in this place. My dad was found dead a couple of towns away after a bar
fight. My mother remarried three years later while | was in New Y ork and moved to
Southern Californiawith my sister, Mary. There’' s nothing here for me.

“One beer coming right up, Byron,” the bartender says. Maybe | don’t know him, but
apparently he knows me.
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| shouldn’t be surprised. There won't be a person in Star Falls who doesn’t know that
Mack Miller's kid is building something on the side of the mountain. | just hadn’t
expected that my face would be so easy to put to my name. The way this town
gossips is another reason I’ ve avoided coming back. People are just so in each other’s
business. After my dad died, my mother cried for weeks, not because Dad was dead,
but because she knew everyone would be talking about it, saying how she was better
off asawidow.

“Well, well, well,” a woman'’s voice says from behind me. “Look who just rode into
town. Finally.”

Part of me wants to ignore it. Whoever it is doesn’t have malice in their tone, but by
responding, I’ll be opening a can of worms—and I’m not sure I’m ready. I’m not sure
I’ll ever be ready.

“Hey, you got a hug for an old friend?’ the voice asks.

There’'s no getting out of this. | turn on my stool and come face-to-face with Eva
Maples. | haven't seen her since the day | graduated high school.

“1 haven’t seen you since the day we graduated high school,” she says. “Heard you
were back in the area” She pauses and gives me a look full of meaning—what
meaning, I’m not sure. “You never made it into town until now.” She shakes her head
disapprovingly, but holds out her arms. | bend and pull her into an awkward hug.

She laughs as she pulls away. “Never were a hugger, were you, Byron? Too much of
the tortured poet in you.” She fiddles with the back of her apron. “You just drinking



or you wanna order some food?’ She leans in and whispers, “Don’'t say | told you,
but steer clear of the chicken meatballs.” She clears her throat and resumes her
normal voice. | glance around to see who's listening. Everyone, it seems, though at
least they’ re pretending not to. “ The wings are the best.”

“Sounds good,” | say. “Do you have a side of broccoli?’

She laughs, pats me on the shoulder and walks off, like | just told her the funniest
joke she's heard this year. Except | wasn't joking.

I’m still trying to figure out whether or not I’'m going to get that side of broccoli
when a heavy hand drops on my shoulder.

“So, Byron Miller. What you doing at Grizzly’s? | hear you have a fancy bar up on
that mountain.” Jim Johnson—just the man | was looking for. Things might have
changed over the last fifteen years, but apparently you can still always see Jim at
Grizzly’s at eight on a weeknight. When | was growing up, Sundays were the only
days Jim stayed away from the local watering hole.

| hold out my hand. “Jim Johnson,” | say. “Good to see you again.”

He shakes my hand, nodding. “We' ve been waiting for you.”

There' s nothing | can say to that. | should have come before now. The town has taken
my absence as asign of disrespect.

“Can | buy you abeer?’ | ask.
“That you can, son.” | try to suppress the shiver that runs down my spine when he

uses the termson. He dides into the seat next to mine and | order his drink. “Wanna
tell me alittle bit about what you’ re doing up on that mountain?’ he asks.



“Yeah,” | say. Thisiswhy I’'m here, after all. | might have a permanent PR associate
in place at the Colorado Club, but she’ s focused on getting the Club coverage in high-
end international publications, courting celebrities, getting the zero point one
percenters talking.

Ishould have been managing the residents of Star Falls from the beginning. Instead
I’ ve buried my head in the sand, hoping | could build aresort on the edge of town and

maybe no one in Star Falls would notice.

“You've probably gathered it's a retreat. A place where people from all over can
come and appreciate the great state of Colorado.”

He narrows his eyes and takes a slug of the beer that’s been put in front of him. “Is
that right? And you going to encourage these visitors down to our town?’

This strikes me as a trick question. On the one hand, he might see the benefits of
having people with a pocketful of cash spending it in Star Falls. On the other hand, he

might not want a bunch of strangers interrupting their peaceful way of life.

“That’s something I've been thinking about,” | say. “I'd like your thoughts on
whether that’ s something you' d like to see.”

He lets out asmall chuckle.

“I’m creating alot of jobs,” | say. “Opportunities. If people want them.”

“1 hear you' re shipping people in from out of town.”

“There will be plenty of staff housing so people don't have to be local, but I'm

advertising in theStar FallsGazette. Got it online too. And there' s flyers being handed
out at Marty’s Market and the post office. We're just not seeing the interest from the



town.”

A silence settles between us. Jim isn’'t a bad guy. He's not about to run me out of
town for daring to change small-town life in Star Fals. At the same time, he's
protective of this place and its residents. Perhaps more so than his wife.

“How’s Mrs. Johnson?”

“You can call her Sue. She's good. We can see the lights of your place from our back
porch.”

| scan his face, looking for signs of anger or frustration, but | don’t see any. | relax
my shoulders. I've spent the last three years of my life getting the relevant
permissions and permits from local and state officials, and there were never any
complaints from anyone from Star Falls.
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“How’sit look?’ | ask.
“Pretty,” hereplies.

There's a beat of silence before | say, “1’d love to have you come and look around if
you'd like.”

He sucks in a breath. “Listen, son. I’'m not interested in fancy restaurants and spas
and whatever the hell else you' ve got going on up there.” He takes a sip of beer and |
wait for thebut. | know there's one coming. “I’ ve been walking through those woods
and across those mountains for a good five decades now.” He glances around the bar.
“Just like alot of other peoplein thistown.”

| nod, keen to hear what it is he' strying to tell me.

“1 do it less in the winter. Don’t want to take any unnecessary risks. But | still like to
wander with my dogs. Y ou know?’

“Right,” | reply.

“And we're hearing rumors about electric fencing and checkpoints and... I’'m not
sure that’s going to go down so well. From what | hear, you've got your hands on
fifteen thousand acres of land—that’s pretty much everything of the mountains and
the valley that you can see from this town. Much more than the five hundred acres
your father had.”

| take a swig of my beer. My father’ s farm had been small by Colorado standards. He



grew apples mainly, and some other fruit. The farm had been in the family three
generations, and | was supposed to be the fourth. At least, that’s what Mom always
told me.

When Dad died and we discovered the huge loans he' d taken out on the farm, | don’t
know if | was more relieved or horrified. | was no longer locked into afuture | didn’t
want, but | also didn’t know what the future would look like otherwise. My father’s
gambling meant | had to forge my own path, but it also meant the farm’s lineage had
been cut short.

Until | bought it back five years ago.

“You'reright,” | say to Jim. “Fifteen thousand two hundred forty-four acres.”

“And as well as you buying up some of the neighboring farms, some of that land
belonged to the state before you.”

| nod. I’d bet Jm knows exactly the boundary line of the Colorado Club. I'm not
quite sure what he's getting at, but no doubt | will soon.

The sound of chairs scraping against the floor catches my attention. Someone comes
up from behind Jim and offers me his hand.

It takes me a minute before | realize it's Walt fucking Ripley. Our mothers had been
best friends since school and got pregnant with us both at the same time. “Hey, man,”
| say. He's unmistakably Walt, but older and forty pounds heavier. Then again, it's
been fifteen years since | laid eyes on him.

“Byron,” he says with a nod.

“Can | get you abeer?’ | ask.



“You bet your ass, you can. | figure you owe me for going off to New Y ork without
me.”

Walt had been the guy who stood by my side at my father’s funeral. The guy who'd
told me it was going to be okay when | found out we were going to have to move
because the family farm was being sold by my father’s creditors to pay back all the
loans he'd taken out to pay off his gambling debts. He was the boy who helped me
formulate a plan to get out of Star Falls. Of course | hadn’'t forgotten him. | just
hadn't let myself think about Star Falls after | left. It held too many painful
memories.

“I’vejust been telling Byron that | still want to roam around with my dog,” Jim says.

| understand Jim’s frustration. The problem | have is that the promise the Colorado
Club makes is exclusivity, privacy, and security. If celebrities want to escape LA, |
want their first thought to be the Colorado Club.

“We can figureit out,” | assure Jim. “ There aren’t going to be electric fences.”

“There shouldn’'t beanyfences—electric or not,” Jim says. “This is wilderness.
Wilderness isn’t fenced off and claimed by an elite couple of thousand people in the

world.”

They’re both staring at me, and | know they’re right. It's just, for the Colorado Club
to work, it needs to have aboundary. | nod. “I hear you.”

“I1t's God’ s country,” Jim says. “Not Byron Miller's.”
| don't ask him whether he’d welcome people wandering across his land. It's not

worth the fight—I’m not going to win, even if it is a double standard. But if the idea
of having the land | own fenced off is a problem for the residents of Star Falls, I'm



not sure what | can do about it.

I’'m saved from having to think up a reasonable answer when Jm turns to see
someone come through the door. | pick at the edge of the blue and white label on my
beer bottle, wondering if there’s a solution to the problem. There’s got to be.

| turn to assure Jim that we'll figure something out, but his attention isn’t on me
anymore. He's looking over my shoulder. | turn to follow his gaze and see a woman
in her mid-twenties with long dark hair, walking toward the bar. She looks a little
bedraggled, although she’s pretty. She's definitely not from around here. Nothing too
unusual in that, aside from the fact this woman is wearing sneakers, a faded gray
hoodie, and a wedding dress.

| glance at Jim and he shoots me alook that says,What in the hell?
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| still don’t have any answers for him. | glance at Walt to seeif he understands what’s
going on, but he looks as confused as | fedl. | turn to the woman again, just as she
slides onto the barstool one down from mine.

“I"d like adrink,” she says.

The bartender who knows me better than | know him says, “Well, you’ ve come to the
right place. Y ou want to be more specific?’

Her eyelids flicker as she takes a breath and thinks about it, like she was expecting
the bartender to decide for her. Now that he hasn’'t, she's having to make a decision
she hadn’t planned for. “Do you have tequila? On the rocks?’

She picks one of the three brand names she's given, and when the glass appears in
front of her, she hesitates before she brings it to her lips. She takes the tiniest of sips
and lets out a huge sigh. It seems she' s been waiting for that drink all day.

“You just get into town?’ Jim asks the woman.

The woman doesn’'t hear him at first. She's staring forward and thinking so hard, |
can almost see her thoughts in front of her face. She's worried. And out of energy.

Like she’ sreached the end of the road.

Then, as if Jim’'s words have taken a couple of seconds to register, she turns to him.
She offers him a tight smile and nods—she’ s not interested in small talk.

Jm goes to follow up on his question, and both Walt and | interrupt him at the same



time.

“I'm sure we'll come to some understanding,” | say, just as Walt tells Jim I’'m not
about to stop him walking his dog wherever he wants.

“Let me have athink about it, Jim,” | say. “And if you have any other questions?—"
“l have a few things | want to talk to you about,” he says. He's about to launch into
his list, but he stops himself. “Why don’t you settle back in. Catch up with your
buddy here.” He slaps Walt on the back. “But don’t be a stranger, you hear me? I'm
gonna run. Gotta get back home by the timelL ove Islandfinishes.”

| want to laugh, but | stop myself. “Say hi to Sue from me.”

“You sure you want me to? Your presence will be required at Sunday dinner if | do
that.”

| nod. “Say hi to Sue for me.”

“See you Sunday,” he says, as he drops some cash on the bar and heads out.

| wasn't expecting the warm hum that settles in me. | walked out on this town fifteen
years ago and Jim’'s acting like I’ ve only been gone a couple of months. It's almost
like they always knew |I’d come back, and they’ ve just been waiting.

“S0 you' re going to come to dinner on Sunday?’ Walt says from beside me.

“You're going to be there too?’

“I’m there every Sunday. | married Patty.”



My eyes nearly fall out of my head. “Patty Johnson? How’d you manage that?’ Patty
Johnson was one of the most formidable girls at our high school. She was two years
older than us and ran the school more than the principal did. Just like her mother
before her, she was an influencer before the time of social media. She decided what
was cool and what wasn’t. The sweater every girl should own, the boys the girls were
allowed to ask to the spring formal. At fourteen, when she took up the flute out of
nowhere, every kid in the school badgered their parents for lessons.

Walt laughs. “1t took me awhile to win her over, but perseverance paid off.”

“He married Patty?’ | say to Eva, as she delivers abowl of chips.

“A thousand years ago,” Eva says. “It’s been awhile, Byron Miller.”

For a second, | wonder why it’s been so long. Everything's so welcoming and warm
and familiar. For amost aminute, | can forget all the pain that came with this place.

“l gotta go,” Walt says. “Patty watchesLove Islandwith Sue. | have to go pick her
up.” He pauses, and | want to make a time for us to catch up, but | stop myself,
because what’ s the point? We'll catch up, and I'll probably never see him again. I'm
here to do a job—qget the Colorado Club up and running. I’m not here to take a walk
down memory lane. However nice that walk might start off, it’ll soon turn dark and
muddy, and before | know it, I'll be waist-high in cow shit.

“I'll see you Sunday,” he says.
For a second I’'m confused, and then | remember Jim’s invitation. It’s not like I'm
planning to go. But maybe | should. | do need to get Sue on board. We' ve got to fill

the vacancies up at the Club.

| chuckle. “Maybe you will.”



He gives me a two-fingered salute and heads out. | order another beer and
surreptitiously scan the rest of the bar. Is there anyone else here | need to talk to? Any
other old-school influencers?
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The runaway bride next to me is on her phone. She has long fingers, and she's
gripping the device like she's holding on to a life raft. | wonder if she redlly is a
runaway bride or if she's an extrafrom afilm or amodel from a photo shoot. None of
the potential explanations for the white dress explain why she's sitting on the stool
next to me.

| wouldn’t consider myself a nosey person. Not normally. But I’ ve come back to Star
Falls after fifteen years and nothing much seems to have changed. The woman next to
me is the exception. I'm surprised Jim didn’t ask her to fill out a questionnaire so he
could report back to the rest of the town about who she is and why she's at Grizzly’s.
Thistown likes to know every single detail of each other’slives.

The bartender asks if she wants another drink. The woman pauses for a second before
she asks for tap water. | want to offer to buy her a drink, but then it would get
awkward, because she might think I'm making a pass at her. | wouldn’t be. Not that
she’'s not attractive—she is. Big blue eyes and flawless skin and dark hair that's
curled at the ends and seems to go on forever.

I’m staring.

If we were back in New Y ork right now, | would have had a drink thrown in my face
at the very least.

But we're definitely not in New York, and I'm not sure she’'s even noticed my
staring. She's too lost in her thoughts. Probably she's thinking about the groom she
jilted or the town she just rolled into. I'd pay more than a penny to know what exactly
ison her mind.



When the bartender delivers the water, the bride asks, “I checked at the little inn on
the corner, the one with the snowdrops in pots on the stoop? To see if they had any
rooms for the night—two nights maybe—but they were completely full. They
suggested | try here. Do you have rooms?’

There’ s only one inn in town—snowdrops or no snowdrops.

“We don’t have rooms,” the bartender says. “Tanya probably meant for you to ask
around in here.” He briefly slides his gaze to me. “We have a few Airbnbs in town
but | think most things are fully booked.” She looks a little confused. And she should
be. It's not like Star Falls is hosting an annual film festival or anything, but the
Colorado Club has booked out the Snowdrop Inn for senior managers who are still
looking for accommodations. And | booked out Beth and Mike's two cabins because
they’ re the closest accommodations to the Club. I'm only living in one of them, but |
didn’t want a nosey neighbor keeping track of my comings and goings.

She turns, and her gaze hits me like a thunderbolt. She’'s gorgeous. A smattering of
freckles across her nose and full bee-stung lips that I’ d be intent on kissing if we were
in New York. But we're not in New York. We're in Star Falls, Colorado, and the
cabin next door to mine is the only available accommodation in town.

THREE

Rosey

If I'd stayed in Oregon, I’d be halfway to my honeymoon right now. I'd be on my
way to Mexico or Tahiti or maybe even Paris.

Instead, I’'m freezing my ass off in a bar in god-knows-where. Okay, so I'm pretty
sure I'm in Colorado—the state where | landed. Other than that, I'm cluelessandal so
homeless. The bus stopped when it was aready dark. From what I’ve seen of the



town so far, it could be the backdrop to a cozy mystery or the home of a seria killer.
Either one doesn’'t seem particularly appealing. But the bus driver told me about an
inn in town, and stupidly, | assumed I’d get aroom, so | got off two stops before the
end of theline.

| figured no one would look for me here. Beyond that, | don’'t have a plan. When | got
up this morning, 1'd planned to be Frank’s wife by now. Now I’m sitting in a bar
halfway across the US, and I’ m definitelynotmarried.

My mother’ s going to kill me.

| need another tequila. But no, | need to be sober in case | need to practice the self-
defense moves | learned in high school. The town being home to a serial killer and
all. Possibly. Maybe. | also need to be sober in case drunk-me is tempted to respond
to Frank’s text, telling me I’ll come to my senses. That was after | texted him to
apologize for dumping him not-quite-at-the-altar.

“Ask around?’ | scan the bar. Who would | ask? Letting the world know |I'm totally
lost and alone doesn’'t seem like the wisest plan. Not to mention, the last thing | want
isfor someone to ask why I’ m dressed like this.

By the time | got through security at the airport, the plane was already boarding. |
didn’t have time to look for a change of clothes. When | landed, | had a little more
luck. After buying a bus ticket, | prioritized footwear. | picked up a pair of sneakers
on sale, but then | had to run for my bus. By the time | reached Star Falls, al the
stores were closed.

The bartender is barely twenty-one, but he looks at me like he's seen plenty of brides
on the hunt for a bed while on the run. His eyes are full of pity and knowing. “1 know
Beth and Mike have a couple of cabinsjust outside of town.”



My heart liftsin my chest at the real possibility of abed to sleep in tonight.

“But | think they’re rented at the moment.” He looks at the guy sitting next to me. Is
this Mike, of Beth and Mike? | turn to look at him. If it is, Beth is a very lucky
woman. Mike is hot. | know | was engaged to be married up until ten thirty this
morning, but I’'m not dead. The guy next to me is tall and dark and swarthy. | don’t
know exactly whatswarthymeans, but | know thisguy isit. Hishair isn't long, but it's
not short either. It's definitely long enough to get a fistful of when he's buried
between my thighs.

Holy crap! | snap my head back to focus on my glass of tap water. I'm staring. More
than that, I’ mfantasizing. It's not something I’ve done in a while. My life has felt all
too real recently. | make a silent apology to Beth and then turn my attention back to
the bartender. “1f Beth and Mike are lucky enough to have their cabins rented, is there
anyone else in town who has a place? Or rents out aroom?’

The bartender shoots another speaking glance at Mike before saying, “You could try
Colbert’s Farm, but | think it’'s booked.”

Mike interrupts. “I’'m renting Beth and Mike's cabins. I’'m in one. Y ou could take the
other if you needed it for a couple of nights.” He's wearing a blue plaid shirt that
looks as soft as spun clouds.

So not only is the hot stranger not one half of “Beth and Mike,” he also might have
the solution to my accommodation problem.

“It'savailable?’ | ask.

He nods. It’s not an enthusiastic response, but at this point, as long as it has a bed and
aflushing toilet, I'll takeit.



“Isitfar?’ | ask.

“Just up the street, about half a mile out of town.” He glances at the door and then
back at me.
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| don’'t bother to ask him the price—it's my only option and I'll just have to hope it
doesn’t drain al of my savings. | glance at my engagement ring. It's such a pretty
ring. | picked it out myself. Frank wanted me to have the exact one | wanted, so we
went ring shopping together after the engagement. | hadn’'t given any thought to
engagement rings, and | picked it out because it reminded me of the kind of flower
six-year-old me would have drawn. Small sapphire petals surround a large central
diamond. It’s pretty, but now it feels heavy on my finger. Like | shouldn’t be wearing
it.

| dip it off and dlide it onto the bar. I'll have to give it back to Frank. | guess | could
mail it. | push thoughts of tomorrow away. | will know what to do after a night’s

sleep.
“I’m Rosey, by theway,” | say to the stranger. | really hope heisn’t a serial killer.
He nods. “Byron.”

“Good to meet you, Byron.” | want to ask him if he's named after the poet. Whether
his parents were romantic and whether he reads poetry. All of a sudden | have a
thousand questions, but from the look on his face, questions are the last thing this
man wants.

| don’t ask him if | can have the key right away, even though that’s exactly what |
want to do. | want to go now. Get out of this dress. When | first put the hoodie on, |
could pretend people weren’t going to necessarily think that | was wearing a wedding
dress—I tricked myself into believing that people would just think | was wearing a
white skirt with a hoodie. But since the zipper broke when it caught on the arm of the



airplane seat, there' s no doubt I'm wearing a full-fledged wedding gown.

The problem is, | don’t have anything else but this dress to put on. | don’t know why,
but somehow, the idea of taking it off tonight and having to put it back on in the
morning feels worse than just sleeping in it.

“You want to go now?’ he asks, staring ahead at the multicolored bottles behind the
bar.

“Whenever you're ready,” | reply. This guy has done me ahuge favor. | don’t want to
rush him, but let's get the hell going already. He hasn’t finished his beer, and he
probably came to relax. Let off some steam. He looks stressed. Or maybe not stressed
as much as irritated. That can’'t be just down to me. When | first walked in, he wore
the same expression, way before he knew | was going to be bothering him for aroom
for the night.

He dlides his beer across the bar, stands, and pulls out hiswallet. “Let’sgo.”
“Oh, you don’'t need to—I mean, | can walk. | just need a key.” | hope this guy
doesn’t think he's getting lucky tonight. He's hot and everything, but like, | was

supposed to marry someone today. One is enough.

“Key’sin my cabin. I'll give you aride.” He holds out his jacket. “Put this on. It's
freezing.”

“I"'m fine?>—"

“Put the jacket on. It’s cold outside.”

| tighten my jaw at his command. | didn’t escape Oregon just to be ordered about in
Star Falls. But once again, | can’'t say no. | need a bed for the night and this guy’s



cabin is my only option. | figure I'll put his jacket on and just be grateful he hasn’t
asked about what I’'m wearing. If he's going to murder me, my DNA will be on his
clothes. And enough people have seen us leave together that even if I'm dead, at |east
thisguy will gotojail.

| dip on the navy jacket, cuffs falling past my fingers. It feels like a huge blanket. |
didn’t realize how cold I’d been until now. | look up at Byron, his hands thrust into
the pockets of his dark blue jeans, his eyes narrowed like he's trying to figure
something out. He glances around the bar, and | follow his eyeline. There’'s a ripple
of headslifting, checking out what’ s going on.

He sighs. “Fuck,” he mutters under his breath. “This town never changes. It's
addicted to gossip. Let’sgo.”

He sounds pissed off. At the town? Me? His evening being interrupted? Probably all
of the above.

Nothing | can do about his mood. Hopefully it means he won't quiz me about what
I’m doing in town, how long I'll stay or where I’ve come from. | don’t have any
answers at the moment. | certainly don’t want to think about Oregon. Every minute
that ticks by makes it more and more impossible to go back. | left wanting to escape a
wedding, but the more | think about it, I've escaped more than just being Frank’s
wife. | escaped my entirelife.

And I’'m not sure | want to go back.

If I’'m honest, | haven't liked my lifein Oregon for along time. | don’t like the person
| was there, either. | want to be someone else, with different circumstances and a
different future. | just need to figure out whether that future can start in Star Falls, or
whether I’'m just asfar as ever from alife | actually want.



FOUR

Byron

Rosey needs a place to stay and I'm probably the only person in town who can
provide it. That's my fault, since I’ ve rented out every available place in Star Falls.
Giving her the cabin next to mine for a couple of nightsisthe least | can do. The only
thing that makes letting Rosey stay palatable is that she’'s not from around here. If |
take a shower at four in the morning, the patrons of Grizzly’s won't be talking about

it the next day because she doesn’t know anyone.

By all accounts, Rosey’s only going to be here for a couple of days. The wedding
dressisaclue she's not looking to stay. She’slooking for escape.

| know the feeling.

| put some cash on the bar to cover both our drinks.

Rosey standsin my jacket, which completely drowns her, and tries to get the attention
of the bartender. She offers me a smile. “I only have my phone to pay, so | just need
to?>—"

“I"ve got it covered,” | say, nodding to the cash I’ ve laid out on the bar.

Her eyes go wide. “No, you can’t. | mean?—"
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“Come on.” | head out. | don't want to argue about paying for a shot of tequila.
“Consider it awelcome to Star Falls.”

| hold the door open for her. She pauses before dipping under my arm. As she passes
me, her arm grazes my chest, and at this brief touch, we both jump apart like we're
two magnets with our poles pointing toward each other.

“Sorry,” | mutter. | don’t want her to think I’m flirting. I’'m not. The last thing | want
Is a one-night stand in a town that probably has my inside leg measurement in a
central repository somewhere. As well as being gossips, the residents of Star Falls
have long memories. A single indiscretion will last alifetime.

| lead her toward my truck. She seems thoughtful, or maybe disappointed.

| open the passenger door and she climbs in. “Star Falls...” she says. “The name
seems alittle... ominous. Don’'t you think?’

“Ominous? Because...?’ | always thought Star Falls was a pretty name. Almost too
pretty, given how ugly life got here for me.

“I’'m just being silly. I’ ve had a bad day and I’ m not in the most positive mindset.”

“A falling star is a meteor shower,” | say. Maybe there' s a little defensiveness to my
tone. | wanted to escape Star Falls so badly when | was younger, but | can’'t see what
a stranger passing through town would have to complain about. “Meteor showers
are... cool.”



She laughs, and | realize | sound alittle unhinged. “I guess. | don’t know why, but it
makes me think of someone who has fallen out of favor. A Hollywood movie star no
one likes anymore. She doesn’t belong.”

My eyes widen at her description. We couldn’t be coming at this from any further
apart. Star Falls says “interstellar wonder” to me and “washed-up misfit” to her.
“Wow. That’s... depressing. Youhavehad a bad day.” As soon as | say it. | wish |
hadn’t. If she walked out on her wedding ceremony, a bad day will be a massive
understatement. “ Sorry if I'm being insensitive.”

“Why? Because of this old thing?’ she says, pulling at her dress. “Gives me away a
little, doesn’t it? Y eah, well, however bad aday I’m having, aguy | know is having a

worse time.” She glances down at her lap.

| want to ask more, but | don’t want to prove my heritage as a Star Falls native son.
No nosey gossip-hunting from me. It helps that our journey is at an end.

| pull off the main road and park in front of the two cabins.

“Hereweare,” | say.

She ducksto look out the window. “ A perfect place to be murdered,” she mutters.

| push my palm over my jaw and blow out a breath. “We haven’t had a murder in Star
Fallsfor at least twelve months.” My tone is deadpan.

She snaps her head around to look at me, her eyes wide and wondering.

“I’'mkidding,” | say.

“Ohyeah, | cantell you'reareal joker,” shereplies sarcastically.



Iwastrying to make a joke, but | don't know why. It's not like I’'m trying to get to
know her. But something inside me wants her to feel okay. “You'll be safe here. I'm
next door. There's nothing to worry about.”

| bet at least half the town doesn’t lock their houses at night. She doesn’'t need to be
concerned about being murdered.

| pull my mouth into a contorted smile. “I’ll get the key.”

| grab the key to the empty cabin from the hook inside my front door. I'm about to
hand it over, when | remember the lock being stiff when | checked the place out when
| first arrived. “Let me make sure you can get in.” | leap up the steps to the porch and
put the key in the lock. It fitslike aglove. “Yeah, it'sfine. It didn’t fit so great when |
tried it the other day.”

| turn to find her at the top of the steps. “Thanks,” she says.
“Do you need anything?’ | ask. I'm not by nature a hospitable person, but this
woman is having areally bad day. Maybe it s something about the air in this town, or

maybe I’ m overcompensating with kindness to lessen her fear of being axe-murdered.

“A new life?’ she suggests. She gives me a half smile, and my breath catches in my
throat. Her eyes kind of sparkle in the moonlight.

“New lives aren’t available until morning,” | say.
She gives me another small smile and for some reason it feels like the promise of
something more. | shake it off. | don't need to be reading meaning into a pretty

stranger’ s smile.

“Thisisgreat. Thank you,” she says.



“Heaters are electric. If you have any problems, need a cup of sugar, anything, I'm
right next door.”
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“Thank you, Byron.” She narrows her eyes.

| hold up the key, which is attached by a chain to an oak disk with Star Falls Cabins
etched on it. “Welcome to Star Falls, Rosey,” | say, sounding like the head of tourism
for thistiny town I’ve avoided for so long.

My insides twang at how warm and entirely genuine the smile she beams at meis. |
love New York, but it's full of fake smiles. My gut tells me there' s nothing fake
about this woman.

| realize I'm staring at her, so | give her a two-fingered salute and head back to my
cabin.

Inside, | busy myself, turn on the TV and grab a tub of leftover curry | have in the
refrigerator. | can't get Rosey’ s smile out of my head. Nothing can stop the images of
her flashing through my brain. Where did she come from? Who was she going to
marry? Why did she run away? Her escape clearly wasn’t planned, since she had
nothing with her but the clothes on her back. Herweddingclothes.

Shit, she’s got nothing to change into.
| slide the cold curry onto the counter and head into my bedroom, pulling out a
couple of t-shirts and some joggers. They’ll be comically large on her, but at least

she'll have something other than her wedding dress to wear tomorrow.

| stride over to her cabin, but pause as | get to the porch steps. | don’'t often question
myself, but | don’t know if I’'m doing the right thing by disturbing her. I’'m no Good



Samaritan. My reaction to Rosey isn’'t normal for me. First giving up my privacy to
give her a place to stay and now making sure she has a change of clothes? Is this who
| am in Star Falls, or has Rosey sweeping into town shifted things somehow?

| have no explanation, but she answers the door as soon as | knock, like she's been
waiting.

“Just in case you needed a change of clothes. They’ll betoo big, but at least...”

Her face is full of confusion, and for a second | wish I'd stayed the fuck in my cabin
and finished the curry instead of trying to help.

“That’s so kind of you,” she says, like no one' s done anything kind for her in her life.
“You're a good man, Byron.” Her tone hits me right in the center of my chest. I’'ve
been called alot of things in my time, but I’ m not surekindorgoodhave made it to the
top of the list. Somehow, when she says it, that's how | feel. | get the urge to do
more. To offer to cook her dinner, run her a bath, do something—anything—else.

Instead, | nod and turn away before | make an epic fool of myself. “Sleep well,
Rosey.

| need to get to bed myself. Maybe a night of rest will help quiet all these
strange...urgesl’m having. By tomorrow morning, the runaway bride will probably
have moved on and I’ [l never see her again. She'll learn soon enough that Star Fallsis
a place you runfrom—notto.

FIVE

Rosey

Thank god | didn't throw my cellphone away in the airport trash, like | considered



doing. For some reason | thought Frank would chase after me, aided by the GPS
embedded in my phone. Then | remembered | don’t live in a spy thriller. Why would
aman | humiliated come after me? He probably hopes I’ m dead right about now.

The upside of having my phone is being able to figure out there’'s an outdoor supply
store in town that opens at nine. | slept in my dress because | couldn’t face putting it
back on in the morning, even though Byron was kind enough to give me a change of
clothes. And a wedding dress covers me dlightly more than Byron’'s tee—any way |
cut it, I'd look like an escapee from an asylum. But | can't go another moment
wearing it, which is why |’ ve been standing outside Snail Trail for the past fifteen
minutes. Me and a gigantic moose. Not a real one, of course. It's as tal as me and
painted glossy brown, with large cartoon eyes and antlers that obscure a chunk of the
Snail Trail window.

A woman with a bright red sweater comes to the glass door, flips the Closed sign to
Open, and unlocks the door. | can’'t get in there quick enough. | don’'t have a ton of
savings, but over the years, I’ve managed to put a little away. Mom would always
take the majority of our paychecks. For rent and food and other bills. She'd let us
keep a small amount for clothes and a rare trip to the movies. Mom would kill me if
she knew any of us had a savings account.

“Hi there,” the woman says. Her smile is contagious, even first thing in the morning.
“Please come in.” She pokes her head out of the door. “Morning, Marv.” I'm pretty
sure she just spoke to the moose, but given my outfit, I'm not fit to judge anyone’s
mental health.

“Thank you,” | say as | glance around, trying to figure out what | can wear. Anything
IS better than what I'm currently in. | don’t even have a change of underwear. | need

everything.

“Can | help you with anything?’ the woman asks.



| exhale. It's not like | can cover up the fact I’'m dressed in a wedding gown, half
covered up with at-shirt, zipless hoodie and a man’s jacket. “1’ve had an unexpected
detour, and | need afull change of clothes. Or two.”

| figure | can start working out a plan once | don't feel so conspicuous. The wedding
dress needs to go.

“Well, I'm sure we can get you set up,” she says. “My name is Marge. Shall we start
with...” Shelooks around the store. “Pants. Then we can decide on everything else.”

| alow myself to unclench my stomach muscles and take a deep breath. Everything
inside settles a little. 1t's baby steps but this feels like a way forward. | haven't
decided whether | need to go back to Oregon today and face the music or give myself
a few days. Or maybe even a few weeks. No matter what | decide, I’'m going to feel
better after a change of clothes and some time with Marge, whose friendliness is a
balm to my spirit.

“S0, have you come from the Colorado Club?’ Marge asks as she starts shunting
hangers from one side to the other on the rack. “We hear it's getting busier and
busier.”

“Erm, no. At least | don’t think so.” Is “Colorado Club” a colloquia term for the
airport or something?

Marge pulls out a couple of pairs of pants and laughs. “You don’t know what I'm
talking about, do you? | take it you don’t work up there on the mountain?’

| shake my head. “I got into town last night. Kind of a spur-of-the-moment decision
to leave Oregon.”
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“Oregon.” She gasps. “Oh, the dress! It was... you were in Grizzly’s last night! Oh,
you sweet girl. What a mess.”

Marge doesn’'t know how right sheis.
“What’ s the Colorado Club?’ | ask.

She looks over her shoulder asif to check that no one's listening, despite us being the
only ones in the store. “You didn’'t see it? Just north of here, not exactly halfway up
the mountain, but not in our valley either.”

Marge must not realize that she hasn’'t actually answered my question. | shake my
head. “I camein last night and was just focused on getting here as early as | could.”

“Well, I'm staying positive. | think we should see it as an opportunity for the town. |
don’t see a downside, really.” We move to the next rack of clothes and she starts
pulling out sweaters and jackets.

“ An opportunity?’

“Yes, lots of people with lots of money will be close by. And wealthy people like to
shop and drink coffee. Hopefully they’ll do that in Star Falls. Look what’s happened
to Vall. My momma's ninety-three this August, and she says people didn't really
come to Colorado to ski when she was a kid. A lot can happen in a short space of
time in thisworld. The Colorado Club could put Star Falls on the map.”

I’m still not getting what the Colorado Clubis.



“And even if the wealthy people want Gucci, there are going to be a lot of people
working at the Club who will need good outdoor clothes.” She holds up the bundie
she’s been gathering.

“So the Colorado Club is... ahotel ?”

She smiles. “Kinda. | think. A hotel with lots of land and activities rich people like.”

“A resort, then.”

“Exactly. Good for our little town. Don’'t you think?’

“Sure,” | say as she ushers me into the changing room.

“Try these on, sweetie, and I'll be out here if you want some advice or a different

size.

| strip off the wedding dress and dump it in the corner of the room. It’s filthy now
after a full day of traveling. Wedding dresses weren't designed for wear and tear, |
guess. Durability certainly wasn't one of the attributes | was looking for when | tried
on dresses. I'd left shopping to the very last moment—or so the bridal store told me.
They said that normally brides come in as soon as they have a date fixed. They also
told me most brides bring their moms. My mom had no interest in coming. Anyway,
it was easier to go alone. And quicker. | picked the second dress | tried on and,
luckily for me, it didn’t need many alterations.

| pull on a sweater over awhite, long-sleeved t-shirt and look in the mirror. The pants
are navy blue and weirdly lightweight, and the sweater has pockets on the side. It’s

practical and warm, and best of all, it's not awedding dress. I'll take it.

| hear more voices in the store and mentally high-five myself for getting here early



enough to avoid prying eyes.

“I'm sick of it, Marge. He completely takes me for granted. And there's never any
notice,” awoman’s voice says, her irritation obvious.

As | come out of the changing room, | see a redheaded woman perched on a stool by
the cash register. “1 might take myself up to the Colorado Club. Get a new job. I've
got aton of waitressing experience. They might even make me a manager.”

“You want ajacket?’ Marge asks me.

| really need to give Byron back his jacket. His truck was gone already by the time |
woke up, so | didn’t have a chance to return his clothes this morning. | hope he had
another jacket to wear. “Yes, please,” | call, though Marge is already halfway across
the store, searching out the perfect coat.

| smile at the woman with a high ponytail, perched on the stool by the counter. She
mouths ahiback.

“Did you say the Colorado Club is hiring waitresses?’ | ask. It’s not like | expected to
stay in this town when the bus dropped me off last night. But unless | decide to head
home, | don't have anywhere else to go. If there’'s a job here, that might be reason
enough to stay.

“They’'re hiring more than just waitresses,” the woman says. “They want
housekeeping staff, restaurant staff, admins. There are a lot of openings from what |
can tell. Are you job hunting?’

“I might be,” | say. “I just got into town and I’m not quite sure what I’ m doing, to be
honest.”



“Honey, | wasbornin this town and I’m not quite sure what I'm doing.” Her smileis
all warmth and understanding. I’'m unexpectedly touched, and a lump forms at the
back of my throat.

Marge appears with a couple of coat options. “I would recommend the long length.
It's still winter here and it will be for a while.” | nod and decide to go with the one
she’ s suggesting, which is padded and looks like a giant duvet with arms.

“l don't know where you're staying, but the Colorado Club is offering staff
accommodation for out-of-towners,” the stranger chimes in. She shrugs and smooths
down her black pants. “If you're interested.”



Page 12

Source Creation Date: June 11, 2025, 10:25 am

“Thanks,” | say. “I’'m Rosey, by the way.”
“Donna.” She nods at Marge. “We're sisters-in-law.”

| take the pants in two colors. The sweater too. | collect three t-shirts and a five-pack
of socks. I’'m able to pick up some panties and a bra, as well as a hat, gloves, and a
new pair of boots. My sneakers are still wet from the puddle of water outside the
cabin | stepped in this morning.

Marge rings everything up and puts it all in two large bags. “We're open until six, so
just come on by if there's anything else we can help you with,” she says, dliding the
bags toward me.

“Let us know how it goesif you go up to the Colorado Club,” Donna says. “I work at
the vet’s and the diner, so I’ ll see you around.”

We say our goodbyes and | head out, patting Marv on the head as | exit.

| look like I’'m about to hit the trails. But it’s better than looking like you just jilted
your fiancé at the altar and hopped a flight out of town without a plan.

| turn right to head up Main Street and find out what else this cute little town has to
offer. | could do with a coffee and a chance to think. I’ ve never seen a place so pretty.
The mountains stretch up behind the town like dramatic scenery in a play. But it
makes the place feel cozy. Protected.

As|’'m staring up at the clear blue sky stretching into infinity behind the mountains, a



young kid offers me a flyer and | take it. Across the street, there’'s a café with a
gigantic black tea cup in the window. | head toward it while | glance at the flyer in
my hand. It’s a notice about job opportunities at the Colorado Club.

I’m pretty sure thisiswhat they call fate.

SIX

Byron

| can’'t get Rosey out of my head. | don’t even know her last name and I’'m playing
through all our interactions from last night—not that there’s much to replay. Just the
way she looked in my jacket. The way her hand felt when | gave her the key to the
cabin next door. That goddamn smile.

The Colorado Club needs to recruit thirty members of staff by the end of the week or
we won't be able to complete training before the grand opening. I’ m sitting opposite
the glass windows that look out onto the Colorado Rockies, but | barely see the
looming mountains. All | can think about is the woman in the ripped wedding dress,
who rolled into town without a bed for the night.

When | left this morning, al the lights were off in her cabin. She was either still
asleep or she'd already left. Maybe she went back to wherever she came from, and
decided to give her fiancé another chance.

Or maybe not.

“We've had a couple more applications today but I'm hoping that's going to
increase,” Hart says. “We' ve got four people in town handing out flyers, and as of
thirty minutes ago, the shuttle bus between the Club and the town will run every
thirty minutes.”



“People need to know that the place is easy to get to if their car breaks down or they
don’t have access to transportation,” Janet, the head of my HR department, says.
“And it’s good for our sustainability charter too.” | brought Janet in from New Y ork,
and it's clear that’s where she'd rather be. She doesn’'t get the culture here in Star
Falls. It's understandable. If last night at Grizzly’s taught me anything, it's that I'd
forgotten how much this town is alaw unto itself. I’ve sunk a lot of money into the
Colorado Club, but that doesn’t make me the king around here.

“Thanks for the update. Janet, you and | need five minutes,” | say, effectively
dismissing Hart.

We're in one of the lounges, but because the Club isn’'t open yet, we're the only ones
here. | could have these meetings in my office, but it's good to be visible to what staff
we' ve managed to secure. Besides, it's good for me to see what’s going on around
here—things | might missif | were stuck in my office.

“Areyou sitting in on interviews?’ | ask Janet, once Hart has | eft.

“Absolutely. For the more junior positions, I’'m not leading the interviews, but I'm
there.”

“1 think you need to take a step back,” | say. Janet is a seasoned New Y orker. | can be
blunt with her.

“Okay,” she says. | hear the edge of a question in her tone.

“I went into town last night. There's clearly a local issue—wariness around the
changes the Club will bring. | think we need to make things less formal.”

“Morefolksy?’ she says, raising a cynical eyebrow.



God, I miss New Y ork sometimes. Not as much as | thought | would, but enough.

“People need to be interviewed by their direct managers. We have the first tier of
management in place—that couldn’t have happened without you. But a lot of the
recruitment decisions we're making now are around more junior staff. They have a

different perspective. Maybe it's folksy they need. Or maybe they don’t trust New
Yorkers.”

Janet pulls her shoulders back. “You're right. And | guess you can take me out of
NY C, but you can't take NY C out of me.”

“Right,” | say. “We both know thisisn’t a permanent position for you.”
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“For you either, right? You'll be back in New York as soon as this place is up and
running?’

“Exactly,” | say. | have no intention of leaving New York permanently. But for the
next six months, | need my focus to be here. There's too much at stake for me to be
on the other side of the country. I miss my friends and the anonymity of the city. |
miss the energy, the constant hum of traffic and people. I'm not leaving for good. But
in the meantime, the mountains aren’t such a bad backdrop. Mountains that have been
here seventy-five million years and will tower over this valley for millions more. No
matter how long | stay in New York, | know this view will be back here, waiting for
me.

“How long until the VP of HR arrives?’

“Thursday,” she says. “But she’'s coming from Switzerland. And before that, Paris.
She’ s not going to befolksy.”

“No, but she’sin the hotel business. She'll do okay.”
“So I'm fired?” Janet looks hopeful.
| chuckle. “Not yet. But almost. I’ll get you back to New Y ork as soon as | can.”

“And I'll be going back to Miller Investments, right? Or am | fired from that too?
Y ou’ re looking kinda comfortable here.”

“I’'m not going to be back in New York for at least six months. | need to be on the



ground here. But you're not getting away that easily. | need you back here every
month at least. Senior management coaching, one-on-ones...”

“1 can cope with once a month. Y ou never know, | might even start to look forward to
alittle mountain air.”

We stand and something catches Janet’s attention out the window. “The first shuttle
from town just arrived.”

| glance down and see Rosey step off the bus. She's no longer wearing a wedding
gown. She looks like she could have been born in Star Falls, complete with hiking

boots and a beanie.

“Looks like we have our first local candidate of the day. Don’'t worry. I'll get
someone else to interview her so we don’t scare her off.”

“You think she's herefor ajob?’ | ask. This morning | convinced myself she was just
passing through. She definitely said she only needed the cabin for a night or two.

“She doesn’'t work here at the moment, and the busisn’t for day-trippers,” Janet says,
making avaliant effort at keeping theduhout of her voice.

If she’slooking for ajob, she'll need a place to stay.

“Is the staff housing finished?’

“Enough for staff starting this week. There’ s another block due to finish construction
thisweek. Furnishing will be complete at the end of next week.”

If she gets a job here, Rosey will need the cabin for a couple of more days. | can't
shake off the feeling of conflict in me. | like the idea of Rosey being next door for a



few more days. But if she works here? That will make me her boss.

“We're on track,” Janet assures me, bringing me back to the moment. Right—staff
housing, the grand opening, our readiness to receive guests. That's what | should be
focusing on, rather than what it might mean to Rosey if I’'m her boss.

Because it doesn’t mean anything. She's just gotten out of a serious relationship, if
her wedding dress is anything to go by. She's running from god-knows-what. And
I’'m focused on making the Colorado Club a success. Failure isn’'t an option.
Everything I’ ve worked for since | was seventeen years old ison the line. If this place
doesn’t work?—

| can’t even finish the thought. Failure isn’t even a possibility | can contemplate. And
not just because my fortune's at stake. There's something less tangible | could lose,
too.

Despite the fact that 1’ ve been gone fifteen years, this town has a long memory. The
Colorado Club is the key to Star Falls seeing me as a native son making good, not as
the kid whose dad lost all the family money gambling and got killed in a bar fight.

The bus starts to maneuver around some crates that have been stacked in front of the
main entrance of the Club. Presumably, now it's dropped Rosey, it's going back
down the mountain to trawl for more candidates. | make a mental note to tell the
project manager, Kathleen, to start clearing the entrance. We're having a
photographer come up in a week or so for publicity shots, and we can’'t have it
looking like a construction site.

As the bus pulls away, it reveals Rosey standing alone out front, looking up at the
Club. She doesn’t see me, though she's practically staring right through me. Maybe
i’ sthe reflection or where I'm standing. | have to stop myself from waving.



“ Should someone go down and check what she needs?’ | ask Janet.

“If she can’t figure her way through the front door, I'm pretty sure | don’t want her
working here.”

“Right.” | nod, pulling my gaze away from Rosey. “Will you interview her right
away?’ | ask. Maybe | should join the interview. It might help Rosey feel at ease.

Jesus, what is my obsession with making her feel better? | need to get a grip and
focus.

“She may have to wait a little. | have to get Sally to conduct the interview, as you
don’'t want me doing it. But I'll get her situated.” Janet eyes me suspicioudly.
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“It'sjust... | want to encourage local applicants,” | say, trying to justify my interest.
“Maybe | should go down.” The moment the words leave my mouth, | wish | could
take them back. What am | going to say to her”Howdy, neighbor, looking for a
job?Rosey knows me as the guy next door. Not the boss. Not the rich guy from New
York City. And that’s exactly how | want it to stay.

Maybe that's why | feel drawn to her—because in this town where everyone knows
who | am and who | was last time | lived here, Rosey only knows me as the nice guy
from the bar who gave her a place to stay when she needed it most.

| check my watch. “I have a call, excuse me.” | need to get out of here or Janet's
going to accuse me of having a crush on the woman who just arrived for an interview.
And she wouldn’t be wrong.

SEVEN

Rosey

I’m wrestling with the key to my cabin, trying to pull it out of the lock, when my cell
rings. | pull it out of the deep pocket in my extra-warm coat, which | might never take
off it's so cozy. A chill shudders down my spine. I'm not exactly fielding calls left

and right at the moment.

Since Frank and | traded messages when | arrived, | haven't heard a word from
anyone in Oregon. Not from him, my mom, or any of my sisters.

It's like I"'m on some kind of pre-booked vacation and they’ll see me when I’'m back.



No big deal.

But the caller isn't anumber | recognize, so | answer.

“Rosey, it's Sally. It was so good to meet you this afternoon. I’m excited to say we
want to offer you ajob.”

| hold my breath, worried that if | let it out, | might squeal with excitement.

When | arrived at the Colorado Club, | wasn’t sure what job 1I'd be applying for.
Without a résumé or a personal recommendation, | didn’t have much going for me.
But | explained that | was traveling through town and hadn’t thought about staying
until 1 heard about the Club. Sally was more than understanding and said | could be
considered for awaitressing position. The pay is alittle more than | earned at Frank’s
garage, and | can live onsite in staff housing at half the price of the rent Mom charged
me. It feels like the perfect opportunity just landed in my lap.

Why wouldn’t | say yes?

A car pulls up behind me. | spin on the porch and see Byron in his truck. He's been
so kind—Ietting me stay in the cabin, lending me his clothes. | don’t know if it’'s his
kindness or something about the evening light, but he’s even more attractive than he
was when | first laid eyes on him. Which is saying something, because last night |
was pretty sure he was the best-looking man in America. With his face framed by the
car window, he looks like a movie star or a tortured poet. He pushes his hands
through his hair, giving emphasis to his natural pout. | let out a small sigh.

“Rosey? |s everything okay?’

Sally’s voice on the line brings me back to myself. “Oh, yes, thanks so much. When
do | start?’



| can’t help staring as Byron emerges from his car. He' s tall and broad and perfectly
proportioned. Whenever | looked at Frank, his shoulders seemed too narrow for the
rest of his body, but there's nothing about Byron that doesn’t fit. His legs are covered
in dark denim, and his long fingers close around the keys to his truck in atight grip |
can almost feel around my wrists. My nipples tighten against the fabric of my bra.

Our eyes lock and my stomach tumbles like his gaze has caused some kind of internal
earthquake. All of a sudden, any doubts | had about saying yes to the job | just got
offered melt away. | want to stay in Star Falls awhile.

“Tomorrow at nine thirty? Staff housing won’t be available for another week. Will
that be a problem?’

| can’t tear my eyes from Byron. He's come home just at the right time. | need to ask
himif | can extend my stay.

“I’ll figure something out, no problem. See you tomorrow at nine thirty. And thanks,
Sally,” | say hurriedly and hang up.

| take the four steps down from the porch as Byron heads back to his cabin. “Hey,” |
say, holding up a brown paper bag from Marty’s Market. “I have celebratory hot
chocolate. Y ou want to join me?”’

He turns, a look of uncertainty on his face. All of a sudden, I’'m self-conscious that
I’ve asked a perfect stranger over for hot chocolate. It's not just because he's so
handsome and... magnetic or something, but | kind of don’t know how to be outside
of my old life in Oregon. Am | being too friendly? Too enthusiastic? He's the only
person | know in Star Falls. And he’s agood guy. He's been good to me and the |east
| can do is offer him adrink. Right?

Maybe that’s not how things work. Mom never allowed anyone in our trailer, so I'm



not exactly practiced when it comes to extending invitations. Then again, I'm not in
Oregon anymore.

He shrugs. “ Sure. What are you celebrating?’

We take the steps up to my cabin.

“l got ajob today. At the Colorado Club,” | say, excitement flooding back. | don’t
know if it's the job or Byron saying yes to the hot chocolate. There's a lot to be

excited about.

“Huh,” he says. “Weéll, congratulations.” He doesn't sound impressed, but that
doesn’t dull my happiness.

We head inside and it's a little awkward, since I've essentially just invited Byron
over to his own house.

“You never did tell me why you rented two cabins,” | say. | take a saucepan from the
cupboard and fill it with milk before putting it on the stove.
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“Thought | might need both.”

Is he being deliberately vague? What would he need two cabins for? But | shouldn’t
pry.

“So, are you like me? Just passing through?’ | ask, trying to get the conversation
started.

Byron's not a big talker. But based on the fact | survived last night without him
taking an axe to my neck, | figure he's at least not a murderer.

“1I"m back here for work,” he says. “But | aso grew up here.”

| grab a wooden spoon from the drawer and lean back against the sink while the milk
heats. | don’t unzip my coat because | can almost see my breath in front of me, it's so
cold in here. “That’s cool. Y ou can see family when you' re not working, then.”

He winces at my words. |’ ve obviously said something wrong. I’m not good at this
entertai ning-friends-at-home thing, but | want to be. | start switching on the heaters to
try and warm the place up. “I wish these things were on atimer. | hope it doesn’'t take
long to heat up.”

“We should take the hot chocolate on the porch,” he says. “Then you'll feel the
difference when you go back inside.”

“Sounds like you’ ve done that before. | guess you know all the tricks, growing up in a
place like this.”



He winces again. How many times can | put my foot in my mouth before the milk
comes to a boil? | pull my beanie back on and resolve not to be so nosey. | grab
mugs, heap a few spoonfuls of cocoa mix into each one.

“l have a favor to ask you, actually,” | say. “Well, at least, | think it's you | need to

“| see. The hot chocolate' sabribe, isit?”

| snap my head around, horrified. “No! Of course not,” | say.

He smiles at me. “It would take more than a mug of hot chocolate to bribe me.”

| narrow my eyes, thinking what | could add to sweeten the deal. “What if | told you |
have marshmallows?’

“Damn,” he says, fisting his hands. “I thought | could resist. Whatever you need,
Rosey. It'syours.”

| laugh, partly because the tension between us seems to have dissolved, and partly
because he's funny. | wasn't expecting that. | pour out the milk into both waiting
mugs. The way he said my name replays in my head, and my smile stays planted on
my face as | sprinkle each mug with marshmallows. Our fingers touch as he accepts
the mug from me, and our eyes meet. If this was a different place and | hadn’'t just
ditched Frank at the altar yesterday, I’d think we were flirting. But that can’t be what
thisis.

My cheeks heat and | turn away to collect my mug so he doesn’t see.

He holds the cabin door open for me and we head outside.



A handmade wooden bench-swing hangs from the roof of the porch. Byron takes a
seat, propping his crossed legs up on the porch railing, like he'slived in this cabin his
entire life. He fits. The colors of his clothes melt into the surrounding trees and
mountains. The scruff of his beard looks like it's been there ten years rather than the
two days the length suggests. He looks solid and part of this place in a way that
makes me feel safe—like | can stay for awhile.

“Tell me what you need, Rosey.” He's looking over the tops of the pine trees on the
other side of the road, out into the dark. The humor in his tone has gone, replaced

with an intensity that feels more natural.

| realize I'm staring at him, at his chiseled jaw and the turtleneck sweater that ends
just where his beard begins.

“Oh yes. The cabin. You... I’'m not sure if it's your decision, but I'd like to stay for
another week if that's possible. The Colorado Club has housing for staff members,
but it won't be ready for aweek. | don’t know if you needed this place or?—"

“You can stay,” he says. “That’s not a problem.”

Everything just seems to be dotting into place. This cabin. The job. Assoon as| need
something, it drops in my lap—Iike Star Fallsis magic or something.

“That’'s great. Thank you. And you never did tell me how much it costs per night. |
can pay you in advance if that works better for you.”

“You don’'t need to pay me. It was going to be empty anyway.”

“What? | haveto pay you. I’m going to be here aweek.”

“Serioudly,” he says, till facing forward, almost like he doesn’'t want to look at me.



“It'snot abig deal. | just thought | might need the place. But in the end, | didn’t. You
did.”

“1 have to pay you. This conversation isn’t over.”
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He huffs out alaugh. “If you say so.” He takes a sip of his hot chocolate and makes a
humming noise that reverberates over my skin and echoes between my thighs. If |
didn’t know better, I’d say it almost sounds like a growl. A sexy, powerful growl,
rather than a growl where | think alimb might be in danger of being gnawed off.

“You approve?’ | ask.

“The marshmallows make all the difference,” he says. “Otherwise, | might have
charged you rent.” His tone is serious, but his humor is back. Maybe this is him—a
mixture of stoicism and humor. He lays his head back like he hasn't a care in the
world. It's the first time I’ve seen him relax. In the bar last night and even when he
pulled up tonight, it seemed like he had the weight of the world on his shoulders.
With a little hot chocolate and a porch swing, Atlas has set down the heavens and
earth.

We sit in comfortable silence for a few minutes. Byron speaks first. “My dad died
when | was a kid. My mom remarried, moved away and sorta reinvented herself. So
coming back to Star Fallsis... tricky. There's no family to visit.”

While I’ ve been trying to start inane chitchat, Byron has gone bone-deep straight off
the bat. It’ s intense but not awkward. “1’m so sorry,” | reply. “I just assumed you' d be
visiting family. That was insensitive.”

He glances across at me and shakes his head dlightly. “It's different than | thought it
would be.” A couple of beats pass and | can tell he's thinking. “1 hadn’t been in town
at al before last night at Grizzly’s. I’ ve been keeping myself to myself.”



If he had stayed away last night, we wouldn't have met. Marv and | might have
occupied the same stretch of Main Street for the night. “Too busy?’ | ask.

“Maybe,” he says, pulling in abreath it feels like he’' s needed all day.

“Or maybe you’ ve been avoiding people?’

He turnsto look at me. “ Says the woman who rode into town in awedding dress.”

| can’'t help but laugh. “Yeah. I’'m definitely avoiding alot of people right now. Just
not in this particular town.”

“Did something happen?’ he asks. The question’s open-ended on purpose, | suspect,
but I know he's asking about the reason | called off the wedding.

He went deep, so I’m going to diveright in.

“It took standing in the white dress with minutes to go until the ceremony for the
reality of the situation to sink in. | thought | could marry aman | didn’t love to make
my family happy.” | don’t know why I'm telling him this. He wasn’'t prying. But he's
sharing his secrets, so | don’t mind so much telling him mine.

He doesn’'t say anything but | don’t feel any judgement from him.

“He's a good, decent man, and | know I've hurt him,” | say. “But he deserves
someone who loves him back.”

“We all deservethat,” Byron says on awhisper.

“1 should have realized sooner.” | don’'t know if I'm talking to Byron or myself. Both
of us, maybe. “I caused alot of hurt feelings and wasted money. Hopefully, one day,



he'll seeit’sfor the best.”

“No regrets?’ he asks.

“None.” | sound resolute, because | am. Calling off the wedding was the right thing to
do. I’'m just not sure whether running away was.

“So what now?’ he asks. “You start fresh in Star Falls?”

“Maybe,” | say. “l don’'t have a plan figured out right now.”

“But you have ajob,” he reminds me.

“Yes. | have some breathing room to strategize.”

“Ahh,” he says sagely. “ So you're pre-plan.”

| grin. “Pre-plan. Yeah, | like that.” | take a sip of hot chocolate. “What about you?
Areyou mid-plan?’

He nods slowly. “Yes, definitely mid-plan.”

“That’svague,” | reply, wanting more detail.

“I'm aso pre-sharing my plan.” A smile curls at the corners of his mouth. It makes
him look younger, more carefree.

When | laugh, there’s a howl in the distance in response.
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“You've got the wolves' attention,” he says. Our gazes meet, and there’'s heat in his
eyes | wasn't expecting. “Aswell asmine.”

My stomach flips and | look away. There’s no doubt now Byron's flirting with me,
and the flutters in my stomach say | don't mind a bit. Why would |? The last two
years with Frank have been... disheartening. There was no flirting. No flutters. No
love between us.

“1s having your attention a good thing?’ | ask.

He pushes out a breath. “God only knows. You just jilted aman at the altar and I... |
have stuff going on.” A grin slowly unfurls on his face. “But you make a great hot
chocolate. That’s for damn sure.”

EIGHT

Rosey

The uniforms at the Colorado Club have less than nothing in common with the gray
polyester coveralls | had to wear at Frank’s garage. | used to itch just looking at them.
Nothing I’'m wearing right now could withstand a flamethrower the way a Eugene
Auto Sales uniform could. My plain black pantsuit—black trousers, a fitted white
shirt, and a black vest—might not be fireproof, but it feels anything but plain. | feel
like | should be a patron of afancy restaurant, not a server at one.

“You look great,” the girl with the sleek black bob says from where she's changing
beside me.



“Thanks. Y ou too. The suits are nice, right?’

There are three of us starting today. I'm glad I’ m not the only one.

Bob Girl lowers her voice. “I heard Hugo Boss designed them.”

| couldn’t tell you exactly who Hugo Bossis, but he sure does make nice clothes.
“They feel...” The fabric is soft against my skin and fits like it's been tailored
specifically for me. The outfit is unadorned but makes me feel sexy. Pretty. Prettier
than | felt on my wedding day. But | also feel so comfortable, because it’s such a

good fit. Thisuniform makes me feel like I’'m meant to be here. Likelfit.

“Sophisticated,” she says. “l guess billionaires want their waitresses to look
expensive.”

“Billionaires?’ | ask.

“Y eah, you know—the guests who will be staying here.”

| nod like | understand what she's getting at. It's a hotel. It's not like everyone's
going to be abillionaire.

“I’'m only here to find a husband,” the woman on the other side of the locker room
says. “I heard they take centimillionaires too. I’ d be okay with that.”

She and the other girl laugh. | feel like I’m missing something.

“What's a centimillionaire?’ | ask. That seems the most obvious question of the five |
have in my head right now.



“You know, someone with over a hundred million in the bank,” Bob Girl says. “I'm
Akira, by theway. Thisis Eden.” She nods at the husband-shopper.

13 I ) m Row.”

“Where are you from?’ Eden asks. “Because | know it’s not Star Falls.”

| smile, not quite sure how she's so certain. “Oregon.”

“Oh, so you just came for the job too?’ Akira asks. “As soon as | saw ‘exclusive
private membersresort,’ | packed my bags.”

“Private members resort? | thought this was a hotel 7’ | ask.

“You can’'t come here unless you're a member,” Akira says. “You have to apply, be
accepted, pay a membership fee. It'sawhole thing.”

Wow, that sounds... weird. “So... not ahotel,” | say, hoping for a confirmation.

“Itis,” Akirasays. “And it has lodges and chalets too. Some are owned and some are
rented. But you can only get into this place if you're amember.”

Eden’s eyes grow wide. “And guess what? Annual membership is a hundred and fifty
thousand a year. Y ou gotta be rich to afford that. | just hope some of them are single.”
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A hundred and fifty grand a year? Just to be able to come here? That’s insane. “So
it's like an all-inclusive?’ | say. One of the girls back at the garage went to an all-
inclusive in Jamaicafor her honeymoon. Everything was free once you got there. She
said she and her husband had the time of their lives.

“The exact opposite,” Akira says, who seems to know everything | don’t about the
Colorado Club. “You pay the membership, then you have to pay for everything else

on top. So drinks, food, your room—everything.”

“l don't get it,” | say. “Why would you do that? Why wouldn’t you go to Aspen and
not spend a hundred and fifty grand a year to come here?’

Akirajust laughs. “Because the people who come here only want to mix with other
people who are as rich as them. They want the slopes to themselves. They want
caviar on every menu. They want waitresses dressed by Hugo Boss. Millionaires go

to Aspen. Billionaires come to the Colorado Club.”

“You should really get ajob in the marketing department,” Eden says. “You make it
sound like heaven for VIPs.”

“That’swhat it is. A roped-off section of heaven.”
“And we' re lucky enough to work here,” | say on alaugh.
“Until we land rich husbands and become guests ourselves,” Eden says on awink.

“I heard the real big fish is the owner of the place. He's a multibillionaire



apparently,” Akirasays.

“And about a hundred years old, no doubt,” | say.

“Even better!” Eden says, and dissolves into laughter. “ The only problem is, he might
never be here. Someone that rich probably doesn’t get involved in like, running the
place.”

“Apparently this guy is here,” Akira says. “One of the reception agents thinks he's
gay. Or hopes he is. Apparently he's in the gym alot. He's got quite the bod, by all

accounts.”

“Does he wear a ring?’ Eden asks. “How old is he? | need details. Is he definitely
gay? Isthere flexibility?’

“Flexibility?’ | ask, unsure what she’s talking about.

“Likeishe bisexua?’ Eden asks. “1 could make that work.”

“We need to go,” | say, not wanting to tumble down that particular rabbit hole.
“We're meeting Hazel in the lobby. Maybe we'll get to see the owner on our tour.”

“If | see him, | might propose on the spot,” Eden says.

“Sounds like an excellent way to lose your job,” | reply.

Eden mutters something and we make our way out of the locker room. We head to
the main lobby, where we' ve been told we' re going to start our tour.

“I'm Hazel,” atal Black woman says. “I'm heading up your induction today. Any
problems with your uniform, fill out the form you received over email.”



Akira puts up her hand. “If we're not open yet and there are no guests around, why
are we wearing uniforms?’

Hazel mostly covers up her irritation. I’m not sure if she's been asked the question a
hundred times and is sick of it, or she just doesn’'t like questions. Either way, Akira
doesn’t seem to notice.

“If you're in member areas, you must always be in a uniform. No excuses. Yes,
you're training, but it’'s best to start as we mean to go on. The uniform helps create a
mindset of professionalism and service.” She doesn't invite any further questions.
“We're going to start with a tour and I’ll give you some information about the resort
and our expectations in terms of our approach to members and service.” She pauses
and winces dightly. “There will be pop quizzes along the way. | wanted to tell you up
front so you don’t get a shock.”

“You're going to test us?’ Eden asks.

“Yes. The service we provide to members needs to be consistently first class across
the entire resort, so there's an expectation for all staff to share a baseline of
operational knowledge. The tests help us ensure consistency and understanding. They
also help us understand how well senior management are communicating.”

I’m not sure what she said, but I'm starting to feel real pressure and we're only three
minutesiin.

Hazel takes a step closer to us. “Look, we're not trying to catch you out. That's not
the aim. We just want you to know the resort well and be able to communicate with
members properly. If they want to know what time the slopes open, we want you to
be able to say, The lifts are manned twenty-four hours a day and lighting is available
on the green, blue, and red runs on request.”



“Oh, soit'snot like... questions about the menu?’ Akiraasks.

“It will be that too, but the members here will have huge expectations of you, so
you' || need to know about the entire resort.”

Because they’re rich, | think. The richer they are, the more power they have. The
more they expect. | aways thought Frank was rich, but although his house was in a
great neighborhood and he didn’t look at prices in the grocery store, he wasn't the
kind of rich that could spend a hundred and fifty grand a year just to get a chance to
book this place.
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“There’ s no need to feel intimidated,” Hazel says. “We'll role-play alot of scenarios,
and there are work-arounds to everything.” Her smile is warm and encouraging, but |
can’ thelpfeeling intimidated. Checking in cars for service at Frank’s dealership was a
job 1'd done for two years. | could do it with my eyes closed. It was just afew clicks
on a mouse, filling out a name and address, and asking the customer a couple of
questions | read from the screen. This sounds much more complicated.

“Let’s start here,” Hazel says, her attention pulled toward the enormous flower
arrangement on the round, polished table in the center of the lobby. “A member might
ask you what flowers are in the arrangement.”

Jesus, were we al going to be trained in floristry now too?

“We don’t expect you to be able to keep up with the different arrangements here or
elsawhere throughout the resort, but there’s a full list in reception at al times. So all
you would say is, ‘We use alocal florist. | can get you full details.” Then you would
tell your supervisor of the request and either you or your supervisor would retrieve
the details and bring them to the member. Reception will have the information on a
beautifully presented card with a scannable QR code, which allows the member to
order an arrangement with the same or different flowers for their accommodation.
Does that make sense?’

| swallow as| realize the expectations these guests are going to have of us. Of me.

“What's the average length of stay for a guest?’ Akira asks. “Will we get a chance to
get to know them?”’



Hazel smiles. “We refer to people staying here asmembers. Ormembers and their
guests. So if you're staying in the resort, you're either a member or the guest of a
member. We want people to feel they belong here. This is their home away from
home. Indeed, some of the members will own lodges here.”

We must look a little shell-shocked, because Hazel smiles. Again. Maybe alittle too
wide this time. “It will take some getting used to, but we recruited you because we
know you’ re capable of providing the level of service we aim to provide.”

“It'salot,” Eden says. “But no pain, no gain. We'll probably need to know about the
owner of the place too, won't we?’

“We're not going to overload you on your first day. Today we'll be focusing on the
tour so you can understand the layout of the resort.”

“Sounds good,” | say, before Eden can reveal her real motivation for taking this job.

“First on our tour are our four main restaurants. You'll get a sense of the differencein
vibe. All three of you will be working primarily in Autumn, but it’s important you
know all the restaurants so you can advise our members accordingly. You'll be
required to cover in other restaurants from time to time, depending on bookings and
staffing levels.”

We follow Hazel along the corridor, down some steps into the first restaurant of our
trip—Blossom. Its booths are pink velvet and the color scheme somehow contrasts
beautifully with the gray blue of the sky beyond the floor-to-ceiling windows. As we
walk through the restaurant, |1 notice how the staff are dressed exactly like us. | guess
we'll all fade into the background when the members are here.

It feels like a very different world to one I've ever visited before. If I’d married
Frank, | wouldn’t know places like the Colorado Club existed. | wouldn’t understand



that waiters and waitresses for the seriously wealthy don’'t dress the same as normal
waitstaff. It feels like I’ ve woken up on a different planet. It’s certainly a world away
from Oregon. I’'m surrounded by people I’ ve known for less than an hour, in atown
I’ ve been in just over two days. All | can think is how | was about to get married and
cement my future when | knew so little of the world.

Eden’s looking around, probably trying to spot the wealthy, gay owner of the
Colorado Club.

“Here we are at Blossom. It’s our fine-dining restaurant. Some members will want to
eat here all the time, but we think most will come here once or twice aweek.”

The tables are very spread out and the space seems small. Then again, | don’'t have
much to compare it to. I’ve only ever been out to dinner with Frank and he just
wanted the best steak. Fine dining wasn't really his scene. Hazel keeps talking about
the chefs and the menu, and | mentally rush to commit it al to memory. | wish | had
my cell, so | could take notes, but it’'s strictly forbidden to have a personal phone
while you’ re on shift.

“Did you see that guy in the suit?” Eden whispers as we trail Hazel toward the
kitchen. | was focused on Hazel, worrying about how I’ [l remember to pronouncefois
grascorrectly.

Eden turns her head and | follow her gaze. Three men head in the opposite direction,
so al | seeistheir backs. Living next door to Byron has done areal number on me. |
swear, I'm imagining him everywhere. It's just, the middle guy is about the same
height and has the same broad shoulders.

“The guy in the middle?’ | ask. As well as broad shoulders, he also has a nice ass. |
haven’'t noticed Byron’'s ass, but | make a mental note to check it out next time | see
him. Maybe that will be tonight. | don’t know why he’s filling up my head when |



have so much else to think about. | keep thinking about how open he was, talking
about hisfamily. Like we're already close confidants or something. Mom aways told
us we should keep ourselves to ourselves—keep it in the family, she'd say. So while
I’ve never before had the kind of bare-your-soul conversation Byron and | shared,
with him, it felt entirely natural.

She shakes her head. “ The one on the left. Y ou think that’ s the owner?”

| shrug. | want to tell Eden that marrying a man because he’s rich might not make her
happy, but | know there’ s no point. Maybe it will be enough for her. It wouldn’t have
been for me. | don’'t know whatwillbe enough for me, now that I’ ve cut my tether to
the life | thought | had to have in Oregon. But Star Falls might be the place where |
start to figure it out.

NINE

Byron

| shouldn't be here. I'm playing with fire, dancing with danger—whatever the
metaphor. | should stand up, take my hot chocolate inside and return some calls or
watch the game. | should do literally anything but stand here on my front porch,
waiting for Rosey Williams.

But here |l am.

After | saw her earlier today at the Club, | asked my assistant to remind me when I'd
signed off on the waitstaff uniforms. | hadn’t expected a plain black pantsuit to be so
provocative. Maybe it was justwhowas wearing it that made the uniform seem so
suggestive. Rosey looked sexy as fuck, her hair swept up, giving easy access to her
neck. Then there was the way the vest clung to her torso, emphasizing her curves and
small waist. I'd never even noticed the uniforms until today. Until | saw Rosey in



hers.

| don’t know why | ended up telling her about my family background yesterday. For
some reason, | wanted to share with her. Not that I’ ve revealed the whole story. Like
the fact that I’m the owner of the Colorado Club.

Will she be pissed | didn’t tell her? Not that she’d have any right to be—I mean, we
hardly know each other. Except it feels like we do. Or we... should. Maybe I'm
hoping she'll feel like Ishouldhave told her. Like | owe her something
because—because what? We shared a mug of hot chocolate and a conversation?

I’m being ridiculous.
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I’ ve never been one to question and second-guess myself like this. Not in business.
Not with women. Why has Rosey managed to get under my skin?

The bus pulls up on the main road, to let me off at the end of the drive and | watch the
door open with embarrassing eagerness. Rosey appears in the doorway, calls a thank-
you back to the driver and steps down to the road. She’'s smiling to herself and that
makes me grin. Two days ago she walked out on her fiancé and she's already smiling
into the cold Colorado air. Is that the Star Falls Effect?

“Hey,” she calls as she sees me, my boots resting on the balustrade of the porch.
“More hot chocolate?’

“You' ve made me an addict,” | say. “You want some? Milk’s still warm in the pan.”
Her grin lifts on one side and she nods.

| stand and throw her a blanket. | don’t have a swing on my porch, just a bench. “Get
under there. It's cold tonight.”

When | return with her drink, the green plaid blanket is pulled up to her chin.
“1 should have taken my coat off on the bus,” she says. “So I'd feel the benefit.”
“You want to go inside?’ | ask her.

She reaches up for her drink. “No, this will warm me up.” She glances at the mug.
“No marshmallows?’



“I’m not asking for any favors tonight,” | say, as | take a seat next to her. If she only
knew I'd had my assistant arrange for the hot chocolate and milk to be added to my
grocery order today. Gary got overexcited at the mild change in routine, and started
suggesting other things, including marshmallows. He gets me the same order of
groceries every week. When | told him | just wanted the hot chocolate and milk, it
was like I’d just taken away his favorite toy. Poor guy is assistant to the most boring
man in the world, apparently.

“We'll get you there.” She shifts the blanket around so it covers both our legs, and |
let her even though the air seems to have warmed several degrees since she got off
the bus. “I’ ve got a week before | move. You're going to be able to make the perfect
mug before | leave.”

My stomach tugs at the thought that she won't be my neighbor for much longer. |
chastise myself. It's good she's moving. No more dancing with danger. No more
taking stupid risks because the woman in the cabin next to mine is hot. I'm in Star
Fallsto work, not to fuck the staff. I’ ve got to stay focused.

Sowhy am | still sitting here?

“How was your first day?’ | ask.

“A little overwhelming.” She sighs, and | have the urge to fix whatever’s troubling
her—to extract every detail of what she's struggling with so | can make it better. “It
all seems so complicated. I’ ve never worked in a hotel—no, not a hotel, aresort.” She
laughs. “You know we can't call the guestsguests, because it might make them feel
like they’re not at home? They remembers.” She squeals. “And apparently it
costsmembersa hundred and fifty thousand dollars a year to... | don’t realy
understand what that gets them, actually. The ability to pay more to stay there? It's
wild. All that money.” She shakes her head like she really doesn’t get it. “Can you
Imagine?’



She turns her head in my direction when | don’t answer.

“1 think having alot of money comes with its own challenges,” | say, not wanting to
outright lie. If | tell her the truth, it will change things between us. I’'m her boss, after
al. “Just like having no money.”

“1 guess. | mean, | suppose the super-wealthy have different worries. But I’d happily
trade champagne problems for food insecurity any day.” She says it like she has
experience, which fills me with a deep urge to make things better.

She turns back to face the woods again, and we sit in silence for afew beats.

“l don’t think money necessarily makes you happy,” she says. “You know what |
mean? | think you can be happy with money and sad with money.”

“Right,” | say, because | don’'t really want to say anything. | just want to listen to
what she hasto say.

“Frank—my ex-fiancé—he had money. Not Colorado Club money, but he was very
comfortable. To me, and probably to most people in our town, he wasrich.”

“But he wasn't happy?’

“No,” she says. “I think hewas. | just don’t thinklwould have been happy with him.”

“And you were marrying him for the money?’ | hope she can’t hear the edge in my
voice.

“No,” she says, her voice bright, like she’s not offended by my question. “Not for me,
anyway. | think it was the safety for my family. Frank is kind and generous, and my
mom loves him. | have three sisters who... let’s just say I'm the oldest and the most



sensible. Frank’s given one of them a job. He represented a secure, dependable
future.”

“But you didn’t marry him.”

She pulls in a deep breath. “It wasn’'t enough. | didn’t love him.” She takes a sip of
her drink. “And honestly, | think it was important for him to take care of me—in
every sense. | was going to live in the home he bought years before we met. | worked
at his garage. | dotted into his life. That worked for him. It gave him a sense of
control.”

“1 think that soundslike it could be... constraining for you.”
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She gasps, and | feel her body shift beside me. “Constrained. That’s exactly how | felt
in Oregon. It was like | was living in abox and could feel every edge. Every corner. |
knew every inch of that box, and if | married Frank, it was al 1’d ever know.” She
takesasip of her drink. “I sound ridiculous.”

“1 don’t think you sound ridiculous at all.” | can’t say it to her, but | think the way
she’ sdescribing her life iskind of poetic. And more than alittle sad.

“My mom would definitely think | was being ridiculous. | guess that’s why I’'m in
Star Falls and not back in Oregon.”

“Because of your mom, not your fiancé?’

She pauses as if she's redly considering my question—Ilike what |’ ve asked her is
important and she wants to give it due consideration. The way we're talking, it's like
we' ve known each other years rather than days. “Frank was a meal ticket for her. She
knew she’d never have to worry about rent or bills as long as Frank was in the
family.” She glances down at her mug, like she doesn’t like what she just admitted.

“ She expected him to look after all of you.”

“1 think that was his expectation, too.”

“ And he was prepared to do that because he really loved you?”’

Her eyes stay fixed on her mug. “I feel terrible. | just left. | should have looked him
in the eye and told him what | was feeling. Instead, | sent him a text as | boarded my



flight. | just knew my mom would force me to go through with it if | stuck around.
Once | decided | couldn’t marry him, there was no way back. If | had married him, |
would have resented him and my mother for the rest of my life.”

“Couldn’t you just tell your mother you didn’t want to marry Frank?’

She fiddles with the edge of her mug. “You'd think so, right? Problem is, my mom
has away of making me feel guilty unless she gets her way.” She stares into her mug.
“She would have told me | was being selfish and reckless, that | would never find a
man as good to me as Frank was.” She's chewing on the inside of her cheek like she
thinks her mom might have been right. | have the urge to scoot closer, to tell her she
did the right thing. But who the fuck am | to this woman?

“Sounds like she’ s more concerned withherhappiness than yours,” | say.

“It' swelrd, the farther | am from her, the more differently | see her. | always thought
she was just doing whatever she needed to do to make sure our family made it. But
now | think she was makingmedo whatevershewanted to make sure our family made
it.”

| set my mug on the railing. “Sometimes parents don’t realize the pressure they’re
putting on their children,” | say. “Or they don’'t think about it.” For years after his
death, | wondered how my dad slept at night, knowing he' d taken out loan after loan
on the family farm to pay off his gambling debts. Eventually, | realized he wasn’t
thinking about us at all. He was only ever thinking about himself.

“Do you think I’ ve been selfish?’ she asks.

“No.” My voice comes out with a gravelly edge. “It sounds like you escaped a future
you didn’t want. That’s not selfish. It’s self-preservation.”



“That’s exactly how it feels.” She scans my face like she’s committing it to memory.
“You say that like you know how that feels, too.”

| let out abreath. “Yeah, | know athing or two about escaping afuture | didn’t want.”
“And you didn’t want Star Falls?’

“l didn’t then,” | say. “Right now, there’s no place I’ d rather be.” Our eyeslock, and |
want to reach across and press my lips against hers. Earlier today—even earlier this
evening—it was clear kissing Rosey was the last thing I'm supposed to do, the last
thing I’m supposed to want. But in this moment, all the clarity has gone and my mind
isfull of fog andher. | can’'t think of one single reason why | shouldn’t be kissing the
woman in front of me.

“Areyou cold?’ she asks, as| take her mug from her and place it next to mine.

| shake my head and cup her face. “Are you?’

She bites down on her lip. “Thisis probably a bad idea, but | want to kiss you right

now.

“You'reright, it probably is a bad idea.” | let my hands drop from her face, but she
places her palms over them and puts them back.

“But | want you to do it anyway.”
We stare at each other for a few more moments. | try to remember why being here,
staring into Rosey’s blue eyes, is a bad idea, but my mind is blank. All | can see is

her.

| lean forward. She smells of a pine forest after rain. Her fingers smooth up my chest



and my entire body clenches at the feel of her touching me. Part of me knows |
should try to resist her, because if | let myself melt into her touch, I’'m screwed. |
can't ever remember feeling this way before. Maybe because in New York, it's
easier. All therules arelaid out in front of you: You go on adate. You kiss, you don’t
kiss. And then you can disappear back into the city if it doesn’t work out. Thingsin
Star Fallsaren’'t so simple.

Rosey lifts her face dlightly, asif she's asking for me, and suddenly | remember why
| shouldn’t be kissing this woman. The Colorado Club. I’m her goddamn boss.

I’m her goddam boss and she doesn’t know it.

| should tell her, say something. She needs to know. But I’'m trying to lie low, stay
focused. Kissing Rosey was never part of the plan.
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A screeching yowl from somewhere interrupts us and we break apart, my hands
falling from her face, our breath still mixing in the cold night air. Just as | begin to
think | imagined the noise, Rosey—panting, chest already heaving—says, “Did you
hear that? Was it awolf?’

We shift to face the wilderness, but | can’t let her go completely. My hand slides
down her arm and takes her hand in mine. “It didn’t sound like awolf.”

The yow! sounds again, just before along-haired white cat lands from nowhere on the
porch railing.

“Fuck!” | say. “Where did that come from?’

Rosey starts to laugh next to me. “Not awolf, then.”

“Way scarier than awolf.”

“Byron, it's the fluffiest cat I’ ve ever seen. There' s nothing scary about it.” She leans
forward, holding out her hand. “Here, kitty, kitty. Who do you belong to? Is she Beth
and Mike' scat?

“1 have no idea. But Beth and Mike live on the other side of town, so | doubt it.”

“Maybe we should feed it.”

“That will just encourage it to stay.”



Shebeamsas| say it, like that was her exact plan.

“But it's someone else's cat,” | say, as if that's the rea reason | don't want to
encourage its presence here. “I’'m sure they’ Il missit if you steal it away.”

Rosey narrows her eyes at me. “I’m not sure your intentions are honorable.”

| chuckle. “If you knew what | was thinking up until we got interrupted by that cat,
you’ dknowthey weren’t honorable.”

| enjoy the blush creeping over her cheeks. | glance back at the cat to find it staring at
Rosey, like it knows she’s the soft touch here. It' s not wrong.

It jumps from the railing onto the floor by Rosey’ s legs and starts to rub itself against
her jeans. | can’'t blame it. Wasn't | ready to do the exact same thing a minute ago?

“I’ve always wanted a cat,” she says. “But there wasn't enough room for all of usin
our trailer, let alone a pet.” She scratches the cat under its chin and the cat starts to
purr like a Bugatti.

“It'sloud,” | say.

Rosey laughs. “You jealous?’ she asks. “You want me to tickle you under your
chin?’

“You can do anything you want to me,” | reply.

“1I"m going to take arain check on that,” she says, letting go of my hand and standing.
“1 have an early shift tomorrow. | don’t want to piss off my boss on my second day.”

“Y eah, that would be a bummer.”



She laughs, though I’'m not quite sure why.

| don’t want her to leave, but we barely know each other. | can’'t expect her to stay.
The cat follows her into the cabin, and all | can do is sit here and wonder how the
fuck | almost kissed a near-perfect stranger, and why | don’t know if I'll be able to
stop myself next time.

TEN

Rosey

As Eden, Akira, and | file out of the locker room, ready to meet Hazel in the lobby
for our second day of training at the Colorado Club, excitement fizzes across my skin.
| hope | see Byron again after work. Less than a week ago, | was supposed to be
walking down the aisle with another man. | know it doesn’'t make sense that I'm
almost kissing someone else. Not just almost kissing him, but thinking about him,
dreaming about him, seeing him in strangers at work.

It's just more evidence that Frank was never meant to be my future. In the two years
we were dating, | never felt butterflies in my stomach the way | do when | see Byron.
| have a list of questions | want to ask Byron, and | keep thinking up new ones. |
never had that urgency toknowFrank. Maybe whatever I’m feeling toward Byron is
nothing more than childlike infatuation. But it feels good. It makes me feel aive. I'm
excited for the new day. The fact that | never had that with Frank must mean | made
the right decision by not marrying him.

“We're going to start off by touring the swimming, gym, and spa facilities,” Hazel
says. “We saw the Eat Well Café yesterday, but | want to get into the non-F-and-B
aspects of the area. You'll notice we don't just saysportsor evenindoor sports. Indoor
sports are divided into two areas. First swimming, gym, and spa, which are all on
level one, and then the basketball, squash, racquetball, indoor tennis, and pickleball,



which are al located on the basement level.”

“Isspaasport? Akiraasks. She doesit in such a gently inquisitive way, it’s like she
was born a diplomat.
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“It depends how seriously you take your relaxation,” Hazel says. She smiles and
adds, “It’s not technically a sport, but asit’s in the swimming pool and gym area, we
include it when we refer to our facilities on level one.”

We follow Hazel as she points out the entrances to the spa and gym. She explains that
members will be able to order foods from various restaurants to be delivered to them
wherever they are. “There s no such thing as no,” she says. “If they don’t want to eat
the food at Eat Well, they can order from wherever they like. As waitresses, you
might not be working at Eat Well, but you may well deliver food from the restaurant
you are working at to guests in the basketball court, or who are seated at Eat Well.”

“And if they want to eat in the swimming pool? Or want an order of fries in the
sauna?’ Akiraasks.

Hazel nods like she's been expecting the question. “Y ou need to use your charm and
influence to persuade them to a suitable dining location. If they’re on the basketball
court and want a burger, that’s fine. It's a big space, they’ re probably with a group of
friends who all feel similarly. If they’'re in the sauna and order soup, you would say
something like, ‘I can certainly get that delivered to Eat Well to be ready for you as

soon as you' ve finished your sauna.
“If theyinsiston soup in the sauna?’ Akira asks, an expression of concern on her face.
“Speak to your supervisor. They’ll be able to handle it. Bear in mind that while our

members will be demanding and expect perfection, they’'re sophisticated travelers.
It'sunlikely they’ Il make arequest for soup in the sauna.”



Despite what Hazel says, I'm not convinced members won't make outlandish
requests. Frank was by no means a billionaire, but he liked what he liked. And he
didn’t like people saying no to him. | can only imagine a billionaire will be a
thousand times worse.

“The key thing,” Hazel continues, “is not to get flustered or appear shocked. You
have to act like you're taking it al in your stride—like you've heard this request a
thousand times before. Even if you fedl like a member’ s being unreasonable, you can
never show it. They pay an awful lot of money to have every demand catered to by
us. And we have to do our best.”

For a second | can’'t catch my breath, because what she's describing reminds me of
my relationship with Frank. He was paying, so he had all the power. Just like the
members of the Colorado Club. It was my job to cater to his demands. At least as a
walitress, | get a paycheck at the end of the week and not aring. And | get to leave at
the end of the day.

We come to the pool and stare through the glass at the inviting water.

“How come it's full? We don't have members arriving for a couple of weeks, do
we?’ Akira asks.

“Not my circus, not my monkey,” Hazel says. “But I'm sure they need to test out
everything thoroughly before we launch.”

We file past the doors to the member changing rooms and, through them, enter the
gym. It’s huge and full of equipment I’ ve never seen before. Not that I’ ve ever been a
member of a gym. There's a whirring sound in the background and | wonder if the
air-conditioning is faulty, until 1 notice someone on one of the treadmills in the far
corner of the gym. There's something familiar about the hair, and as | turn back to
whatever Hazel is saying, realization dawns.



| snap my head back toward the runner.

It looks like Byron.

But it can’t be. It doesn’'t make sense. My mind is so full of him, it's embarrassing.
Whoever it is faces away from us, so | can't see his face. He' s shirtless, his muscular
back shifting and bunching with each step. He's built like a Greek god. From what
I’ ve seen of Byron, there’s no doubt he works out—~but this guy has the body of an

Olympic athlete.

| turn back to Hazel and she catches my eye, following my gaze to the runner in the
corner. The runner who absolutely can’t be Byron.

“Let’sgo,” Hazel says, her voice hushed. “We don’t want to interrupt.”

She scurries out of the gym and we follow her.

“Was that a member?’ Eden asks as we exit the gym and take the steps down to the
basement level.

“We're not open to members yet,” Hazel says. “The launch is February fifteenth.”

“So staff can use the facilities until then?’ Eden asks.

“Certainly not. I'm sure you know that use of any of the facilities by staff is strictly
prohibited. That was one of the first things we covered yesterday.”

“So who's that guy?’ Eden asks. She needs to drop it. Hazel is clearly getting more
and more irritated. It realy doesn’t matter who the guy is, doesit? Unless it’s Byron,
in which case, it matters alot.



“That's Mr. Miller,” Hazel says, her voice hushed like we're supposed to know who
Mr. Miller is. Clearing her throat, she resumes the tour. “Thisis the basketball court.”
She opens the double doors onto the full-sized court. I'm sure if | were a basketball
fan, I'd be impressed. Given I'm not, | try toseemimpressed. “There’'s a viewing
gallery above that you can access from the hallway adjacent to the gym. You may
well get food requests up there, although we expect most to be fulfilled by Eat Well.”

| stare up at the viewing gallery, wondering if Mr. Miller is still running. It's
impossible to make out any of the equipment from where we' re standing.

“Next is the racquetball courts.”
Eden rolls her eyes at me. “Will there be maps?’ she asks.

“It'sagood question,” Hazel says, her tone returned to normal. “It’s something we're
working on.”
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We're waiting for an elevator by the entrance to the gym after finishing our tour of
the facilities on this level, when the glass door of the gym opens. We all ook around
to see the shirtless guy with gray shorts coming toward us, a towel around his neck,
his chiseled torso shimmering with sweat.

When my gaze finally lands on his face, | find myself looking straight at Byron.

Our eyes catch for a second, and then he looks to Hazel, nods, and takes the stairs by
the side of the elevators.

“I’'m pregnant,” Eden says. “Like, al-the-way pregnant.”
Hazel glares at her.

“When you said that was Mr. Miller,” | say, as the elevator doors open, “should we
know who that is?’

Hazel looks at me as if she can't believe I'm asking the question. She guides us all
into the elevator, and when the doors close, she says, “Byron Miller. The owner of
the Colorado Club, of course.”

My knees weaken and | step back, hitting the wall of the elevator car.

Byron? The guy in the cable-knit sweater with a hilarious aversion to cats? The hot
chocolate lover in the cabin next door? He can’t be the owner of the Colorado Club.
But Byron was definitely the guy running on the treadmill, shirtless, sweaty, and
completely breathtaking.



“Told you he was hot,” Akira says, but | can’t answer her. | can't form words, I’'m in
such shock.

Why didn’'t he tell me? It makes no sense. Okay, so we barely know each other, but
he knew | got ajob here. | try to recall whether he told me why he was in Star Falls.
Was he deliberately vague? And if he's the owner, why the hell is he staying in the
log cabin next to mine? Surely there's a mansion somewhere on this mountain, ready
for him to movein?

| have a thousand questions churning in my mind. | want to ditch this tour, run after
Byron, and demand answers.

But | have no right to answers.

At least | didn’t kiss him. Or he didn't kiss me. Something inside nudges at me.
Maybe that’ s why he hesitated last night.

Hazel has moved on and we're led into a conference room. It’stime to role-play some
customer service scenarios.

| need some air. | need some time and space to think.

| amost kissed the boss last night. Of all the things on my to-do list at the
moment—and it's a long list—amost kissing my boss is definitely not on there. In
fact, it'son my list of thingsnotto do.

Frank was the boss. | kissed him, and then he kinda became the boss of my personal
life as well as my professional life. Kissing him—or rather, when Mom found out |
kissed him—was the beginning of the end of me being in charge of my life. He was
my boss at work, and if | had married him, probably my boss at home too. He was the
one with money and power and status. | became an adjunct to him, someone who



didn’t warrant her own opinions about anything that came with a bill. Where we ate,
what movies we saw, what hand soap we bought for the kitchen sink—none of it was
up to me.

And it all started with akiss.

| don’t want to get involved with another man who has all the power. Frank owned a
car dealership. How much worse will the dynamic be if the person I’ m kissing owns a
resort for billionaires? My lack of control would just be amplified being with a man
like Byron.

The excitement | felt this morning about seeing Byron tonight and maybe actually
kissing the man | almost kissed last night fades into a pool a my feet. | can't let
things between Byron and me go any further. | can’t go on repeating my mistakes. |
have to create alife for myself, rather than living in the shadow of someone else’s.

ELEVEN

Byron

When the bus pulls up outside the cabins, I’m aready on the front porch waiting for
Rosey. The look of shock and confusion on her face today when | saw her at the
elevators has been scorched onto my mind all day.

There' s no doubt that she will know by now that I'm the owner of the Colorado Club.
Maybe | should have told her before. It's just nice being the guy next door
sometimes. Wherever | go in thistown, | feel like I’m wearing a sandwich board.

The son of Mack Miller.

The kid from Star Falls who ran off to New Y ork and never came back.



| guess| just wanted to be myself with Rosey.

She walks up to our cabins, avoiding my gaze.

“Hey,” | say when she gets near enough to hear me.
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She looks up and the disappointment in her eyesis like a sharp punch to the chest.Did
| cause that?

“Hey,” she says back. “I’m super tired. It's been along day. I’'m gonna head inside.”
She pulls her mouth into a small smile, but it doesn’t reach her eyes. All the promise
has seeped away.

“Rosey,” | say, standing, but | don’t know what I’ m going to follow it up with.

She shakes her head. “Everything’ sfine. I'm just tired is all.”

| can’t force her to stay and talk to me. | watch as she takes the steps up to her front
door and lets herself inside. The lightsin her cabin glow from the windows until, one
by one, she shuts the drapes, snuffing out the orange glow.

“Fuck!” | kick the post at the end of the porch railing in frustration.

The post seems to respond with a yowl and a hiss. | turn and see the white cat that
appeared yesterday has reappeared.

“Don’'t spit at me,” | say. “I haven’'t done anything wrong.”
The cat arches her back and shows me her teeth—Ilike a snake about to bite. Last
night with Rosey, the cat had been all cuddles and purring. Now it looks like she just

found its prey—me.

“Go find Rosey if you want her.”



The cat turns back, almost with a shrug, and marches along the railing, hopping off at
the end and heading to Rosey’s cabin like it understood just what | was telling it to
do. It jumps up, leaning on its hind legs, scratching at her front door. In a few
minutes, Rosey appears. She doesn’'t look over to me, she just bends down to greet
the cat and lets her inside.

Lucky fucking cat.

Maybe | need to try the same tactic.

| go back inside and heat up some milk on the stove. If Rosey won’'t come to me,
maybe | need to go to her. With a peace offering. Not that | did anything wrong.
Okay, so maybe | failed to tell her | owned the place where she worked. But she can’t
be mad with me forever about that. Can she?

When the hot chocolate is ready, | head over to her place with two mugs and knock
on her door. | consider purring to get her to open the door, and then remember who

the fuck | am.

She answers wearing pajamas. Pgamas with cats al over them wearing different
kinds of hats.

“1 made you some hot chocolate.”

| wait the couple of beats of silence it takes for her to respond.

“Thanks, Byron.” She takes the cup from my hand, our fingers brushing as | let go of
the mug. | feel her warmth course through me. | don’t know if it’sthe frigid air or the

woman in front of me, but just being near her shifts every atom in my body.

| set my cup down on her porch railing. “Are you mad | didn’t tell you about the



Colorado Club?”’

Her gaze flashes to mine. “Oh, you mean the part where you're my boss?’ She
doesn’t deliver the words with any spite or venom. It’s the resigned hopelessness in
her tone that breaks me, and | feel awful.

“If it’sany comfort, | don’t even know who your bossis.”

“Byron,” she says, chastising, and her words echo in my chest.

| hold up my hands. “Y ou’'re right, I’'m your ultimate boss and | didn’t tell you that. |
wanted to be your neighbor. Not your boss. And | wanted to kiss you, and then |
didn't because I...” God, | just rewound fifteen years and became an awkward
teenager talking to girlsfor the first time. What the fuck is the matter with me?

| don't know why | said it. Why mention the kiss? Except I’ ve thought about what
kissing her would be like every second since | last saw her. We should both forget
about it. Move on. But it’'s like there's a special kind of gravity in her, pulling me
toward her. I'm helpless against it. | just can’t step away.

She closes her eyesin along blink, and | want to pull her close and make everything
better. “I need to sleep,” she says. “It’s been areally long day.”

She doesn’'t feel the pull like | do. She can't if she can shut the door.

| nod, accepting her decision. | might not want her to go, but | can’t deny that it’s for
the best.

The last thing | need is to have a relationship with a member of the Colorado Club
team. The gossip around Star Falls is bad enough, but no doubt it would spread like
wildfire around the Club. It wouldn’t work. And if it's not going to work, then why



not cut things short now, when it’s easier to walk away?

| push my hands through my hair. Why am | even thinking abouthaving a
relationship? | haven't even kissed this woman and I’ m fast-forwarding. At the pace
I’m going in my head, | might propose tomorrow night.
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I’m afucking idiot and | need to get agrip.

| take the steps down from her porch and head back to my cabin. It doesn’t feel good,
but walking away is the right thing. It was just a kiss and it will all be forgotten in a
few days. | need to keep my focus on my business—the stakes are too high to get
distracted.

As|’m climbing the steps to my porch, the door to her cabin opens.
| freeze as she comes oui.

“Frank was my boss,” she says. “And he had all the money and power, and | know
we just shared a couple of conversations and an amost-kiss. It's not like we're
getting married or even... having sex.” Her voice skyrockets on the last word. “I just
can’t get into that. | can't have someone be the boss of me like that again. | need to
stand on my own two feet and not be so dependent on someone else for...
everything.”

My insides curl up, hating that she felt so out of control and dependent on someone
else. It's exactly how | felt when my dad died and | discovered we didn’t own the
farm anymore. That the loans were all being caled in and we faced eviction. And
even then we were left with the grief over a man who should have been a better father
and husband. | ranawayfrom Star Falls. She rantoStar Falls. But we both ran looking
for the same thing—control over our own destiny.

She doesn’t talk about Frank badly. There' s nothing to suggest he abused his power.
But it doesn’t mean it didn’t impact their relationship. 1've never thought about the



effect my money and power have on relationships. Partly because I've never been
serious about anyone. I'm so thankful she told me—that she didn’t just walk away
leaving me with a thousand questions.

“l getit,” | say. “I"'m sorry | wasn't more open with you.”

“We've known each other five minutes. It's completely understandable why you
might not want strangers to know.”

I’ve told her more than most, and | want to tell her more. What is it about this
woman?

“Thank you for understanding. But I’'m still sorry that it hurt you.”

We stand, looking at each other from our respective porches.

And then the cat jJumps onto the porch railings in front of her, ruining the moment.
Again.

Fucking cat.

“Looks like you got the pet you always wanted,” | say.

She laughs, stroking the cat along its back. “It’s like she's adopted me. | have a day
off on Saturday. If she's still around, I’'ll take her into town and see if anyone's
missing acat.”

“There savet practice on Main Street. Y ou can seeif she's microchipped.”

“Good idea,” she says.



“I"'m full of them,” | say.

“1’m going to go to bed now before...” She pullsin abreath. “Before... before things
get complicated.”

She turns and leaves, and | have to use al my willpower not to ask her to stay.

TWELVE

Rosey

| take my morning coffee to the porch, breathing in the crisp Colorado air. | need to
pick up some more clothes today, and | also need to take the cat into the vet. I’d walk
if it was just me, but given my new feline friend, I’ ve ordered a cab.

| glance over at Byron's cabin. | haven't seen him since our conversation on the
steps. His truck is gone by the time | wake up in the morning, and I’m in bed every
night when | hear him pull up. It doesn’t mean I’ve done anything but think about
him every moment since. More than once I’ ve managed to convince myself that the
connection we seem to share is worth pursuing. Then | remember he's my boss, the
owner of the Colorado Club—and | remember why | need to keep away from him.
It's afrustrating cycle of hope and disappointment.

| need to shake it off. Reboot. Move forward.

| need to get on with my day off. | have a cat to take care of. Part of me is hoping the
vet will have details about an owner missing this kitty. Next week, I’ll be moving into
staff housing, where pets are strictly prohibited. Another part of me hopes | get to

keep her for afew more days.

“Come on. You need to get into your pet carrier so | can take you to the vet,” | say,



like she can really understand me. “Please, Fluffball.” I’ve been trying out different
names. She certainly looks like a fluffball. But I’'m not sure the name suits her. She's
more Athenathan Titania

She looks at me and then sits down exactly where she is and begins to lick her front
paw. It's like she's telling me to fuck all the way off. | can’t blame her. I'm asking
her to step into a plastic prison. She has no idea whether she'll ever get out. Why
would she willingly do that? I'll figure it out once I’ ve had my coffee.

A couple of sips into my drink, Fluffball/Snowy/Athena stops licking, looks at me,
and saunters off in the direction of the cat carrier. I'm half expecting her to strike a
match and burn the thing to the ground, but instead, she sniffs around the entrance
and then heads inside, curling up into aball asif it's her favorite place in the world.
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If only every part of my life was that easy.

As if the universe wants to make sure | understand that is absolutely not an option,
my phone vibrates with atext. A sense of dread shivers down my spine—a response
that’ s starting to feel remarkably familiar whenever an alert arrives.

I’m going to take my winswhile | can still get them, so | set down my coffee and lean
forward to close the door on the cat carrier. “I’m going to take you into town to see if
we can find your owner, Athena.” Maybe that name will stick. She certainly has the
attitude of a Greek goddess of war. When | take her to the vet, she'll probably be
registered as Fluffy Bumpkins. And if sheis, that’s probably why she ran away from
home in the first place.

The cab pulls up, so | abandon my coffee and head into town.

In a couple minutes, we're pulling up in front of the vet. | recognize the woman
behind the reception desk. She was the person who came into Snail Trail when | was
there on my first morning in Star Falls—the woman with red hair who was being
taken advantage of. Donna, | think. | explain that I’ ve made an appointment to see if

the cat is microchipped.

“No problem,” she says. “I can help you with that.” She narrows her eyes a me.
“You're not from around here, are you? But I’ ve seen you before.”

“From Snail Trail.”

Her face breaks into a grin. “The girl in the wedding dress. How could | forget? And



you got that coat,” she says, nodding at my black puffer coat, also known as my most
favorite purchase ever. “I’m Donna.”

“1 remember,” | say. Then, pointing to myself, “Rosey.”

“And now you have acat,” she says. “Looks like you're settling in nicely.”

“It’s not mine. She just turned up outside the cabin I'm staying in.”

“Maybe.” Her eyes twinkle, but I'm not quite sure what she means. “Let’s see.” She
turns back to her computer. “We keep a register of missing pets.” She clicks away at
the screen. “Nope. Not on here,” she says. “We'll check her for a chip, but honestly,
owners that have chipped their animals usually register them as missing as well. And

| don’t recognize her. We usually get to know our patients pretty well here.”

She opens her desk drawer and pulls out what 1ooks like a remote control. “ She seems
pretty sedate.” She glances at me, and | wince.

She laughs and pulls open the door. “Hey, kitty cat. Can | scan you, please?’ She
doesn’'t make a move to try and pull Athena out of the carrier. It's the right decision.

She might lose ahand or at least afinger.

“So you're staying at Mike and Beth’'s cabins?’ she asks. “I thought they were fully
booked, just like the rest of town.”

“Yeah, | managed to get in. How did you know that’s where | was staying?’

“Oh, you know, small town and all.”

The girl who arrived in town in a wedding dress. I’'m never going to escape that
particular label. Part of me wonders whether | should move on. | didn’'t arrive in town



expecting Star Falls to be my new home. | just wanted a bed for the night, but the fact
that I’ ve been able to get ajob and a place to live is more than | have back in Oregon.
It doesn’t make much sense to leave right now.

“I’ll be moving up the mountain next week,” | say.

“Oh, you got ajob in the Colorado Club?’

“Yeah, I’'m awaitress there. Or I’'m going to be. I'm till training.”

“1 hear the training is brutal. There are tests and everything, right?’

“They’re very thorough. They want you to be able to deal with any request from a
member. Y ou have to know the Club inside out.”

“1t’ s beautiful up there, huh? | know it’s not finished, but like, it's super nice.”

Super niceis the most lukewarm description of all time. The Club is more like a
palace in the mountains. “l haven't seen any of the cabins or chalets yet, but the
communal areas are... amazing. |’ ve never seen anything like it. Carpets so deep you
could twist your ankle in them, light fixtures twice my height. Fresh flowers on every
surface. It’s beautiful .”

Donna searches my face like she’s willing me to say more. She lowers her voice to a
whisper, even though there’s no one in the waiting room. “Every time | have a bad
day here, | think about applying. | hear there are a lot of people from out of town
there, though. | don’t know how I’ d feel surrounded by people | don’t know.”

“1 guess you’'d get to know them.”

“You'reright,” she says enthusiastically. She switches on the contraption she has in



her hand, just as Athena decides to exit her carrier.

Donna has the feline touch, because Athena sidles up to her like she's catnip. Donna
strokes and fusses over the cat while she runs the tracker over her body several times.
“You're so beautiful,” she says. “But no one's looking for you. | think you found
yourself a new momma.” She smiles at me. “| can put her details down on our
register so if someone does come looking, we can call you. It could be that her
owners have gone off on a vacation and she's feeling a bit lonely. It's just odd,
because | don’t recognize her.”

“I can’t keep her,” | say. “I’m moving into staff housing at the Club next week. They
don’t allow pets.”
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“We could take her, but if we couldn’'t find a home for her, we'd have to...” She
drags afinger across her neck, like Athenais destined for beheading.

| take a physical step back. “Come on, Athena. Back in your carrier.”

“Maybe put up some found posters around town?’ she suggests. “And stop by at the
diner and let them know. The post office, too. And the market. All around town,
realy. Ask around. If someone’slost a cat, people will be talking about it.”

Athena steps back into the carrier and takes a seat. | shut the door before any heads
canroll.

Donna takes my cellphone and taps away at the computer—presumably, Athena is
now on the lost and found register.

“See you again,” she says. “Maybe up at the Colorado Club.” She smiles wide, and
then holds her finger over her mouth, likeit's a secret.

After | exitthe vet’s office, | look up and down Main Street, trying to orient myself.
Last time | was here, | was only focused on getting out of my wedding dress. | didn’t
bother figuring out the lay of the land. When | see a sign for pancakes, my stomach
starts to rumble. It’ sfate, just like everything el se since the bus dropped me off.

The Galaxy Diner is as cute as can be. The floors are black-and-white checkered tile
and the chairs are cherry red. There are booths by the window and tables in the center



of the restaurant. It's not busy, but a handful of patrons are scattered through the
space, enjoying waffles and coffee and whatever that delicious smell is...

“Take a seat,” a woman with a pencil in her hair calls over the counter. “I’ll be over
in asecond.”

| slide the cat carrier into a booth and follow it. “Be a good cat,” | whisper. “I don’'t
want to get thrown out before | get coffee and pancakes.”

Athena gets the memo because | don’t even get a meow in response.

| glance up at the ceiling and see lots of different-colored spheres hanging from the
ceiling. | guess that’s what gives the diner its name.

Rachel, if the name embroidered on her shirt is accurate, comes over, takes the pencil
from her hair and asks for my order. | scan the menu and realize I’ ve never ordered
my own food at arestaurant, let alone dined on my own. Frank always ordered for me
if we went out, and the two times we went out to eat as a family, Mom ordered for all
of us.

“Are the waffles good?’ | ask.

“They’'re great,” Rachel replies.

“Maybe the pancakes...” I'm not sure. | could just do eggs. “What’'s the chef’s
specialty?’

Rachel narrows her eyes like she’s not quite sure what I’ m asking her. “ The pancakes
are good,” she says. “And the waffles. It's all good.”

| chew on the inside of my cheek. As I’'m deciding, the bell over the door chimes.



When | glance up, | lock eyes with Byron.

My breath catches, and | pull off my scarf, suddenly too hot. He was the last person |
was expecting to see here. His hands are shoved in his dark blue jeans, his navy
sweater fitted close to his torso. He looks even more handsome in the natural light of
the diner’ s huge windows. Shouldn’t he be at the Colorado Club, doing things owners

of billionaire retreats do?

“I’ll take the pancakes,” | say, and hand her back the menu, unable to tear my eyes
from Byron.

It occurs to me that he might be looking for me. Before | can second-guess myself, |
smile at the thought. “Hey,” | mouth.

He nods at me and heads to the counter, siding onto a stool.

| glance back at Rachel, who's looking between me and Byron. “Syrup and butter on
the side, please. And a cappuccino.” Athenais going to have to carry me home.

“Y ou want bacon?’ Rachel asks. “Hash browns?”

“Just the one diabetic coma this morning, thanks.” The truth is, I’'m all maxed out on
decision-making. Choosing pancakes was hard enough.

She shrugs. “Y ou betcha.”

She turns, swiping Byron over the head with her pad of paper as she passes him.

“Rachel,” he muttersin response.

“Heard you were back in town.” She rounds the counter.
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“You heard right.”
“1t’ s been awhile.”
He sighs and ignores her comment. “Can | get a coffee and some scrambled eggs?’
He seems grumpy this morning. Maybe | should leave him aone, but | fed like |
should ask if he wants to come sit with me and Athena. He's my neighbor and my
boss; | don't like the idea that he's in a bad mood and doesn’t have anyone to talk

with about what’ s bothering him.

Once again, | shove down the voice of doubt inside. | dide out of the booth and head
over to Byron.

“Hey,” | say.

He flips his cell so the screen faces the counter, and turnsto me. “Hey.”

“Athenaand | have alovely spot by the window if you want to join us?’

He narrows his eyes. “ Athena?’

“The cat.”

“Oh yeah. For amoment there, | thought you were sharing your waffles with a Greek

goddess.” His expression is blank, like he's not trying to be funny. Is it weird that |
find him hilarious?



| grin. “Uh-huh.”

He shrugs. “It’s agood name for that cat.”

“Right?’

“Look, you don’'t have to invite me to join you because I’'m your boss and you're
worried you pissed me off. I’m not going to have you fired.”

“The thought never occurred to me until just now, so... thanks? But for one, you need
all the staff you can get. And two... | don’'t believe that’s who you are.”

Something passes between us. Maybe it's an understanding that we' re not whoever’s
hurt us in the past. Maybe it’'s the clarity that we'll never be anything more than
friends.

“I'm sorry,” he blurts. His words pass through me like an unexpected static shock.
Apologies were never readily handed around in our family. My mother wore the fact
that she never apologized like a badge of honor. “I should have been more open about
who | was—you know, that | own the Club.” He's adorably awkward and suddenly
seems ten years younger than the man who walked in here.

| sigh because I'm not sure he's done anything wrong. We had a couple of
conversations and an almost-kiss. From the outside looking in, Byron never owed me
anything. But maybe he feels our connection as strongly as | do, because | appreciate
the apology. It feels warranted, despite the short time we' ve known each other.

“1t must have been a shock. Given what you’ ve been through with Frank?—"

“Thank you,” | say, interrupting him. There' s no point in rehashing anything. There's
alinein the sand that’s been drawn and now we can both see it—there’s no reason to



make this bigger than it is. “| accept your apology.”

His blue-green eyes draw me in, and | can’'t help but smile at him. Just being near
Byron relaxes me, makes me more confident. I’m going to need to keep a close eye
on that linein the sand.

| lift my chin toward my booth and Byron dlips off his stool. We take a seat opposite
each other.

“l haven't seen you in a few days,” | say, trying to sound breezy, like maybe | saw
him, maybe | didn’'t. Like | haven't been thinking about him every minute since.

“Busy,” he says. “There’'s a lot going on. Like you say, we need more staff. We're
trying to finish off the staff housing and implement health and safety protocols.
Avalanche and storm procedures. That kind of thing.”

“It'salot of responsibility,” | say. Byron always seems so cool, cam, and collected,
but there' s alot resting on his shoulders. “How come you're not living up there? The

cabin is cozy and everything, but I’m betting the chalets are alittle more luxurious.”

He shrugs. “I like the cabin. My chalet isn’t ready yet. Anyway, sometimes it’s nice
to get away from the... pressure. Being the bossisn’'t always fun.”

My stomach dips. The boss thing is an issue for both of us, it seems.

“I’ll move up there eventually. Staff housing and the last few chalets are the priority
at the moment.”

“You'regoing to livein achalet like amember?’ | ask.
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“Sort of.” Before | can ask whatthatmeans, he says, “Did you find out who lost the
cat?’

Rachel comes back with our orders, which are basically enough to feed the town for
the rest of the weekend. | think | could get full just by inhaling the scent of the stack
of pancakes. Each of them is as thick as my pam and the same golden color as the
jug of syrup Rachel dlides onto the table.

“Eggs,” | say, nodding at Byron's plate. He furrows his brow like he's wondering
whether there’s more to that observation, or if | just like to state the obvious. “They

look good.”

“They are. Will makes the best eggs. Or at least he did fifteen years ago when | last
had them.”

“You never came back? Not even to visit?’

“Y ou were talking about the cat,” he says, ignoring my question.

“Yes, let’s change the subject again,” | say with a grin. If he doesn't want to talk
about himself, that's fine, but I’'m not going to let him think | didn’t notice. “She
didn’t have a chip and no one's called looking for her. Donna said they don’t keep
lost cats, not unless...” | run afinger across my neck.

Byron bursts out laughing. “Fred’ s decapitating cats now?’ he asks.

“Who the hell is Fred?’



“The vet.”

“Oh, | didn't meet him. Just the receptionist. I’'m pretty sure she didn’t mean literal
decapitation. At least | hope not. But the end result would be the same. Athena would
be no more.”

“Wow. Brutal.”

“Right? So | need to find the owner before | move into the staff housing on Tuesday.
Donna said | should make some posters and put them around town. Then tell people

in the stores that I’ ve found her.”

“Sounds like a good idea. If you get me a poster, | can have my assistant make
copies.”

“You'd do that?’

He shrugs like it’s no big deal, but I'm sure Byron has bigger things to worry about
than amissing cat.

“Thank you. | guess I’'m going to spend the rest of the day going up and down Main
Street, telling people I’ ve found a cat. | need a megaphone or something.”

Byron laughs again, and | get a warm, gooey feeling inside at the thought that I've
helped him relax. “It’s away to meet people, | suppose.”

| shake my head. “Now I’m going to be the crazy girl who arrived in a wedding dress
and tried to get rid of acat.”

He sighs, but he's still smiling. “Y eah, there’ s no escaping the town grapevine.”



“| suppose it’s nice in some ways.”

“Iti1s?" he says, eyebrows raised.

“You know, people looking out for each other, in and out of each other’s kitchens,
asking after each other’s kids and health conditions. It's a community. | probably
don’t need a megaphone. | probably need to tell three people, and the entire town will
know about dear old Athenain no time.”

“It's a community with a long memory,” he says, a look of resentment in his
expression | just don’'t understand.

“1 bet you remember just as well.”

He shoots me a puzzled expression.

“Tell me about Rachel.” | nod to where she's stacking sugar packets into bowls. Her
pencil is back in its rightful place behind her ear. “ She seems to know you. But | bet
you know her too. Tell me something you remember about her.”

Byron sighs. “I don’t know. Her hair is a different shade of red every week. She
never drinks apart from New Year's, when she really lets loose. One year, the town
placed bets on which track on the jukebox would have her dancing on the bar at

Grizzly’s”

| glance over at our waitress, who seems far from the bar-dancing type. “Was it
‘Sweet Carolineg 7’

Byron chuckles, his eyes crinkling at the corners. “No. ‘Brown-Eyed Girl.’”
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“You know, that doesn’t make me like her less. In fact, it has the opposite effect.”
Byron takes aforkful of egg but doesn’t respond.

“They must be really proud of you, though. The local boy who's bringing jobs and
touriststo the area.”

He takes asip of his coffee. “They don't seeit like that.”
| wait for him to say more. | don’t want to change the subject thistime.
“People in towns like Star Falls don’t like change.”

“You think they don't like the idea of the Club? But you got the planning approvals
and everything?’

“Sure. I'm bringing jobs and tourism to a part of the state that's kind of been
abandoned. And the building is respectful to the local area. The building materials
have been chosen because they’re locally sourced and sustainable, and won't detract
from the beauty of the place.” He sounds resentful, like he's trying to convince me
he' s done something good. But I'm not the right audience for his argument.

“Y ou’ re getting pushback?’

He sighs. “We're not seeing applications for jobs from townspeople like we thought
we would.”



“1 suppose people already have jobs.”

“Yes, but a lot of people have to travel to get work. When | was a kid, my best
friend’s dad had to travel two hours to get to work. I’ ve lost count of the number of
times | heard people talking about Aspen and Vail, how the opportunities there
sucked the youth out of the town. The Colorado Club is a couple of miles out of
town. I’'m giving people what they’ ve been saying they wanted for decades. Now it's
here, and everyone' s acting like I’ m taking something away from them.”

“Taking what away?’ | ask.

“1 don’t know. Jim says he wants to be able to walk his dog on Club land.”

“There aren’t other placesin the areato walk his dog?’

He sighs, moving the food around his plate without taking a bite. “I’ve bought up
some of the federal land. Members of the Colorado Club have high expectations
around privacy and security. They’re not going to want to come across Jm walking
his dog while they’re on ahike.”

“So people in Star Falls think you’'ve stolen their land, while you're trying to buoy
the local economy and give people jobs.”

He goes to speak, but | interrupt him.

“You have two issues as far as | see it. First, you need to come to some kind of
compromise around land access. There's no way around it. You're going to have to
give Star Falls residents limited access. Maybe it’s the first weekend of the month or
every Wednesday or something, but you're going to have to let people inside the
boundary lines.”



Byron shoots me alook like | don’t understand anything, but | get it. He needs to get
his head around the facts.

“It’s not going to be as much of a problem as you think. If Star Falls is anything like
where | grew up, it’s not reality people don't like—it's the idea that someone might
be trying to take away their freedom. If you do open up the land in a limited way,
people aren't going to take advantage. | bet you Jim didn't walk his dog up
therebeforeyou bought the mountain. He just likes the idea that he can if he wants to.”

“But | can’t let Jim on the mountain. | just can’t. The members are paying?—"

“Hear me out, Byron.” | probably shouldn’'t be interrupting my boss like this, but |
don’t have much more to lose in this life than everything I’ve walked away from.
And anyway, he's short-staffed—he’'s not going to fire me. “This is al about
presentation. When I’ d had customers on the phone asking me when their cars would
be finished, I'd tell them it was taking alittle longer than anticipated because we were
detailing the car before it was returned to them. People stopped complaining.

“1 think if you tell your billionaires and centimillionaires—thank you, by the way, for
extending my vocabulary with that particular phrase—that you're respecting local
culture by giving Star Falls residents limited access to the land on these days, in these
areas, you're highlighting the Colorado Club as a company with a conscience. By
extension, that means your members have a conscience, too. Your generosity and
consideration istheirgenerosity and consideration. Y our billionaires get something for
nothing—a clear conscience. They don’t need to know it’s all aploy to drum up local
support, just like my customers at the garage didn’t need to know their detailing was
included in the service price and only took twenty minutes.”

| hold Byron’s gaze as he silently stares back at me. | try and read his expression. Am
| about to wear aface full of eggs? Is he going to leave?



“You're redly smart,” he says finally, and | fed a little glow inside me a his
approval. “We need to sell it to members like it’s part of our offering. It could work if
we open up the land on certain days, or certain parts of the land on certain days.
During those times, we can just direct members to other areas. Or offer them

additional security.”

“Exactly,” | say. “It's doable.”

“I’ve got to sell it to Jim. He' s going to want access whenever he wants.”

“The limited access is the price they pay for revitalizing employment opportunitiesin
town. If al the young people are leaving because there aren’'t any opportunities for

them, the Colorado Club gives them something to stay for.”

Byron nods. “It really does. Or it could.”
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“l agree,” | say with asmile.
He holds my gaze, his stare intense. It heats me from the inside out, like he' s trailing
his fingers over my skin, bringing every goose bump to life. “It's a really creative
solution, you know?’
| laugh. “I never even went to community college.”

“Doesn’'t mean you're not clever. It just means you didn’t go to college.”

| glance down at my pancakes, full with his praise and the way he sees me. “ Thank
you.” | take a bite of pancakes. “Now you have to help me find Athena’ s family.”

“I’ll make you a deal: If you don’t find her owners, I'll take her in when you move
next week.”

| tip my head back and laugh. “ She hates you!”

He smooths his hand over his stubbled chin. “That is true. But maybe we can
acclimatize her before then.” His eyes twinkle as he looks at me. One minute he's a
grumpy, hard-nosed businessman—the next, my thoughtful, hot neighbor who makes
plaid look like it costs a million bucks.

THIRTEEN

Byron



The weather forecast has injected the air with panic. Even Kathleen, the project
manager, is jittery, and that makes me nervous. People who don’t live in Colorado
think tornadoes can’t hit the mountains. The people of Star Falls know different.

“What' s the worst-case scenario?’ | ask Kathleen as we stand on the balcony outside
Blossom. | can see the entire town of Star Falls from here.

The main building is finished. We have proper storm defenses built into the design of
the place, from hurricane glass in all the windows to state-of-the-art generators. Any
trees close enough to cause damage to the main building have been removed. It’s not
the main building I’'m worried about. It’s the buildings that aren’t finished. There's a
real possibility that if we can’t finish weatherproofing before the storm hits, they’ Il be
destroyed. That includes ablock of staff accommodations and ten member chalets.

“Worst-case scenario is total power loss, two blocks of staff housing totally or
partially destroyed, and we lose half the chalets,” Kathleen says.

The hits just keep on coming. | feel like I'm playing disaster Whac-A-Mole. Just
when a plan to get the people of Star Falls fully behind the Colorado Club starts to
materialize, | have to deal with the possibility that I'm going to have to delay
opening. Founding members have already paid their fees. For the first six months
from opening, potential members are going to come out and experience the Club in
al its glory. That can’'t happen if parts of the site lie in ruin. The resort has the
potential to turn into a gigantic money pit.

“1 thought it was up to ten member chalets and one block of staff accommodation,” |
reply.

“That’'s the mostlikelyscenario. You asked for worst case. But | don’t think it will
come to that. We're beefing up some of the storm defenses in the structures that
aren’t completed. Our aim isfor everything to be standing at the end of it.”



“You think some of the chalets with furnished interiors will go?’ | ask. We've
invested a lot of money into the soft furnishings. It's going to be a huge setback if
they get destroyed.

“I really doubt it. Less than a handful of shutters still need to be installed, and some
of the outside generators still need to be connected. Most of that’s being done today.
If everything goes to plan, completed chalets won't sustain mgjor storm damage. The
contractors are working around the clock. Some of them will be staying in the second
block of staff housing during the storm, to address emergencies should they arise.”

“How did you manage to persuade them to do that?’

“You're paying them alot of money.”

Money’s always the answer.

“You either pay to anticipate the damage now, or moreto fix it later,” she adds.

“Right.” | refresh the storm-tracking app on my phone. TheSevere Thunderstorms
and Possible Tornadosign is still flashing. “And it might not hit.”

“Absolutely. This could be a nasty storm even without the tornado. It’s January. We
shouldn’t be having tornadoes at all, so there’salot... up in the air, if you excuse the

pun.

| hate the unpredictability of the weather here. In New York, it’s going to be cold as
fuck in winter and meltingly hot in summer. You can depend on it and plan
accordingly. It's my inability to plan that’s a problem for me. I’'m used to having a lot
of responsibility. I’'m used to there being a lot at stake. But it’s usually down to me
whether | succeed. My businesses have never put people in harm’'s way before.
There' s an entire staff here who are at risk.



“The most important thing is to keep people safe,” | say.

“Hazel is dealing with that, as per the procedures. | believe everyone has to shelter in
the main building. Which reminds me—are you going to ride out the storm up here
with us or down in town?’ Kathleen asks.

“I'll be here,” | say. | don’t want anyone to think 1’'m not in this with them. There's
no telling whether the cabins will come off better or worse than the Club. It’s not like
I’m trying to dodge danger.

And Rosey will be up here too. There's no point in being down in the cabins by
myself.



Page 33

Source Creation Date: June 11, 2025, 10:25 am

“Anything | can do to help?’

Kathleen pulls in a breath. “No, but | have a thousand things to do if you don’'t
mind?—"

“Get toit,” | say, and she heads off.

| feel useless as | stand in front of the huge windows overlooking Star Falls.
Everyone's rushing back and forth, carrying things. | don’'t quite understand how
there’ s nothing for me to do if everyone’s so busy.

| spot Hart and stalk over to him. He' s carrying alamp. “What are you doing?’ | ask.

“Emptying the chalets we think are the most vulnerable to storm damage. It's all
hands on deck. I’ ve got every member of staff on shift helping.”

“Alright,” | say. “Then let me help too.”

“Okay then,” he says, leading me out the main entrance. He glances up at the sky
threatening to pour with rain at any moment. “Prepare to get wet.”

As we head over to chalet four, aline of staff comes toward us, carrying blankets and
mirrors, dining chairs and coffeemakers. It’ s like we' re looting the place. | scan faces,
waiting to catch a glimpse of Rosey, but | don’t see her.

“Is everyone who was due on shift still working? We haven't sent people back to
their families?’ | ask, picking up one end of a huge antique oak chest in the primary



bedroom of the chalet. Hart picks up the other end.

“Anyone who wanted to leave has gone aready,” he says. “Most people aren’t local.
Oh, and one of the waitresses had to find her cat.”

My heart leaps out of my chest. Cat? Was that Rosey who left? She can’'t have
thought |eaving the protection of the Club to go after Athena was a good idea.

Hart and | get into a rhythm carrying the chest across the site. As nonchaantly as
possible, | say, “I take it we have alist of everyone who's staying up here so we can
ensure everyone' s accounted for?’

“Absolutely,” he says. Of course he doesn’'t offer me a look at the list. Why would
he? I’m not known for micromanagement, but | frantically try and think of an excuse
to seeit. All the while I’ m scanning faces, trying to find Rosey.

As we make it inside the main building, Hart calls out to Hazel. “Have we updated
the roster since the last bus|eft?’ he asks.

“Yeah, it was just Rosey Williams on the bus. I’ ve taken her off.”

My heart sinks.

Fuck.Rosey. | have no idea if she knows how to prep for atornado. | can’'t imagine
there are many tornadoes in Oregon. Does she even know about the shelter by the
cabins, or how to use aweather radio?

There's no way she can be on her own in the cabins. | glance at the darkening sky.

Hart and | put the chest down and | say, “Actualy, there are a couple of things I'm
going to need from the cabin. I’m going to head down into town.”



It's the easiest decision I’ ve made today. There's no way I’m going to leave Rosey on
her own.

| step outside to find rain has started to fall. The staff emptying cabins are being
called into the main building. This isn't the main storm, but there's no point in
carrying stuff in this weather. The people of the Colorado Club are in good hands.
But | need to get to Rosey.

By the time | get to my truck, I’m soaked to the skin. | slide into the driver's seat,
wipe the water from my face and head down the mountain. As long as there are no
fallen trees, | can get to her before the real storm hits.

| hope.

FOURTEEN

Rosey

All anyone has talked about at work today is the weather. The bus doors open and
part of me wants to ask the driver to turn around and drive me back to the Club. But |
can't. | have to make sure Athena' s safe. She's an independent little thing, but she
always comes home last thing at night.

The rain is so heavy, | can barely see the outline of the cabin. And apparently, this
isn’t the storm everyone s worried about. | like rain. I'm from freaking Oregon—rain
runs through my veins. But the look of worry shadowing the locals' faces today has
me on edge.

| hope Athena is curled up on the porch. | learned my first day with Athena that |
can't keep her in the cabin all day. She clawed my leg and shot out the door when |
showed up after my shift the first day | left her at home. She's not a cat who can be



shut in. How she ended up in the cat carrier, | have no idea.

The short walk from the road to the cabin leaves me drenched. | don’t think I’ ve ever
been so wet. Athena normally comes from nowhere to circle my legs before | have
my key in the door. Today, there’s no sign of her. | scan the porch, but | can’t see any
huddled-up bundle of white fluff anywhere.

“Athena” | call. “Kitty cat!” | doubt she can hear me. The rain on the roof of the
porch hits like a hammer on granite. | check the time on my phone. | wonder if Snail
Trail is still open? | could use some rain boots. | glance up at the sky. No, rain boots
aren’'t going to help. | need a freaking canoe.
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All of a sudden, my stomach turns over. What was | doing, coming down here? |
should have stayed up at the Club. At least | was with other people there. What
happens if the tornado lifts the roof off the cabin? | might get buried under a pile of
logs.

If I’d been at home, my mom would be telling me what to do. She probably would
have told me to stay at the Club. I’m not used to ordering food at a restaurant and I'm
not used to deciding where to ride out atornado. | look out into the black sky. It'stoo
late now to head back to the Club. The bus turned right around when it left me.
Nerves tumble in my stomach. | don’'t know what | was thinking coming down to
look for a stray cat.

Athena's probably safely tucked away somewhere—maybe even the home she
escaped from. If she could see me, she'd be licking her paws with disdain,
contemplating what a fucking idiot | am.

The shuttle bus is long gone. Maybe | could get a cab? I'd feel terrible bringing
someone out here in these conditions, especially since they’d be returning down the
mountain alone. I’ ve left everything too late.

| just need to do the best | can. Nothing left for it now but to go inside and try to get
warm.

| peel off my coat and hang it on the back of the door. “Athena” | call again, just in
case | locked her inside this morning when | left. She's used to her name and usually
saunters toward me when she hears it. Maybe she needs a little incentive. | grab her
cat food and put somein her dish. “Athenal”



Nothing.

| head to the bedroom to check in there. Opening the door, | hear the rain hammering
against the window. It sfierce. | wish Athenawere as eager to get inside.

| dip down to check under the white, metal-framed bed, but it's clear.
Therainisrelentless.

Drip, drip, drip.

Wait. That’s not rain.

| try and silence my breathing so | can hear better.

Drip, drip, drip.

That sound is definitely coming from inside the cabin.

Just then, the sound of creaking wood splinters through the bedroom. Shit, is that the
celling? | don’'t know where I’'m safe. And that’s when | see the pool of water on my
bed. | glance up to a ceiling bulging downward, dripping a steady stream of water.
“Ohno!” | cry out.

| go into the kitchen and grab the biggest pot | can find to put under the leak. It won't
keep the ceiling from caving in, or save the mattress that’s probably already soaked,

but | need to feel like I’'m doingsomething. Anything.

| really need to move the bed and save it from any further damage. The room isn't big
though, and no amount of shifting left or right will escape the steadily worsening



leak. | should call Beth and Mike.

And | need to find Athena.

“Athena,” | call out, my voice strained as | push the foot of the bed frame with all my
body weight. Once the frame hits the far wall, my suspicions are confirmed—it’s not
far enough to escape the leak.

Now the drips are hitting the edge of the bed and the creaking sounds louder. There's
so much water. | bet it got through to the mattress. Maybe | should just pull the
maittress off the bed and put the pot on the bedframe.

| pull at the mattress, but it’s about a foot thick and feels like it’s full of bricks. How
isit this heavy? When | manage to move it down to one end, it gets stuck at the other.
Maybe I can pull it from the other side? | clamber over the bed, my pants getting

soaked from the pool in the middle of the blankets.

| get to the other side of the bed, but realize | can’t get down between the wall and the
frame.

Shit, I’'m bad at this. | need to pull the bed back to where it was, or at least a couple of
feet from the wall so | can get on the other side and push. | climb over the bed again,
getting even wetter.

Isit me, or isthe leak getting worse? Isthe ceiling likely to cavein?

| start to pull the bed, first the head and then the foot.

A pounding at the door makes me screech in surprise.

Maybe someone found Athena and has brought her back? For a second | wonder if



it's Frank, swooping in to rescue me. | suppose that’s what his role was meant to be
in my life—a man rescuing me from a future | didn’t want. But he was just offering a
different future. Not a better one.

As | make it out of the bedroom, the cabin door opens and Byron appears in the
doorway. His hair is dlick with rain and he’ s breathing hard.
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“Rosey,” he says. I've never been so happy to see anyone in my life. | want to leap
into his arms and bury my head in his chest.

“Byron!” | say. “I’velost Athenaand it’s raining in the bedroom and | shouldn’t have
|eft the Club. | don’t know?—"

He strides across the living space and holds me by the shoulders. “It's going to be
okay.

| sigh with relief that he's here. Thank god.

He releases me and stands tall. “Don’t leave my side,” he says, heading into my
bedroom. | scurry in after him.

He moves quickly, pulling the bedding from the mattress, then pulling the mattress
off the bedframe like it's a pool float, rather than the heaviest thing I’ ve ever had to
move.

“Do you have a bucket?’ he asks.

| hand him the pot | collected from the kitchen. He takes it from me and positions it
under the leak.

The creak of wood sounds again and our gazes meet. “Is it the ceiling?’ | ask. He
grabs my hand and pulls me out of the bedroom.

“Get your coat on and let’ s take any supplies we might need. Water. Food. | probably



have enough, but it doesn’t hurt to have more.”

| don’'t have a chance to ask him where we're going because he pulls out his cell and
dias a number while he opens the refrigerator and starts tossing stuff onto the
counter. | gather it all up and put it into bags.

“Beth, it's Byron. Cabin two has aleak initsroof.” He listens. “Y eah, Rosey... No, |
don’'t want either of you to come out in this. We' ve moved the furniture. Yeah...
Agreed. No, that’ sfine. Keep safe.”

He hangs up. “Nothing we can do about it until the storm has passed. Let’s pack up
your things. You'll have to stay with me.”

Panic races through me. “What? No. I’ll just stay on the couch.”

Byron glances around, sees the bag from Snail Trail and grabsit. “Let’s go.”

“No, Byron, I'm staying here.”

“No, Rosey, you're not. You have aleak in your bedroom now, but the entire ceiling
could collapse. Water likes to travel. Without inspecting the roof, there's no way to
know where the ingress started. The entire ceiling could be at risk. You're staying
with me.”

Tears form at the back of my throat. | arrived in town a week ago in a wedding dress
with no place to stay and no job, having let down my entire family, but it's not until

now that | feel truly vulnerable.

“We used to get leaks in our trailer al the time.” My voice quivers as | finish my
sentence. “We always had a couple of buckets collecting rainwater.”



“Thisisn't atrailer. If this ceiling comes down, you'll know about it. And we could
be facing tornadoes in the next twelve hours. Y ou' re not staying here.”

“I can't stay with you. Maybe the inn?—"

“The inn is still full, Rosey. I’'m not asking you to move in with me. I'm telling you,
you need to shelter at my place. There' sabig difference.”

His tone has darkened. | realize | don’t have any other choices here.

Silently, | get to work gathering up the few belongings | have here in Star Falls. It's
just toiletries and clothes, but it’s nothing | can afford to sacrifice.

My Snail Trail bag full, we head out. “But Athena. | don’t know where sheis,” | say.

“She’ll turn up. Or maybe she went back to whoever she lived with before she turned
up here.”

“ And maybe she' s frozen and vulnerable, hiding somewhere.”

“Shit, Rosey.” He pulls out his phone and starts to type. “There. | messaged a couple
of people to keep an eye out. Bring her food in case she comes back. We gotta go.”

| hand him my bag of belongings and grab the cat food. We both brace ourselves for
the storm as we head to Byron’s cabin.

FIFTEEN
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Rosey

Byron’'s cabin is an exact replica of mine, but it still feels weird being here. With him.
He's my boss, but it doesn’tfeellike he has all the power. It feels more like we're at
the end of a date—minus the tornado threat. That can’t be agood sign. | need to focus
on the impending disaster rather than the guy who came down the mountain just in
timeto... rescue me?

“Help yourself to whatever you need,” Byron says, as if an incoming tornado is a
regular occurrence. “ There' s hot chocolate on the counter. Should I make us some?’

“You think we're going to be safe?’ | ask, glancing out the window. The rain sounds
lesslikeit'sfalling and more like it’ s attacking the cabin with pickaxes.

He catches my eye, holds my gaze and says, “You're safe now. It's going to be
okay.

My stomach lurches. Does he mean tonight or forever?

But of course, | know the answer.

| break eye contact. “I’ [l make the drinks,” | say. The least | can do is make myself
useful. “Thank you so much for helping me,” | call out as Byron heads into the

bedroom. “ And letting me stay here.”

He reappears in dry clothes with atowel in his hand. “It's not a big deal. Thisis the
pre-storm. It’s going to get worse.” He rubs a towel against his wet hair, leaving him



looking adorably mussed.

“Of courseit’'sabig deal. I’d be completely on my own if you hadn’t shown up.”

“1 didn’t expect therain thisearly,” he says.

“1 didn’t think I’d need to worry about tornadoes in Colorado.” | pour hot milk into
mugs and try not to think about Byron's worn gray joggers, or the way their low-
slung position on his hips should carry an R rating.

“Was that part of your criteria when you were deciding where to come to after the
wed— Y ou know?’

| smile at him trying to say the right thing, which is impossible when talking about
how | ran out of my wedding. My situation is so ridiculous. He's not the one who
should feel awkward.

“Honestly, | just got on the first plane out once | got to the airport. | didn’t care where
| was headed. But Colorado... | don’t hate it. Star Falls, | mean. It’snot like I’ ve seen
anywhere else in the state other than the airport and whatever | caught through the
bus window. But it's beautiful here. It must have been nice growing up with the
mountains in the background.”

“l guess,” he says, in a way that makes me think he doesn’'t feel lucky about any
aspect of his childhood. He scrapes his fingers through his hair, his biceps flexing as

he does.

“Whereabouts in Star Falls was home for you?’ | ask, glancing back at the milk in the
pan so | don't start drooling.

“The family farm was at the foot of the mountain.”



“Below the Club?’ | ask, handing him a mug of hot chocolate. We both take a seat on
the couch, the rain echoing determinedly off the roof.

“Yeah,” he says. “The outer perimeter of the Club’sland on the southeastern side was
the boundary of the farm.”

My eyes widen and | lean against the counter. “Oh, so the farm doesn’'t exist
anymore?”’

“The apple trees are still there. Mainly. We took the diseased ones out.”

“Oh, Byron, that’s amazing. So the farm’s stayed in the family in its own way.”

“1t’ sbackin the family,” Byron says. “When my dad died, the farm was taken by his
creditors. But | bought it back.” His eyes are hardened, the boyish smile | see from
time to time disappears completely. This is businessman Byron—steely and
determined.

“1 bet you did.”

“No marshmallows?’ he asks, in his least artful subject-change yet.

“Apologies, in the rush to escape the potentially collapsing cabin, | forgot to bring
them.”

He puts his arm out toward me, and for a moment, | think he's going to cup my face,
lean in and kiss me, but when his gaze flits behind me, | realize he's reaching for

something on the table behind me.

Was | thinking about kissing this man?



My boss?
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The redly rich, powerful guy who is exactly the type I'm supposed to be staying
away from?

| know all the reasons | shouldn’t—each one is categorized and stacked up neatly in
my brain. The problem is, the reasons | want to kiss him are mounting up, too. The
more | get to know him, the more | want to know.

He holds up a bag of mini marshmallows. “You used to get a lot of leaks where you
lived?” he asks, as he shakes the packet of marshmallows into my mug, then his.

| stare into my mug, avoiding staring at him. Even though the rain is trying to break
in and the wind has started to howl, | don’t know if | could put up any resistance to
Byron if he touched me. And | know | need to.

“We lived in athirty-year-old trailer,” | say, gazing into my mug. “We were used to
leaks. Bits of the ceiling used to collapse every now and then, but | guess it wasn’'t
solid wood coming down on us like in this cabin.” All of a sudden, it feels like we're
sitting too close. | don’t know if it’s the sound of the storm, or the way he seems so
comfortable, but it feels like this cabin is half the size of mine next door.

“Who isus? You said you havethreesisters?’

“Y eah, three sisters. I’ m the oldest. What about you? Is Mary older or younger?’

“Younger. Shejust finished college in California. Four siblings must have been...”

“Alot,” | finish for him. “There was alack of everything except people in our family.



Not enough money, or clothes that weren’'t worn through, or food that was edible, hot
water, privacy, respect. Y ou name it.”

“You never wanted to escape? | mean, before...” he asks, his eyes searching mine
like I’m the most interesting person he's ever met.

“Sure. lronically, that’s why | was getting married.” | can hear something outside—a
tapping, scratching sound. | put my mug down and cock my ear. “Can you hear that?
| think there’ s someone outside.”

Byron stands and heads to the door. He pulls it wide and in jumps Athena, straight
onto my lap. | don’'t know where she’s been, but she looks bone dry, like she's been
hanging out in the pet spa all day.

“Athena You're back!” | ruffle under her chin and she closes her eyes, pushing her
head against my fingers. “Are you hungry, kitty?’ | ask. “Let’s get you some yummy

food. Y ou can stay here with us and keep dry, okay?’

| set about fixing her some food. She doesn’t wait until I've finished dishing it out
before she starts eating. Wherever she’s been, she’ s worked up an appetite.

“How worried do we need to be about the tornadoes?’ | ask.

Byron pullsin abreath. “1 have no idea. | would say usually in January you wouldn’t
need to be worried at all, but here we are.”

“|sthere atown storm shelter?”

“Beth and Mike put one in on the other side of the drive,” he says. “We'll get an alert
if anything comes through. It will give us ten minutes or so to get inside.”



My heart begins to thud. Thisis starting to feel like a situation where | need to panic.
But | don't want to give it away. “ Should we put some food and suppliesin there?’ |
ask.

“I"ve got a box ready to go,” he says, nodding toward a crate by the door | didn't
notice before. “We can just take it with us.”

“And byus, you're including Athena, right?’ | grin and glance over at him, then wish
| hadn’t as the room shrinks. | swear | can feel his body heat from here.

“l suppose | am.”

“It's a bonding experience,” | say, trying to lighten the mood. “Y ou two need to get
to know each other if | have to move into staff housing before we find her owner.”

“Aslong as she keeps her claws to herself.”

He grins at me, his boyish smile back with a vengeance. | wonder if I’d be safer next
door with a collapsed roof after al, rather than here, with Byron.

SIXTEEN

Byron

The rain has stopped, but it's only a temporary reprieve. The next time it starts
raining, we know it will be the beginning of the big storm we’ ve been preparing for.

I’ ve been in near-constant contact with Kathleen. | need to do something to distract
me from the fact that Rosey is naked at this very moment, taking a shower. | don’t
want to think about how she looks in nothing but water and bubbles. Or how she'd
taste, straight out of a shower.



Kathleen texts that most construction work had to be abandoned due to the heavy
rain. We're going to have more damage than | would have liked. We're going to have
to prioritize the staff accommodations and the already furnished chalets. If necessary,
we'll have to delay marketing visits. It just depends on the extent of the damage when
al thisisover.
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I’m going to have to brace myself for the worst-case scenario. I’m impatient to know
where we're going to end up. It's only when | know what we have to fix that I'll
know how to get usthere.

| groan and collapse on the couch, Athena yelping as | catch her tail on the way
down. “Sorry, cat,” | say.

“What happens when you move up to the Colorado Club?’ Rosey says from the door
of the bedroom. “Will you be able to take Athena?’

| glance over at her and wish | hadn’t. Her cheeks are pink from the heat of the
shower. The tank top she's wearing fits snugly over her breasts, and rides alittle high
so | can see a couple of inches of the golden skin on her stomach.

“Let’s not borrow trouble.” | look away, shaking my head, like I'm trying to empty
all the dirty thoughts I’m having about Rosey. The weight of her breasts in my hands,
the heat of her skin, how wet she'd beif | did my fingersinto her right now. | need to
take some of my own advice. | don't know why | can't just let things take their
course. There's nothing | can do to change the direction of a storm. | push my hands
through my hair.

“You're stressed,” she says.
“A little,” | admit. Her being here is making it worse, but | don’'t say that. Having to

control myself around her is more difficult than | expected. She's filled up this space
with her infectious smile, her chatter, her goddamn cat.



“Will it affect the opening?’ she asks.

“Don’'t know yet.” | hope fucking not. There's way too much money at stake. “You
should get some sleep,” | say. “In case the storm keeps you awake tonight.”

“1 don’t have work tomorrow,” she says. “Don’t worry about me.”

“You can take my bed,” | say. “I can stay out here on the couch.”

She sighs. “There's no way I'm taking your bed when you’'ve already given me a
place to stay and rescued me from a collapsing roof. Athenaand | will be good on the
couch.”

“I need the kitchen. Y ou take the bedroom.”

“Y ou need the kitchen? Why?’

“I like to cook when it’s like this.”

“When it sraining?’

“No, when... when it feels like life's in limbo. Like the coin has been tossed and it’'s
up intheair and I'm just waiting for it to land.”

“Y oucookin these situations?’

“1 do. Comfort food. Beef ragu is my first port of call.”

“Nice!” she says enthusiastically. “Are you good? Am | going to loveit?’

Did | say | was cooking for her? Typically, | have the urge to hide away when life



gets difficult. 1 have a tight friend group back in New York. | know they’d do
anything for me—listen to my problems, help me find solutions, lend me money,
introduce me to al the right people. The problem is, when things get difficult, |
always retreat. | pull back from redlity, figure it out and then come out guns blazing.
Rosey being here isforcing me to stay engaged with the world.

“Yeah,” | say, shooting her alook. “Y ou're going to loveit.”

“You want ahand?’ she asks, pressing akissto Athena s head.

“l don’'t. Turnonthe TV. Let’slisten to the weather report while | get started.”

The kitchen area’ s small, which is something I'm grateful for when the world seems
too big. All the prep surfaces are against the wall, so I'm facing away from Rosey
while | dice onions and press garlic. | listen as she talks to the cat and makes the odd
comment on the local weather map.

“Oh, that sounds promising, doesn’t it?’ she asks.

“What does?’ | ask. | haven’'t been listening to anything but the chop of the knife and
Rosey’ s chatter. I1t's oddly meditative.

“They think wind speeds are coming down.”

“They can just as easily climb back up.”
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“Let me check outside.”
113 Row_ﬂ
“1I"m just going to stand on the porch to seeif the rain has started up again.”

She closes the door behind her, but not before a cold swirl of air whooshes inside to
curl around my ankles.

She comes back inside. “It’s very black, but it’s not raining.”
“It’ s not due to restart until around five tomorrow morning.”

“Star Falls has been good to me so far,” she says. “| have faith this place will come
through the storm okay.”

| hope she'sright.

When al my ingredients are in the pan and the hours-long smmering process has
begun, | turn to find Rosey staring at me. Has she been watching me the entire time
I’ ve been cooking? Our eyes lock, and a bolt of energy passes between us, like she
knows |’ ve been thinking about how she'd taste if | kissed her... everywhere. Like |
know she’s thinking about how hard my chest would feel if she pressed her pam
against it.

Her mouth parts. She runs her tongue across her bottom lip.



I”’m mesmerized.

I’m good at compartmentalizing—Ilike how | keep New Y ork and the Colorado Club
separate. How | don't think about how I’'m missing Monday nights with the guys
while I'm in Star Falls. | don't let myself think about how | walked away from

everything | knew when | got to New York. | should be able to put Rosey in the box
marked “employee” and move on.

But if I’d done that, 1’d be up in the Colorado Club now, not down here in the cabins.
| wouldn’t have been there when her ceiling started to leak. | wouldn’t be here now,
wondering how I’'m going to resist her for afull night.

“Youwant adrink?’ | ask.

She nods, not taking her gaze from mine.

| don’t move to make her one. “ Anything else you want?’ | ask.

She nods again.

| know what she’s thinking. | knowexactlywhat she' s thinking. | want it too. | want to
be in front of the fire, naked and under her, over her, inside her. | want to be kissing
and sucking and licking and biting. | want to be exploring and wondering and making
her moan.

| wanther.

| push ahand through my hair. “I’ll get you adrink.” | grab a glass from the cupboard
and turn on the faucet. | need some iced water over my head right about now.

When | turn back to the living room, Rosey’ sright there in front of me. | hand her the



drink. Her fingers circle the glass, but | don’t releaseit. | can’'t move. Don’'t want to.

| scan her face, looking for signs that she doesn’'t want this. All | see is her desire.
Want. Need.

| pull the glass from her hand and put it on the counter behind me.

She's stayed stock-still.

“Rosey,” | say. It's a question.Do you want this as much as | want this? Can | kiss
you? Can | have you?

“Yes,” shereleases on asigh. Then she nods, in case there was any doubt.

| close the distance between us and dig my hand into her hair, holding her in place.
My eyesflit from hersto her mouth.

“Tell me no,” | say. It would be easier if she did. It would be far smpler if | didn’t
have any entanglements here in Star Falls. The only label | want here is owner of the
Colorado Club. | want any labels I've had in my past—son of Mack Miller, the kid
whose father gambled away the farm, the boy whose father died—I want them all to
dissolve until it’s just me and the Club, one entity, zero tragic backstory. | certainly
don’t want to be the guy who fucks his employees.

But | can't walk away from this moment unless Rosey tells meto.

She shakes her head. “I’'m telling you yes.”
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| close my eyesin along blink, accepting my fate.
Her fingers sweep over my jaw when | press my lips against hers. She moans, and |
take advantage of the moment, sliding my tongue though her lips. | want to know her.

| want to explore every inch of her.

| pull her closer. | don't want any space between us. No gaps. No secrets. Nothing
unsaid.

“l want to feel you,” she whispers, pulling my shirt from my waistband and dliding
her hands up my chest, just like | knew she was desperate to. Her touch makes me
shudder, makes me hungry for more. | pull my sweater over my head and her fingers
fumble for my hem of my shirt. | take her face in my hands, deepening our kiss with
every breath. | wonder if I’'m being too rough. | haven’t shaved for a couple of days.

| pull back.

“Don’'t stop,” she says.

“Your faceisred,” | say, reaching out with my thumb. “My beard is?—"

“I likeit. It feelsgood.” Her voice is a breathy whisper.

Blood races to my cock so fast I’m light-headed.

“1 want to kiss you everywhere,” | choke out.



She takes a half step back and pulls her shirt over her head. “I want that too.”

Her brais plain white. | can’'t pull my gaze away from the way her breasts push up
over the edge, begging to be set free.

My breathing is frantic and | don’t know where to start. My mind is whirring. | want
everything to slow down so | can think for a minute. | take a breath, turn back to the
stove and shut off the heat.

When | turn back, her eyes are filled with confusion.

She needs to know | want her. Idefinitelywant her. | can't remember wanting
anything more.

She starts to say something, but | don’t give her a chance before scooping her up and
striding into the bedroom.

Something switches in me, and I'm filled with the clarity of knowing exactly what |
should be doing right now. | lay her back on the mattress and inch down her sweats.
Pressing a semicircle of kisses from one hip bone to the other, | revel in her softness,
her sweet scent, her fingersin my hair. She writhes underneath me and | have to hold
her at the waist to keep her till.

So soft. So sweet. So needy.

| pull her waistband down alittle lower and my lips follow. I’m teasing, but | want to
draw this out. | want her to be crazy for me by the time | taste her.

| take off the rest of my clothes and crawl over her. My erection is hard against my
stomach. | settle between her thighs, my hardness pressing against her leg. It's al for
her, but she can’'t have it. Not yet.



| dip, pulling her nipple into my mouth, flicking and licking before slowly tightening
my teeth and biting.

She arches her back on a scream and digs her fingernails into my shoulder. | swirl my
tongue, giving comfort, while | take the other nipple between my fingers and squeeze.

Her knees come up either side of me as she groans.

“Feels good, huh?’

Her eyes open. Her face isflushed and her chest heaves between us. Her eyesflit over
my face like she doesn’t know what to say.

“Tell me,” | say. “I want to hear you say it.”

She nods. “It feels good.”

“You want more?’ | ask. “Tell me.” She's used to being controlled—to being
powerless. She has all the power now, over me, if only she'd use it. “I want to hear

what you want.”

She grabs my hand and slides my fingers between us, down, down, down, until I'm
touching her pussy.

“I"m so wet,” she says. “I don’t know how?—"
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My groan interrupts her. | can’t help it. Her juices coat my fingers and I’'m dizzy with
the need to feel more. To dlide into her and have my cock coated in her. To fuck her
until we both forget our names.

But first, | want more. More of everything.

| bite down on her other breast and soothe the opposite nipple between my thumb and
finger, rolling and pressing.

| kiss the soft fresh of her breasts over and over, then suck the side of one, knowing
I’ll leave a mark. It will take a week for the bruise to fade, and every time she getsin
the shower until then, she'll think of everything we did tonight.

“Byron,” she whispers.

| press up on my palms to admire my work. Her fingers skate over the spot | just
marked.

“1 haven't had a hickey since...”

“Don’'t tell me,” | say. “I don’t want to hear about anyone else. Only us. Only now.”
She presses her palms on my cheeks. “There s only us. Only now.”

Her words make me feel raw. Like she's stolen my invisible shield. She's unhooked

my armor, unmasked me. She's seeing through to my soul. The real me, not the
guarded, careful strategist. Everything that’s left is hers.



We stare at each other like we' re newly glued together, waiting to set. We can’'t move
or we'll destroy everything.

“1 want you so badly,” | confess.

She widens her legs in response, inviting me to take what | want. My heart thumpsin
my chest, trying to wake me from a lust-induced coma.

I’m desperate to slide into her, but at the same time, | don’t want to move. | don't
want to undo anything. It's like a spell has been cast over us and | don't want it to

break.

Her gaze fals on my mouth and she trails her finger over my lips, sweeping her
tongue over her bottom lip. How can just the tip of her finger feel so good?

“Tell me what you want,” | say.

“Kissme,” she whispers, her eyes fluttering shut.

| crash my lips to hers and shift my erection between her legs. All | feel is hard and
soft, need and desperation. All | want is her.

Twisting my hips, | rock over her dlick folds, coating my cock in her wetness, my
heart thudding—a warning that it doesn’t know if it can survive this. Survive Rosey.

Pulling away, | grab a condom and fumble with it, my fingers working too slow for
the rest of my impatient body.

Rosey whimpers as| roll the condom down my shaft. “Now, Byron. Please.”

“That’s right, Rosey. | want to hear you. | want to know you, know what you want. |



want to give you what you need.”

| pull in a breath, trying to steady myself, trying to regain some kind of control of the
situation, but it’s futile. Something has taken over my body and | have no conscious
choice left. I'm being driven by desire, and it’s pointless trying to wrestle the wheel

away.

| position myself on top of her, my gaze flitting between where the tip of my cock
rears toward her entrance and Rosey’s desperate expression. It's not just her words
that are begging me to fuck her. Her ripe, hard nipples, her hips undulating
underneath me, the eyesthat tell me she' d do anything to have me right now.

I’ ve never recorded sex with awoman, but for a second, | wish there were cameras all
around us. | can't remember sex ever feeling this intense, this necessary, this
important. | want it to go on forever, and then | want to replay it every day for the rest
of my life.

| slide in slowly. Rosey’s eyes widen—half pleasure, half disbelief—and | swear to
god, if the tight clench of her wasn't about to kill me, her expression would finish the
job. It's too much. | can't take it. | still, squeeze my eyes shut, try to focus on
something outside this bedroom.

The rain has started again. The wind howls around the walls of the cabin, like it's
trying to get in. Thisisit. The storm. The big one. We should be listening for tornado
warnings so we can get to the shelter, but at the moment, | know that’s impossible for
both of us. There' s no going back now.

| breathe and dlide deeper, never taking my eyes from her face. Her mouth falls open
and she lets out a silent cry. | hear it in every cell of my body. Thisisn't sex. Thisis
some kind of transcendent, spiritual experience. My entire body is vibrating. | don’t
know where | end and she begins.



“Okay?’ | whisper.

“Byron.” It's more than my name she’ s saying. She' s asking me a question—isthis as
good for you as it is for me? She's wondering whether she's going to survive this,
She' s asking for more.
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Yes. Yes. Yes.

| drive into her, slowly at first. Sweat already sheets my skin. My heart rate is already
at max. I’'m already too close to coming. | just want to circle the mountain, make this
last, but I'm not sure | have any choice.

Her fingertips dig into the skin on my shoulders and | gasp, pushing up into her.
Deeper. Deeper. Deeper. She' stight.Sotight.

She bucks underneath me. | pin her down, her elbows at her waist, so | can fuck her.
Hard. Fast. Deep.

She feels so delicate beneath me. | slam into her, desperate to show her how | own
her now. | need her to know that I’'m going to fuck her like no one else ever will.
She's going to remember this forever. She whimpers underneath me and her sounds
power something new inside my chest. | fedl like a fucking god with her under me,
vulnerable and exposed. | feel like | rule the world right now.

| drive deeper into her, and she tenses before seeming to accept her fate. Like she's
let mein. Completely.

She comes hard, her back arching, her pussy milking my cock. It’s too much.

| can’'t hold back any longer. | push in one last time, as deep as | can go, and empty
myself into her.

All | can think is how | wish | wasn't wearing a condom. How | need to be closer.



How | wish | could fuck my seed into her.

Shit. Where did that thought come from?

I’m usually ready to nominate the person who invented condoms for sainthood. But
not tonight. Not with Rosey.

| collapse on top of her and she trails her fingers over my back.

“You'reincredible,” | mumble.

“You make me fedl incredible,” she says.

| move off her, get rid of the condom and rearrange us so we're covered in blankets.
Rosey snuggles into the crook of my arm.

“Therain has started,” she says. “1 only just noticed.”

“We were focusing on other stuff.”

She tenses. “Did we miss the tornado warning?’

| reach across her for my phone. “No notifications.”

“Can you put that thing on loud?’ she says. “You're sure we'll have enough time to
get to the shelter?”’

“I"'m sure.” My thoughts start to wander to the Colorado Club.

“You think you should check in at the Club?’



| pull in abreath. “I might just do aquick call. Do you mind?’

“Of course | don't mind.”

Thunder rumbles above us. The rain is coming harder now. And thisis just the storm
before the real storm. | swipe my phone open and dial Hart.

“Just checking in,” | say. “There storm is over the town now. But no tornado
warnings so far.”

“Everything is fine here,” he replies. There's a lot of background noise. Voices
calling out among background chatter. “All the staff are here in the main building,
hunkered down for the night. | just spoke to the sheriff, and he says that tornado
activity has lessened. Thinks the warning might be withdrawn.”
“Okay, keep me posted. I'll check in abit later.” | end the call.

“Everything okay?’ Rosey asks.

“For now.”
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“How worried are you?’

| huff out a laugh. My entire fortune is on the line. Everything's at stake. “Not
worried enough that | don’t want to fuck you again.” It’s true. My entire future might
be destroyed in the next hour, and all | can think about is how ripe Rosey’s breasts
look. | want to sink my teeth into her.

She dlides her legs over mine and my cock springsto life. “It’s good to stay distracted
inacrisis.” She pushes up and straddles me. “1 don’t know if | can do this,” she says.
“You turn meto Jell-O.”

A grin tugs at my mouth. “Oh, I’'m going to enjoy having you try.” | tuck my arms
behind my head as she arranges herself over me, her folds hugging my dick as it
hardens beneath her.

“1 think 1 might do anything you want,” she says.

She didn’t need to say the words, though they’re nice to hear. | can see the truth in
her eyes, but it makes me groan just the same.

“1 want you,” | whisper. “Any which way.”
Unexpectedly, she dlides down the bed, leans over and takes the tip of me in her
mouth. She suckles on the end of my dick, and | think | might have died and gone to

heaven until she takes me deep, to the back of her throat—then | know | have.

She pauses, controlling her gag, and | groan, trying everything | can not to push my



hips up to see that expression again. Fuck, she's so sexy.

| can’t watch for long because I'm overloaded with sensory input. I’ m seconds away
from coming for a second time, but I'm not ready for this to be over. My mind
wanders to how | can make sure this happens again. How can | convince her to take
my cock in her mouth every damn day for the rest of my life?

She works her mouth up and down my shaft, her fingers coiled at the bottom of my
cock, gripping me tight, showing me she’sin charge. So hot. So fucking hot.

She pulls back and releases me with a pop. She pumps her fist up my length a couple
of times.

“Thisis selfish,” she says, reaching over me, her sharp nipples grazing my chest. She
grabs a condom. “But you're so hard. So big.” She groans, tipping her head back.
“I’m so wet. | want you inside me right now. Do you mind?’ She holds up a condom.

Do | mind that she wants to feel my cock inside her? Do | mind that she wants to feel
me where she’s soft and warm and wet? Do | mind that she's so fucking desperate for

me?

My skin is so hot, we could toast marshmallows on my abs. I've never wanted
anything more than to feel her on my cock again.

| go to take the condom from her, but she rips open the packet herself. “I want to.”

She rolls on the condom and my mind wanders to the real possibility that | might
come, just from the feel of her fingers sliding on the condom. Fuckingcondom.

| push up on my elbows, ready to flip her to her back, but she presses her pam
against my chest.



“l want to,” she repeats on asmile.

She kneels up, reaching for my sheathed cock, positioning it so | can feel her heat,
her wetness.

“Oh god, Byron. What are you doing to me?’

“Fuck,” | splutter as she lowers herself onto me.

“I'm so wet,” she says. She smooths her hands up her body to her heavy breasts,
cupping them, before taking my hands and replacing hers with mine. “How can | ask
for what | want so easily with you?” She's not looking for a response.

None of this makes sense. Not for either of us. There are so many reasons why this
shouldn’t be happening, but | can’'t think of any of them right now.

| squeeze her breasts and pinch her nipples hard and mercilessly before releasing her
as she groans.

She starts to move, her hips rolling forward and back, working my cock in a
mesmerizing rhythm that pulls the air from my lungs. | can’t move. The rumble of
my orgasm twists and circles. | don't dare do a thing to encourage it. | just want to
take in the glory of thiswoman on top of me, fucking me, making me see stars.

She slumps forward, her hands on my chest, bracing her body, but she doesn’t stop
moving. “I’m so close,” she gasps.

| wait a second, two. Does she need something from me? | want her to ask. | like that
she knows she can. She knows | like her asking for what she wants. “Tell me what
you want,” | hiss out from my tensed jaw.



She grabs at my hand. “Touch me,” she gasps out. “Please.”

My hand slides between us, fingers finding her clit. It's all wetness between us, and |
growl at how undone she is with me. How turned on she is. It ratchets up the desire,
knowing it's mutual.
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“Byron,” she cries out. “I’'m so, so close.”
She moves quicker now, like she's racing to the finish line. | don’t know how long |
can hold off for. I'm so ready to come, but | want to wait for Rosey. Her fingers dig
into my chest and | can't resist any longer. | push my hips up, our bodies slamming
together until my vision blurs and my orgasm crashes over me. Rosey starts to

shudder above me. | pull her over me and hold her close as her entire body convulses,
worried that she might shatter if | et her go.

| don’t release her. | keep her pressed to me as our climaxes rocket through us and we
start the slow float back down from heaven. Her face is buried in my neck, and |
breathe in her scent of wet pine and lemons.

Her heat against my body, her legs tangled with mine. It’s all fucking perfect.

“Byron, what isthat?’ she saysfinally. “What is this?’

“What iswhat?’

“That,” she says, like | should know what she means. “The sex. I’'m not even sure we
should call it that. Or at least, | shouldn’t. I’ve never... it's...”

| pull in ajuddering breath. “Intense.”

“It feels like my entire body is on the brink of breaking into a thousand pieces.
Y ou're the only thing holding me together.”



I’'m used to holding back, dealing with everything—good or bad—inside my own
head. But with Rosey, | can't seem to fight the urge to share. “It feels like what’s
happening between us is the only thing that matters.”

“Yes,” she sighs. She wiggles in my arms, but | want her to stay put, lying over me
like this. It feels so good.

“Y ou keeping me prisoner?’

“Yeah,” | say. “I think | might.”

She laughs. “1 might let you.”

| press akiss to the top of her head, then release her. | get rid of the condom and we
settle down into the covers, listening to the rain.

“It's «till raining.” She says softly while trailing patterns on my chest. “You have a
really good body.”

| laugh. “Itisstill raining, and back at you.” Rosey doesn't just have a good body. She
has a body designed forme. She's all soft curves and smooth skin, pouting lips and
eyes that show me exactly what she’ s thinking.

“There are a lot of reasons why we shouldn’t be doing this.” She picks up my phone
and hands it to me. “Please check the weather again. | think we're in real danger of

missing the tornado warning.”

“Rosey, we're in real danger of missing this tornado if it passes right through this
fucking cabin.”

Shelaughs and snugglesin closer. | bring up the weather on my phone.



“Its a lot of rain,” | say. “Even without the threat of tornadoes, it could be a
problem.”

“You think it will affect opening?’

| sigh. “I don’t know. | hope not.”

She sweeps her hand over my chest. “It will be okay.”

| close my eyes. | hope she's right. All | know is that with Rosey lying next to me,
everything feelslike it’s going to be okay.

SEVENTEEN

Rosey

It's possible the storm has just given Byron and me a time-out from reality. I'm no
longer the runaway bride and he' s not my boss. He' s just a hot guy and I'm just a girl
who's hot for him. Maybe we' re both just trying to get through the night.

Part of me thinks that’s what this is—just a night suspended in time. Then the other
pat of me, deep down inside, whispersthis guy is different.This man
makesyoudifferent.

| never asked Frank for what | wanted—in bed or out. It didn’t occur to me that |
could. And he never asked what | wanted. It didn’t seem to matter to him. But with
Byron... with Byron, it feels completely natural to tell him everything. What | want.
What | don't want. Who | am. Maybe it's because no one's depending on my
relationship with Byron. With Frank, my entire family was behind me, pushing me
forward, willing me to do everything right so Frank would want me. So Frank would
become part of our family and, therefore, responsible for us all.
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Here in Star Falls, the only ones who care what | do with Byron are me and Byron.
And I’ ve never wanted anyone more.

| scoop up two mugs of hot chocolate and pad back into the bedroom.

“That shirt looks sexy on you,” he says. I'm wearing his navy plaid shirt and his
socks.

| pause and cock my head to the side. “How sexy?”’

His eyes grow hooded, instantly renewing the wetness between my legs. Byron
makes sure I’m more than satisfied, but | can’t help wanting more of him. Part of me
wonders how long we have left before either we have to make a quick exit to the
shelter, or worse, the storm passes and life goes back to normal.

| slide the mugs onto the bedside table and undo the buttons on his shirt, letting it fall
open a couple of inches.

He shakes his head disbelievingly, then leaps out of bed and wraps his arms around
me from behind. With his face burrowed in my neck, he asks, “Y ou ready for more?’

In answer, | twist my hips against his hardening cock. In one swift movement, he
shoves me down to the mattress, my feet still on the floor and my ass still pressing
against his thick length. “You like to tease, don’'t you?’ His hands press on my back
to keep me in place and he lifts up the shirt, then smacks a kiss on my ass. A waft of
fresh air follows before he lands his palm on my cheek with a sharp slap.



| squeal at the unexpected contact. It kinda stings, but not in a bad way. Actually, it's
kind of hot.

“You have such a perfect ass.” He sinks to his knees and positions me so I’'m over his
face.

Really?

This is new for me. Frank never went down on me and no one has ever done it like
this. It feels... I’'m so on display thisway. But if that’s what Byron wants, that’ s what
| want. Not because | want him to like me—although | do. And not because I'm
submitting to him because | have no choice. | want what Byron wants because being
desired by him isthe sexiest I’ ve ever felt. | choose to give him what he wants.

He circles my thighs with his hands and his thumbs nudge at my entrance. My knees
weaken at his touch. He can see how wet | am. If | wasn't so turned on right now, I’'d
be embarrassed. His breath is hot on my skin, and when his tongue lands in my folds,
| struggle to keep my weight on my legs. | grab on to the covers on the bed, trying to
stay in place.

His tongue darts into me, swirling and pushing, and | press my face into the mattress
and cry out. I'm laid out for him and he's devouring me. It feels so good. The
vibrations from his moans travel up my spine and my breasts push into the quilts. I've
developed one hundred million more nerve endings than normal. My entire body
buzzes with feeling. The clamp of his hands around my thighs, the insistent push of
his tongue, his stubble everywhere. It's al too much.

He pulls away, and before | have a chance to figure out what’'s happening, he's over
me. He flips me to my back, spreads his shirt wide, then my legs. “Y ou taste fucking
delicious. I’'m hungry for you.”



He sinks to his knees again and buries his head between my thighs. My fingers find
his hair as he brushes and strokes me with his tongue, over and over, while | get
wetter and wetter. His beard scratches against my thighs and the contrast between the
softness of his tongue and the sharpness of his beard is almost unbearably good. |
arch my back and begin to float up, up, up. He circles my clit before dliding first one
thumb in, then a finger, working them together, making my hips|lift off the bed.

My orgasm tears through me like it's been held captive for a decade and has just
broken free. My body shakes and | cry out. | chant Byron's name like it’s the answer
to every question | didn’t know to ask.

Finally he' slying next to me. “I’'m here, baby,” he whispers. “I’m here.”

| turn into him, hiding, scared at how distant | feel from who | was before | walked
into his cabin tonight. How close | feel to him right now. How | never want tonight to
be over.

He scoops me up in hisarms and pulls me closer. “I’'m here,” he says. “I’'m here.”

| inhale and let myself sink into him. Eventually, | drift off to sleep.

| don’t know how long I’ ve been out when a blaring alarm wakes me.

“Quick,” Byron says. “We need to get into the shelter. It’ s the tornado warning.”

| bolt upright and scan the room for clothes. Even if Byron's the only other person in
the shelter, | still want to be wearing panties. We both dress quickly, pull on our
boots and coats, and head out. Byron grabs the crate by the door and leads me outside

with his other hand.

“Wait!” | say. “We need Athena.”



Like she heard me say her name, she'sat my feet. | scoop her up and we head oui.

It's almost impossible to notice the rain because the wind is so ferocious. The
silhouettes of the trees that line each side of the road are swaying like a crowd with
its arms outstretched, raging against the sky. We crouch and head across the porch
and behind the cabin. Thankfully Byron's here. | wouldn’t have known where to go.
I’ve never faced a tornado before. Never worried about the weather, other than to
wonder whether I’'m ever going to see the sun again after days of relentless Oregon
rain.

The shelter is only ten yards from the cabins, but it's far enough to get covered in
mud from the rain-soaked grass. The shelter has been built into the ground. He flips
open the doors and nods for me to go inside. The doors are at an angle, but rain
dluices inside in sheets. | don't have time to ask all the questions | have: Are we
going to be able to breathe in there? How big isit? What happens if atree falls on the
door?

My feet dlide on the steps as | find myself inside the dark hole. Byron flicks on a
light.

He must see something in my expression, because he moves to cup my face and
presses a kiss against my forehead. “1t’ s going to be fine. We're safe here.”
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“It's cold,” | say, glancing down at the two wooden benches set opposite each other,
running the length of the shelter. It feelslike a prison cell.

“We have plenty of blankets and hats and glovesin here.” He starts pulling things out
of the crate. “And food.” He hands me a thermos. “Homemade tomato soup.”

“Y ou make soup?”’

He chuckles. “1 can’t take the credit. Nancy French makes the best tomato soup in the
state of Colorado. She dropped some off yesterday.”

“And you know that it’s the best soup in Colorado because you’' ve tasted everyone
else’'s?

“I haven't,” he replies, “but Nancy’s won the county soup-making championship five
yearsinarow.”

| grin. “Areyou serious?’
“1 never joke about soup. And neither does Nancy.”
Thisguy.

He pours me a cup and | take a seat on the bench. He huddles next to me and puts a
blanket over our knees like we' re on a camping trip and thisis no big deal.

“How long will we be in here?’ | ask. “And will we be able to get out if atree or



something falls on the door?’

“Sheriff Altaha knowswe re down here.”

“He does?’ | ask. “How? He'll probably think we' re both at the Colorado Club.”

“1 texted our location in. We're going to be fine.”

“Can we get a phone signal down here?’ | ask.

Byron pulls out his phone. “Nothing at the moment.”

“Then how will we know when to come out?’

“We have an NOAA radio.” He pulls it out of his crate and sets it on the bench
opposite before turning it on.

“Y ou came prepared.”

He nods and squeezes my knee.

“1 don’'t know what | would have done if you weren’t here.”

Despite the small space, | don’t have the sense of being hemmed in and constrained
that | did in Oregon. Byron's organized everything, but his instructions don't feel
controlling. It feels caring. | didn’t know the difference until right now. He's looking
after me. He' sthinking about me. That’s the difference.

He dlings his arm around me. “But | am. There’' s no need to worry.”

It's impossible not to hear the rain and the wind. It sounds like there's a war being



fought beyond the doors of the shelter. The occasional crash rumbles against the other
noise. Athenais curled up sleeping on the opposite bench like this is her home away
from home. | try not to think about how it feels like we're in a big metal coffin. Like
Byron says, emergency services will find us if we can’t open the doors. Won't they?

“The soup is good, right?’ he says, like he's trying to distract me. | know he doesn’t
want to know about the soup.

It's been warming my hands, but | haven’t been drinking it. | bring it to my lips and
takeasip.

It's so good. Fruity and spicy and exactly what | need right now. It trails down my
body, warming me from the inside out. “It’sreally good,” | say. “It could even be the
best tomato soup in the state of Colorado.”

He grins, and for a second, | forget we're sheltering for our lives. “Told ya.”

He dlides his hand over mine and squeezes. | want to ask him what happens now.
When we come out of this bunker, do we go back to how things were before? Do we
pretend tonight never happened? That we haven't seen every inch of each other,
heard every cry and moan? Do | pretend he doesn’t make me feel like I’'m a woman
who knows her own mind, rather than some kind of income-generating add-on,
responsible for funding her family?

Byron's changed everything, and he doesn’'t even know it.
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Whether the tornado strikes Star Falls or not, my life beyond this bunker will never
be the same.

EIGHTEEN
Byron

The cab of the truck is thick with worry. Phone lines are down, so | haven’'t been able
to speak to anyone at the Club. | don’t know what I’m going to find when | get there.
In the end, the tornadoes burned themselves out before they got to Star Falls, but the
storm still brought high winds and driving rain. I’'m hoping for the best, but given
everything that’s on the line, and how tight our deadlines are, | might be facing
serious changes to our opening strategy. It would cost me millions.

Rosey’ s nibbling her bottom lip. Athena's missing. As soon as we opened the doors
of the shelter, the cat bolted like she’d been freed from jail. | slide my hand onto
Rosey’s thigh, wanting to reassure her. “l bet she finds her way back by the time
we're home. There's not as much damage as there would have been if a tornado
struck. She’ll be okay.”

| glance over at Rosey and wonder what happens now. Last night felt so seismic
between us, like things have shifted completed. But maybe that’s not how Rosey sees
it. All the reasons why neither one of us wanted to get involved in the first place still
exist. The storm didn’t take them with it as it passed through Star Falls. Does that
mean there's no way forward, or did last night make all the concerns lighter
somehow—Iike they’ re no longer bold and underlined?



| still need to focus on the Colorado Club. | still don’t want the town gossiping about
me and the runaway bride.

At the sametime, | don’t want to give up Rosey.

Does she feel the same?

| don’t have an answer to any of it, and | shouldn’t even be thinking about it, given
the enormity of the issues | might be facing when we arrive up the mountain.

“Catsdon’t liketherain,” Rosey says. “Where could she have gone?’

“She’s probably found herself a tree to climb up,” | reassure her. | feel like an idiot
for obsessing over what happens next for me and Rosey when that’ s the last thing on
her mind. “I’'m sure she’'sfine.”

“Maybe,” she says.

I’d offer to buy her a new cat if | thought that would help. It's probably insensitive.
I’m just not a cat person.

“I’m sorry,” she says. “You’'ve got more important things to worry about.”

“I’ll figure out the extent of the problems at the Club soon enough. And we'll find
Athena. | promise. Anything else... we can work out,” | say obtusely, giving her
room to say something about what happened between us last night and what might
happen in the future.

She meets my gaze, nods, and gives me asmall smile.

We can figure this out, | think, hoping she hears me somehow.



The road is passable so far, but the wind has taken itstoll. Trees are down either side
of the road.

“What' sthat?’ Rosey asks, gripping my arm.

Ahead there’ s something blocking the road. | slow the truck to a stop. “Looks like an
old oil drum.” | could drive around it, but | don’t want another vehicle to come along
this road and run into it if they’re not paying attention. | put the car in park and grab
my gloves from the door pocket.

| don't know where the hell the oil drum has come from. | give it a push. It's
heavy—definitely not empty. | slide on my gloves and give it another push. It refuses
to roll. | circle the drum, trying to see what’s stopping it. There are a couple of dents
in it, but nothing that should stop it rolling. | push it again and it moves a few inches,
then stops. It must just be the way whatever’s inside is moving inside the barrel. It's
resistant. Eventually, | get a rhythm going, one hand pushing after another. It creates
momentum and | manage to push it off the side of the road.

| jog back to the truck, take off my gloves and dlide into the driver's seat. | catch
Rosey’s eye as | slam my door shut.

| narrow my eyes, and she blushes. “What?’ | ask her.

She shrugs. “You're hot. That's all.”

| chuckle. “Y ou like watching me doing manual labor, do you?’

“Sue me,” she says, lifting her chin defiantly.

“There are plenty of other things I’d prefer to do to you,” | say, because | can’t not. |
put the truck into drive.



“Maybe later,” she says and keeps her eyes on the road.

My heart inches in my chest at her words. I’'m half tempted to pull over again and
bend her over the hood of this truck. | shake my head and try to get my head back
where it needs to be. | can't think about any of that right now. | just want to get to the
Club and work out the damage.



Page 48

Source Creation Date: June 11, 2025, 10:25 am

We pull into the drive of the Club and everything looks fine. It's a good start, but no
more than | would have expected. This area around the main building was fully
finished.

Aswe get out of the cab, Hart comes out, followed by Kathleen.
“I’ve been trying to call you,” Hart says, his gaze flitting between me and Rosey.

“Phone lines are still down,” | say. “How are things here? Everyone safe?’ | watch
Rosey as she disappears into the main building. | don’t get to say “see you later” or
“thanks for the best night of my life.” | need to focus on the Club.

“Y eah, everyone was fine in the main building,” Hart says. “We barely heard the rain
and wind. Head of construction is doing a full walk-through now, but we think the
peripheral buildings have fared a lot better than expected. The chalets are al fine,
except one where the shutters weren't installed.”

| raise my eyebrows. | don’'t need to ask why a shutter wasn't finished. Kathleen can
see my question in my expression.

“1 know, | know,” Kathleen says. “But there are always going to be mistakes made in
these circumstances. That's the nature of human beings. One chalet isn’'t bad. The
only other real damage is a leak from the roof of the second block of staff
accommodations. The temporary fix for the roof couldn’t withstand the amount of

ran.

At that moment, Ralph, our construction foreman, rounds the corner followed by a



couple of other men | recognize from his team.

“Ralph. How are things?’

“Not bad. The main thing is we' ve had no significant mudslide and that’ s because we
kept as much of the existing trees and vegetation as possible. Then we've got some
damage to one chalet and the roof of the second staff housing block.”

“Kathleen said as much. How long will it set us back?’ | ask.

“Theroof isaproblem. That' |l cost us at least a week.”

“1 want you to prioritize that over the chalet.” Repairing staff housing first means one
of the marketing visits will have to be pushed back. “We can’'t run this place if we
don’t have the staff.”

“We'reonit,” he says.

My cell starts to ring. “Looks like we have service back.” It's Worth, one of my
closest friends. “I’ll catch you later, Hart.”

“How are you?’ Worth asks as | accept the call.

“Fine. Spent most of the night in atornado shelter, but it didn’t hit in the end.”

“1 still don't believe you can get tornados in the mountains,” Jack says. “It doesn’t
make any sense.”

“You're on speaker, in case you hadn’t guessed,” Worth says. “We just finished arun
and thought we' d check in.”



A pang of loneliness catches me off guard. After last night, it would be good to go to
Worth's for a beer tonight. It feels like there's been so much pressure leading up to
last night, that all my adrenaline is seeping away and I’'m not sure what's going to
take its place. “I miss you guys,” | say. It's not something I'd normally admit—to
myself, let alone them.

“We missyou too,” hereplies.

“1 don't miss him,” Jack says. “If he prefers Colorado to New Y ork, he’s not the sort
of friend | want. He can go live out his cowboy fantasy without me involved in any of
it.”

“Don’'t worry, you’'re not in anyone' s cowboy fantasy,” | say with agrin.

Jack chuckles. “You never know, we might come out and visit sometime. What's
there to do out there? Lasso some cows? Catch some fish?’ Jack was born and raised
in New York City. He's more likely to go to St. Tropez than Colorado. There's no
way I'll be able to get him to come out and visit. He doesn’t even go to Aspen—he
prefers Chamonix. But | love him anyway.

“When this place is finished, I'll figure out away to get you al here. Fair warning, if
you try and lasso cows, you're going to get arrested, Jack. And just so you manage
your expectations, there’ s not a spare room in the entire town at the moment.”

“It will be worth the wait,” Worth says. “We're proud of you.”

“I’m not proud of you,” Jack says. “I think you need to get your ass back to the city
and stop fucking around.”

“Well, this has been fun,” | say. “But | have my ass to save right here in Colorado.
Speak to you soon, guys. Send my love to Sophia, Worth.”



| hang up the call, but | can’t wipe the grin from my face. No, | can't go to Worth’'s
tonight and ask my friends about the right move after a night like the one Rosey and |
shared. Still, it's good to know they’re on the end of the phone if | need them. It's
good to know they’re there.

I’ll have to figure the Rosey stuff out on my own. Or maybe—and this is a big
maybe—I’ Il get to do it with Rosey.
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NINETEEN

Rosey

| stay on the bus until the stop in town after my shift. The first place I'm going to
check for Athenais the vet's office to see if she's been handed in. Then I’'ll go check
at home, do laundry, and figure out what to do about the ceiling in the cabin. Byron
said he'd call Mike and Beth, but he' s got bigger things to worry about. The truthiis, |
want to make sure | have a place to stay tonight without having to rely on Byron. He
shouldn’t feel any obligation to put a roof over my head, despite the way things
have...shiftedsince last night. | want to be able to stand on my own two feet. | don’t
want to have other people solve my problems. | want to figure this out for myself.

As| arrive at the vet, Donnais just putting up the Closed sign. She opens the door for
me anyway.

“Hey, how was the storm for you?’ she asks.
“Okay. A leaky roof. You?’
“A few thingsin the yard got tossed around. I’ ve seen worse.”

“ Athena—you know, the cat that adopted me—disappeared. She was with me during
the storm but fled right after. | wondered if someone had brought her in.”

“Oh no. I’'m sorry. No, no one brought her in. Honestly, we haven't had any animals
brought in at al. | thought there might be some injuries.” She shrugs. “Fred had some



callouts to the ranches farther out of town. That's it.” She closes the door behind her
and locks up. “I'll let you know if anyone brings her in tomorrow, though.”

“Thanks. Y ou off work now?’ | ask.

Her eyes grow wide and she smiles conspiratorialy. “I am. I'm headed over to Valley
Park.” She says it like | should know what that means. “Apparently a huge RV
parked up there, just showed up out of nowhere. Marge says it’s so big and fancy, it
must have cost more than amillion dollars. | want to seeit for myself.”

“Tourists?’ | ask.

She leans forward. “No one knows. No one has seen anyone come or go from there.
Marge says it’s the government, but | don’t see why it can’t be someone just wanting
to spend some time in this beautiful town of ours.”

Her phone rings and she answers. We start to walk toward the market.

“Are you serious?’ she says. “There are two? I'm definitely coming. | might just
knock on the door and see who the hell isin there. Okay, I'll see you in ten minutes.”
She hangs up. “Did you hear that?’ she asks. Before | can answer, she adds, “There's
two of "em now. Two million-dollar RVs. Another one pulled up right next to the
first.”

“That's weird,” | say. “Could be tourists passing through on some kind of cross-
country trip.”

“Right. But maybenot,” she says conspiratorialy. “Y ou wanna come see?’

A warm feeling nuzzles inside me at the thought of going with her. She likes me. And
from what little | know of her, | like Donna, too. “I can’'t,” | say. “I have to fix up the



cabin. But thanks for asking. You' Il have to let me know what you find. Be careful.”

“Oh, I'm going with Marge. She's used to hunting wild boar. I'll be completely safe
with her.”

Wild boar?ls that... athing around here? | make a mental note to ask Byron when |
see him.

“You don’t know where | might buy a dehumidifier, do you?’ | ask.

“Go see Betty in the hardware store.” She nods her head to the left. “She'll fix you
up.”

Ron the taxidriver helps me bring the dehumidifier up the steps. Before | go inside, |
check around the outside of the cabin for Athena.

“Athenal” | call. Maybe I'll set out some food for her on the porch and see if that
entices her back. “Athenal”

| wrestle the dehumidifier into my bedroom, which thankfully still has an intact
ceiling, then check the pot | left under the leak. | emptied the overflowing pot this
morning, before | went to the Colorado Club. There's been no rain since, but |
expected residual water to drip through the morning.

But the pan’s amost dry.

| glance up at the ceiling. The wet patch is still there, but it doesn’t look as bad as it
did this morning. Maybe the dry mountain air is speeding the process aong.



| plug in the dehumidifier and it humsto life. Then | drag the bedding from the pile
on the floor, put it in the washing machine, and start a cycle. There's too much
bedding to fit it al in one load, but I'm sure | can get enough washed and dried for
me to have something for tonight. Maybe | should have bought a sleeping bag from
Snail Trail.

I’m not sure | want to sleep right under the leak, even if it has dried up. Like Byron
said, there’'s no telling if the entire celling is going to collapse. But there's no room
for the bed frame to fit somewhere else in the room.
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| lived in atrailer with four other women; | can figure out how to make the most of
this space. | can sleep on the couch if necessary, but... | check out the mattress
propped against the wall, running my hands up and down each side. Where | expect
to feel sodden fabric, | only find dry softness.

Huh.

That unexpected piece of luck means | can sleep on the mattress in the living room. |
maneuverer it away from the wall and pull it along the floorboards. It’s heavy, but it's
moving. My muscles are still sore from doing... everything with Byron last night.
Images flash through my mind. It was so incredible and dirty and freeing. | half
expected people to stop me and ask me what happened, because I'm sure | look
different to how | looked yesterday. Sex with Byron altered my biology—I’ m just not
sure how yet.

| pause and pull down the neck of my shirt to reveal the hickey that he left me. It's
still there. | shudder at the image of his determined mouth over my breast, his large
hands holding mein place.

| don't want what we started to stop, but | don't know how we can keep moving
forward either. | don’'t want to jump from the frying pan into the fire. Byron and
Frank are completely different in so many ways, but they also have things in
common. They’re both much more established, powerful, and wealthy than me. For
all the ways Byron made me feel amazing last night, | don’t like the feel of an uneven
power dynamic. It's uncomfortably familiar, even in the afterglow of what we shared.

| give the mattress atug and dide it into the living room. There’s not enough space to



lay it down, so | spend the next hour configuring and reconfiguring the couch, dining
room table and chairs, and side tables. Partly, | want the mattress to fit, and also, |
like that | can decide where. Our trailer was too small for anyone to have a choice
about where things went, but even if we'd lived in a mansion, Mom would have made
al the decisions. Frank was very particular about his place, too. | was only ever a
guest at the house that was meant to become my home. It never felt like a place where
| could move the furniture around.

Finally | settle on putting the dining room table flush against the back of the sofa. It's
not like I’'m throwing any dinner parties anytime soon. | really only need to use one
chair. Then | put the side tables either side of the sofa, leaving me plenty of room for
the mattress against the wall of the living room.

| put my hands on my hips and survey the new arrangement. My chest lifts with
pride. It feels good to solve a problem on my own, even if it's just a problem of
interior design.

Someone knocks on the front door, and | jump.

“It'sMike,” aman’s voice says through the front door.

“And Beth,” awoman’svoice calls.

Shit. I just moved all their furniture around. | hope they’ re not mad. | pull in a breath.
| can move it back easily enough. | open the door. “Hi. I’'m Rosey.”

“Hi, Rosey!” A woman with long dark hair and areally tall guy with blond curly hair
grin at me. “We're here to have alook at the roof. What alot of rain, right?’

“For sure. Though I’'m from Oregon, so...”



Beth laughs. “Y ou thought you’' d escaped, but you brought it with you.” She laughs
again, but something about what she says makes me want to remember it later.
“We're going to take alook. That okay?’

Mike has aladder, which he moves around to the side of the house. He holds it while
Beth goes up. | hang back on the porch, scanning the area for Athena while | wait for
the verdict.

“It’'s stopped dripping inside,” | say. “I bought a dehumidifier since the ceiling’s still
abit damp.”

“Mike, you're going to have to come up here,” Beth says. “Rosey, has someone been
up here today?’

“Up on the roof? | don’t think so. I’ ve been working all day, so | haven’'t been here,
but who would have been up there?’

“Maybe the damage just isn’t visible,” Mike says, climbing the ladder.

“No, someone’ s put a membrane up here and sealed it. Look.”

Both of them move out of sight, but the sound of their voices suggest they’ re happy
with what they find. Maybe I’ [l be able to sleep back in my bedroom before | have to
abandon this place for staff housing.

| hear a cell going off and Mike answers. “Yeah, we're just here. Ohhh, that’s real
good of you. | appreciate that. Can we pay—" He listens to whoever is on the end of
the phone. “Y eah, we have buckets all through our house at the moment. We really
need a new roof. Maybe we'll get to it this year. Okay then. | might swing by with a
piefor you later. Thanks, Byron.”



My heart skipsin my chest at the mention of Byron’s name.

Mike and Beth descend from the roof, all smiles. “Your neighbor there sent some of
his men down from the Club to fix the roof.”

“Byron?’ | ask.

“Said he had a few construction guys who weren't busy, so he directed them to fix
the roof of the cabin,” Mike says.

Byron's trying to launch the Colorado Club on time. | can’t imagine his construction
team has a bunch of free time, especialy after the storm. | wonder if Byron just saved
Mike and Beth, or me. In reality, he saved all of us. Though I'm grateful, worry pulls
in my chest. | don’t want a man who feelslikeit’ s hisjob to save me.

Beth grins. “I told you. He was always the nicest guy in high school.”

“l don’t remember him,” Mike says. “He's been away along time.”
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“You went to high school with him?’ | ask Beth.
“A thousand years ago,” she says on a smile. “He had a rough time of it by al
accounts, but you' d never know it. Nothing ever seemed to ruffle his feathers. He was
aways the sweetest.”

“Well, he's saved us afew days work here,” Mike says. “And a bunch of money.”

“Which means that we can focus on our house,” Beth continues. “Y ou should run a
pie up to him later.” Sheturns to me. “Mike makes the best apple pie.”

“Don’'t tell Nancy,” Mike says with a wink. “She's the town cook. No one dares
compete.”

| laugh. I"'m going to have to get someone to point out Nancy to me.
“Did your home get badly damaged?’ | ask.

“Theroof leaks every timeit rains,” Beth says. “We need to replaceit. Thetilesliftin
the dightest breeze. It’s crazy.”

“We'll see about it thisyear,” Mike says.
“You said that last year,” Beth says.

“Can | get you acoffee?’ | ask. “You're welcome to stay.”



“Thank you so much,” Beth says. “But we'd better get going. Will we see you at
Grizzly’ stonight?’

| look at her blankly.

“Everyone goes to Grizzly’s after astorm,” Beth says.

“Why is that?" Mike asks. “I know we do it, but I’ve never thought about why. To
celebrate not dying?’

Beth laughs. “I guess. It's away for the town to come together. Or something. And |
want to hear the latest thing about those two government RVsin Valley Park. Donna
and Marge said they were going over there to check them out. | want to know what
they found.”

“There are three of them now,” Mike says.

“Three?’ Beth asks.

“Apparently. That's what Jim told me.”

“Someone's screwing with us,” Beth says. “It’s either the government, or someone
wants us tothinkit’ s the government.”

“1 think our government has enough to do without parking RVsin Star Fals,” Mike
says.

“You know that. | know that. But Marge certainly doesn’t. She won't rest until she
knows who the hell’ sin there.”

“I think Donna has it covered,” | interrupt. “1 saw her in town earlier. She said she



was going to knock on the door. But maybe she'll have second thoughts, now that
there are three of them.” | stop when | realize I’ m getting sucked into this RV drama,
when what | really need to do is sort my laundry.

“Let’sgo,” Beth says. “What if something happens to Donna?’

Mike turns to me. “Wanna come?’

The warm feeling from earlier returns. It's so nice to be asked. “Maybe later. | have a
few choresto do. | can’t wait to see what these RV s are all about.”

“Seeyou at Grizzly’slater!” Beth calls as she heads back to their truck.

The RVsarea bit odd. | add it to my mental list of things to ask Byron about. Maybe
he' s organized them to be in town to house more construction workers?

| shake off the thought. | probably won’t see him tonight. He's going to be busy. And
am | really going to head to Grizzly’s on my own? Last time | was there, | was
wearing a dirty wedding dress. I’m not sure I’'m ready to show my face there again so
SOON—oOr ever.

TWENTY
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Rosey

| hear Byron’s truck pull up in front of the cabins just before seven. | spot him out of
the window and try to ignore the flutters of god-knows-what in my stomach. | need to
get perspective. This man is just the guy next door. Someone who knows his way
around a woman’s body. Someone who happens to be my boss. And it’s not like he's
pulled up to see me. He lives next door.

My laundry is finished and my bed, in the corner of my living room, looks super
cozy. | go to the refrigerator to pull out the milk for cocoa, when | hear Byron's
footsteps coming up the steps to my porch. My stomach lifts higher and higher with
each step.

He raps on my door, and | call out for him to comein.

“Hey, how are you doing?’ he asks as he appears. “Sorry, | lost track of time and
realized just now that you didn't have a key to my cabin and—how is this place
doing?’ He comes in and shuts the door. | feel the pull of him so deeply, it'slike he's
the moon and I'm the sea. His hair is mussed, and | have to hold myself back from
reaching up to rearrange it with my fingers. | have to stop myself from circling my
arms around hiswaist and drinking in his cool, fresh scent.

And then | remember who heis. Who | am. How things are... uneven. Difficult.
“I’m good. Someone had my roof fixed, so thanks for that.” | hold his gaze, waiting

for his reply. I'm grateful, but I’'m aso wary. He didn’t talk to me about it. He just
went ahead and did it. I’ ve spent my life being told what to do and what’ s expected of



me. | don’t want to slot into someone else’s way of doing things anymore.

He shrugs. “Mike and Beth don’t have much money. | knew they’d do the repairs
themselves and it would take a couple of days, but they’ve probably got damage to
their place they need to focus on. | figured it would be easier and better just to get it
done.”

Hedid it for Mike and Beth, not me. Why didn’'t | see that before? The musclesin my
jaw unclench. | breathe a little more deeply. He' s not trying to take over or exert his
control. He was just being kind to a couple without much money.

“But you needed the workers for the Club,” | say.

“Nah, most of the day was spent opening shutters and rearranging fixtures and
furniture from the chalets.”

| laugh at | don’t know what. A weight has lifted off my heart. I’m more carefree than
I’'vefeltin... aslong as| can remember.

He rubs his stubbled chin with his palm. “It’s set us back, but | really think we've got
ashot of being ready. We just need some more kitchen staff. And— Never mind.” He
checks hiswatch. “Have you eaten?’ he asks.

“Not yet, | was?—"

“Let’'sgo to Grizzly’s,” he says. “Eat wings and drink beer. Relax. It's been a weird
twenty-four hours.” He shoots me agrin, and | can’t help but smile in response.

Weirdis one way to put it.

“Everyone' s going to be there,” | say.



“Right,” he says. “Everyone goes to Grizzly’s after a storm. Or when the first snow
falls. Or whatever other occasion people think up.” He laughs. “Some things never
change.” He seems lighter. Happy. His mood is contagious.

“S0 you think we should go... together?’ | ask. | don’t know if thisisadate or if it's
just one neighbor giving another alift to abar.

He narrows his eyes. “Did you have an alternative suggestion?’

| transfer my weight from one foot to the other. People are going to see us. | guess
that’s fine. We're neighbors. But in the bar, I’'m not going to know anyone. Is he
going to be off talking to his friends while | nurse a Coke at the bar? Is he going to
dlide his hand into the back pocket of my jeans and...

“We don't haveto go if you don’'t want to.”

| want to go. Ireallywant to go. | want to feel the atmosphere at Grizzly's after a
storm, when the entire town is celebrating, rather than looking at a girl in a dirty
wedding dress. | want to see if Donna went to the park. | want to meet the famous
Nancy, of soup and pie fame. Most of al, | want to stop worrying about every little
thing and just hang out with Byron. | want our time-out from reality to go on a bit
longer.

“Let'sdoit,” | say, before | can change my mind. “Wings and beer sound good to
me. And as a bonus, we get to find out whether the RVs in Valey Park are a
government conspiracy.”

He brushes his hand through his hair. “Now you’ ve lost me. Tell mein the truck.”

TWENTY-ONE



Byron

Rosey has confused me from the moment | laid eyes on her, but never more so than
as she explains Donna’ s theory about three RVsin Valley Park.

“But why would the government send RVsinto Star Falls?’ | ask.
Rosey shrugs and pushes the door of the truck open. “No idea. | thought maybe they

wereyourRVs. Apparently, they’'re pretty fancy. | wondered if you'd had them
brought to town so you could get more construction workers or something.”
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| slide out of the truck and slam the door shut. “Wasn't me.” | shake my head. “1 hope
that rumor doesn’t get picked up. Next thing you know, I’ll bepartof the government
conspiracy, and the Colorado Club will be my spy headquarters or something.”

Rosey laughs, and the sound travels down my spine like cool water. I've been so
wrapped up in everything today, | haven't had the chance to think about what
happened last night. All | know is, | couldn’t wait to get back to her today. At least
we're on safe ground at Grizzly’s. I'll have to use every bit of willpower | have, but
I’m going to be forced to resist her. | don’t want the entire town gossiping about me.

Again.

There’'s no music playing, but Grizzly’s is loud. Every table is full of people and
excited chatter fillsthe air.

“It'sbusy,” Rosey says, turning back to me with agrin.
We make our way to the bar. There’s one seat open and | gesture for her to sit.
“Tequila?’ | ask.

She shoots me a puzzled look that says,Did you remember from the first night we met
or are you just guessing? But of course | remember. How could | forget that night?

“Sure,” she says.

“Tequila,” | say to the bartender. “On the rocks. And I'll take a beer.” | can fedl her
gaze on me. Eventually, | givein and look at her.



“That night feels like athousand years ago,” she says, amost too quiet for me to hear.

| chuckle. “In agood way? Or a serving-time-in-a-Thai-prison kind of way?’

She smilesup at me. “In areally great way.”

The bartender dlides our drinks across the bar and | lean back on the mahogany while
Rosey sits beside me.

“Everyone’'s so happy,” she says.

“Sure. They all survived the storm.”

“1t was pretty terrifying having to go into the bunker,” she says. “I can’'t imagine you
ever get used to it.”

“Not living in the mountains in Colorado.”

“Were there many storms when you were akid?’ she asks.

| don’'t look at her, because | don’t want to feed the rumor mill. I'm not convinced |
can pretend I'm not completely enthralled by this woman if | give her al my

attention.

“Plenty of storms,” | say, staring over at a table with a couple of faces | recognize.
“But not many tornado warnings.”

One of the girls at the table glances over at us and waves. | raise my beer in response.

“Who'sthat?’ Rosey asks.



“I think it's Juniper French. | went to high school with her, but she looked a little
different back then.” Juniper French had been alittle kooky in high school, to say the
least.

“Juniper French. Sounds like a movie star or a pastry or something. She's pretty. Did
you two date?’

| chuckle. “No. I'm not sure Juniper dated in high school. Thinking back, she was
pretty, but not to a fifteen-year-old boy. She had that baggy-sweatshirt, glasses-and-
braces thing going on.” Aswe're talking, Juniper slides out of her booth and wanders
over.

“Looks like she grew up,” Rosey says, as Juniper approaches wearing a huge smile.

“1 heard you were back in town,” she says, flinging an arm around me. She’s all long

limbs and pouting lips. If it wasn't for her powder-blue eyes and the same blunt
bangs, | wouldn’t recognize her.

“Hey, Juney,” | say.

“1t’s so good to see you. I’m hearing al the things about the Colorado Club.”

“What aringing endorsement,” | reply.
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“Actually, | wanted to talk to you about it.” She glances at Rosey, then back at me.
“But | don’t want to interrupt your date.”

“Oh, we're not dating,” Rosey says before | get a chance to respond. “We're
neighbors.”

| shift my weight from one foot to the other, dightly uncomfortable. No, we're not
dating. But we did have sex last night. I'm not putting a ring on her finger, and |
know she just got out of a serious relationship, and it’s not like I’'m out here looking
for love, but last night was... it shifted things between us, didn’t it?

My thoughts are running away from me. | just want a beer and a good time.
Overthinking never ends well.

“Maybe | can come and see you up at the Club,” Juney says. “l don’t know if you
know, but | do abit of painting in my spare time. Some pottery, but mainly painting. |
wondered if you wanted to seeit.”

My heart sinks. My designer isin charge of sourcing al the artwork for the Club, and
| know she’s not going to want me purchasing stuff she can’'t use. Maybe | can buy a
couple of piecesto put in staff housing or something. “That would be great.”

“You paint?’ Rosey says. “I can’'t draw a stick figure.”
“Oh, | bet that's not true,” Juney says. “You probably just haven't practiced very

much. I’ ve been doing it along time now.” Her smile is warm and genuine. Rosey’s
too.



“Haveyou?’ | ask. “Wasthat always your thing? | can’t remember.”

Juney laughs. “Really? | was a mess in high school. You don't remember | always
had paint in my hair and under my fingernails?’

“It's been awhile,” | respond. | just remember Juney being quiet. It seemed like she
was in aworld of her own.

“Y ou were too busy playing sportsball.”

| chuckle. “Y eah,sportsballwas a big thing back then.” | used to take out all my
frustrations about everything out on whatever field | was playing on. Sportsball was
what the kids that didn’t play sports called any sport that involved a ball.

Juney pulls out her phone from the back pocket of her jeans. “Do you have your
phone? I’d love to share my digital business card.” She holds up her phone, which
has a QR code on it. | scan it and hold up my phone so she can see that | have it. “I
won't take up any more of your time. Take alook at my work and if you think you
might be interested, give me acall. | won’t hound you, | promise.”

“You can hound me. | have alot going on, so | might forget?>—"

“Hewon't forget,” Rosey says. “I’ll make sure he remembers.”

My eyes widen in surprise. She's going to be moving up to staff housing soon. How
does she think she’'s going to remind me if we' re not neighbors?

Juney makes her excuses and heads back to her table.

Rosey mutters under her breath, “Thisis perfect.”



“What's perfect?’ | take a swig of beer and turn to face her on the stool. No one’s
taking any notice of us anyway.

“Local art.” She saysitin away that suggests | should know what she’s saying. “The
Club can start supporting alocal artist. You're trying to make the town less hostile to
the Club, right? Thisis another way you can encourage local support.”

“l can’'t put up art that isn't any good. If | refuse to support a local artist, that could
have the opposite effect—people might start to hate me.”

Rosey holds out her hand. “Let’s have alook at her stuff.”

Our gazes lock, and for a second, | wonder why the hell | insisted on coming to
Grizzly’s. | can't do anything | want to do to her with all these eyes on us. Rosey
breaks eye contact first and clicks on Juney’ s website.

“Whoa,” Rosey says. “Thisisnotwhat | was expecting.”

| hadn’t really thought about what Juney’s art might look like. | guess I’'m expecting
intricate paintings of birds and bears and deer—local wildlife landscapes, that kind of
thing. | get a sinking feeling. | should not have come to Grizzly’ s tonight. | should go
back to avoiding town and Star Falls residents in general. It just gets me into trouble.
The last time | was here, | ended up with a neighbor. Now, | have to buy art | don't
want and can never display.

“l don't necessarily understand it,” Rosey says. “I’m not an art person. But this
looks... fresh. She's had some exhibitionsin Denver and Aspen.”

She pushes the phone into my hand and | take a look. There's not a detailed wildlife
painting in sight. Instead, there are huge abstract canvasses. | glance at Rosey, whose
gaze isfixed on my phone. Her lips are mere inches from mine, and | can’'t do a damn



thing about it.

“1 think some of these would look amazing in the chalets. In the main building as
well, though I’m not sure you have room for them.”

“I"ll send the site to Rosalind and see what she thinks.”
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“Rosalind?’ Rosey asks.
“The designer. She'sin charge of all the interior decoration.”
“Tell her it'salocal artist. | think they're beautiful.” Rosey’ s cheeks are flushed with
the heat of Grizzly’s and her enthusiasm for Juney’s paintings. She's beautiful all the

time, but lit up like this, she' sradiant. Maybe | should buy her a painting.

“You came!” someone screeches from behind us. Donna appears and grabs Rosey by
the hand like they’re long-lost sisters.

“Did you complete your investigations?’ Rosey asks. She's clearly intrigued.

She grabs my elbow and stands close, pulling the three of usinto acircle. “I knocked
on the doors,” she whispers. I'm not sure if she’'s drunk or just overinvested. “No
freaking answer. It was six thirty. If it was a tourist, there’s no way they wouldn’t be
intheir RV at six freaking thirty.”

She looks between us like she'satrial lawyer who's just presented a smoking gun.
“So you think it’ s the government?’ Rosey asks, her eyes wide.

Donnalifts up her paims. “What else could it be?’

I’m about to give her at least a dozen possible explanations that don't involve federal

agencies, when suddenly the door to Grizzly’s crashes open and three very
unexpected faces appear.



TWENTY-TWO

Byron

| slide my beer onto the bar and try to focus on the three men who've just come
through the door. | glance back at my drink. How many have | had? Is it enough to
start hallucinating?

“You know those guys?’ Rosey asks.

“If the mountain won't go to Mohammed,” Worth says as he saunters toward us.
“Then the New Y orkers have to come to the mountains,” Fisher finishes,

Fisher getsto mefirst and pulls meinto ahug. | still can’'t believe what I’ m seeing.

“What are you guys doing here?’

“Heard this place was banging,” Fisher says, glancing around at the timber-clad walls
and stone floors. “Had to come check it out for ourselves.”

Jack offers me an effusive handshake and back slap, always the most formal of our
group.

“Fuck,” | say. “It's going to be a tight squeeze in the cabin tonight.” | glance over at
Rosey. She'll probably need to stay too. I'm not sure if her place has dried out, and
I’m not sure | care either way—I just want her near me. “ Thisis Rosey, by the way.”

Each of my friends greets Rosey with a handshake.

“Known Byron for long?’ Fisher asks.



“1 only got to town a couple of weeks ago,” Rosey says. “Areyou local?’

The four of uslaugh. “These guys are from New York,” | say. “We' ve been friends a
long time.”

“And we miss Byron,” Worth says, ruffling my hair like a sitcom dad. “So we
thought we' d drop by. Anyway, we want to see what’s been keeping our friend in
Colorado so long.” He shoots me a look that asks,Does Rosey have something to do
with it? “ ThisClubbetter be good.”

“It’ sbeautiful,” Rosey says. “Billionaire beautiful .”

The guys laugh, we order drinks, and no one asks who Rosey is to me. Instead, the
guys sweep her up in conversation, asking her where she’'s from and whether she's
enjoying Star Falls.

“Valley Park is beautiful,” Jack says. “Even before we left the RV, there were so
many stars out. | swear we can see fucking Saturn from where we are.”

“Did you say RVsin Valley Park?’ Rosey asks. “Like... the three million-dollar RV's
that arrived today? That’ s where you’ re staying?’
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“We couldn’t get a bloody room anywhere,” Fisher says. “Worth got usan RV each.”
Rosey dissolves into giggles. “This is perfect,” she says through her laugh. “I bet it
takes all of five minutes before someone wanders over and accuses you of being from
the FBI.”

“Am | missing something?’ Jack asks.

“The whole town has been talking about the RVs,” | explain. “No one understood
why they were there or who they belonged to. It makes sense now.”

“Donna said she knocked on your doors earlier. You didn’'t hear her?’

“We only got here. Dumped our stuff in the RVs and came right over. It was the only
place where there were lights. None of us could get a phone signal. | asked a guy
where you were living and they told uswe'd find you here.”

“Small towns, right?’ Rosey says. “ Ever watchSuperman?”’

“Conversational whiplash,” Fisher says.

Rosey shakes her head. “I know you’'re not clad in black leather or anything, but | bet
the three of you looked like those Zod villains walking down Main Street.”

“Day made. | always wanted to be a comic book villain,” Jack says.

“I think that’s Leo’skink, isn’t it?" Worth says.



“He just got there before me. There's no way | would have let Mystique out of my
sightif I’d met her first.”

| raise my eyebrows. “Y ou have a crush on Mystique, or you have a crush on Jules?’

Jack shakesit off. “Nah. Well, not now anyway, she’s my sister-in-law.”

We all exchange glances. | never picked up on Jack having a crush on Jules, Leo’'s
wife. Maybe I’'m reading too much into what he’ s saying.

“I'mlost,” Rosey says, breaking through the awkwardness of the moment.

“Metoo,” | confess.

“Comeon,” Fisher says. “Let’s play pool.” He nods at the table in the back.

“I’ll leave you to it,” Rosey says as everyone moves off.

| turn back to her. “Come with us.”

She shakes her head. “Y ou should have time with your friends. It’s so nice they came
all this way to surprise you. It's the kind of thing you expect brothers to do. But not
the reality of what brothers wouldactuallydo. These guys care about you.” There's a
sadness in her tone I’ m not used to.

“The way brothers should act?’ | ask.

She shrugs and glances away. There’'s something there, but she clearly doesn’'t want
to talk about it.

“I want you to hang out with us.” | say it because | don’t want her to be sad, but also



because | want her around. | like her. She’s fun and so are my friends. They’ll all get
along.

Our gazes lock as she decides what to do. | don’t want her to stay if she doesn’t want
to. But | think she does.

“Okay,” she says. “But | can't play pool.”
| sling my arm around her shoulders before | can second-guess myself or worry about
what the town grapevine will say. | just want to be myself tonight. When New Y ork

comesto Star Falls, | just want to soak it al in and enjoy.

We head over to the table where Jack and Fisher have already started to play. “Maybe
I’ll teach you.”

She dlides her hand into the back pocket of my jeans. “Has anyone ever told you, you
have areadlly nice ass?”’

| chuckle and catch Worth’ s eye as we head towards the back.
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“Just neighbors, huh?” Worth says, handing us both pool cues. We take them and
separate—reluctantly.

“Tell me about New York,” | say. “Remind me what I’'m missing.”

“My wife called me an asshole before | left, and she wasn't even the first that day.
That honor goes to the person behind me in the line at the coffee shop, because |
accidently brushed her coat with my elbow.”

| chuckle. “God, | missthe place. How is Sophia?’ | ask. “How’s married life?’

“You're newly married? Rosey asks. She beams like she thinks it would be
wonderful to be newly married. Ironic, given how she arrived in this town.

“l am,” Worth says wearing a shit-eating grin. “ Sophiaand | got married in Vegas the
second time we ever met.”

Rosey’s hand slaps against Worth’s arm. “Are you serious? And you're making it
work?’

“1 would have asked her the first time | met her if I’d thought she’d say yes.”
“When was the first time you met her?’ | ask.
“ At the brunch where we were discussing Leo and Jules eloping.”

“What are you three gossiping about while | whip Jack’s arse?’ Fisher asks.



“Worth was just catching Rosey up about how he fell in love with Sophia at the
brunch where Jules was trying to setyouup with Sophia,” | reply. “I wasn’t there but |
heard about it. A lot.”

“It soundslikeyou're al very... family style with your dating,” Rosey says.

“Family style?’ Fisher asks.

“No,” | say, arush of protectiveness surging in me. “We're not. There's absolutely no
sharing.”

Fisher chokes on his beer. “We're close, but we' re notthatcl ose.

“It's not like that,” | say, looking Rosey straight in the eye. I'm not sure if it was just
an offhand remark or whether she’s wondering if we're just a bunch of playboys who
hand women around like hors d'oeuvres. “None of us would ever. You're safe.” |
don’t want her to think I'd ever try to take advantage of her or treat her like a thing
rather than the insightful, kind, sensitive woman sheis.

She offers me asmall smile. “I’ ve never been to New Y ork. | imagine things are very
different there compared to Oregon or Star Falls.”

“People are people,” | say. “There are assholes everywhere.” The guys have moved
over to the pool table, debating which shot Jack should take next.

“I haven't met any in Star Falls yet,” Rosey says. “It seems to be filled with the best
kind of people.” She shoots me a smile. “But maybe that’ s because of you.”

“Me?" | ask, confused.

“Maybe you attract the best people. Maybe the assholes stay away when you're



around.”

| huff out alaugh. “Wouldn’t that be a good superpower to have? Asshole repellant.”
| lift her chin between my thumb and finger. | don’t know why | don’'t care if my
friends see me with Rosey, or if | feel so comfortable with herbecausethey’re here.
“Isthisokay?’ | ask, my voice low.

She sighs. | feel any tension in me or between us ebb away. She brings her hands up
over my shoulders and nods. | brush my lips against hers in a half kiss, release her,
and turn back to the game.

TWENTY-THREE

Rosey

We pull up in front of the cabins and | can't shut up about the RVs. It's like
someone’ s turned a tap on inside me and words are just pouring out. To think that |
almost thought it was too cold to go back and see the stars from Valley Park. “I didn’t
expect them to have actua tile on the floors. Did you see Worth’'s? What's an
infrared sauna, anyway?’

Byron chuckles. “I’m gonnarisk a guess and say you were impressed with the RVs.”
“1 thought they were kidding when Donna said they were ‘million-dollar’ RVs. I've
lived in a trailer most of my life and hated every second of it. But I’d have loved a

place like that.”

“Did you live with Frank?’ he asks. “What was his place like?’
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| shrug. “I had adrawer at his place and some stuff in the closet. | was due to move in
after the wedding. But it never felt like mine... or even like itcouldbe mine
someday.”

“Did you think about leaving him before the wedding day?’

| pull in abreath. “Yes. Obvioudly | knew | didn’t love him. But he wasn’t a bad man.
| knew my family would always be comfortable if | went through with it, and that
was... enough. We' d never had money. Even when | started working, almost all my
money went to Mom for rent. So the idea of not having to struggle was... great.” |

pick at the skin on my fingers.

His expression is full of sympathy, and | exhale, relieved that | don’'t hear any
judgement in his voice.

| turninmy seat so I’'m facing him. “Y our friends are super fun. Y ou must miss them,
being so far from New Y ork.”

“1 do. | miss my life there, but the Colorado Club is important.” His brow furrows,
and he looks so seriousthat | get the urge to tickle him.

“Wanna give me a piggyback ride to the cabin?’ | ask.
“A piggyback ride?’ he asks, like he thinks | might have lost my mind.

| shrug. “I haven't had a piggyback ride for a very long time. | want to remember
what it feelslike.”



He slides out of his side of the truck and opens the door to my side. | grin a him,
wondering if he’s going to follow through.

He turns and bends, encouraging me onto his back. | squeal as | climb on, and he
grips my legs tight before he stands. | tighten my grip around his neck and he strides
over to my cabin. His neck is warm and solid. | slide my fingers into the neck of the
t-shirt under his plaid button-down. He groans at the contact.

He turns his back to the stairs and | hop off. Then he faces me. “How was it?’

“The best | ever had,” | reply. How could it not be? Byron is hot as holy hell, but he's
also kind and funny. He has the kind of friends who are only friends with good
people.

He grips either side of the porch railings and grins up at me.

“It'scold,” | say. “We should go inside.” | grab him by the shirt and pull him up the
stairs.

| want him. It's as ssimple as that.

He climbs up the stairs, and | keep pulling until my ass hits the door. He keeps
walking until our bodies are pressed together. He cups my face and dips down for a
Kiss.

| moan as his lips press against mine. It’'s different from the half kiss he gave me at
the bar. Not that that kiss wasn’t good. It was better than good. And it was surprising
because it was as if he was claiming me in front of all of his friends—letting them
know I’'m off-limits.

It was cute and territorial and made me melt.



But thiskind of private, desperate kissis my favorite of Byron’s kisses.

| sweep my hands up the sides of his chest. He' s all hard muscle under the soft plaid.

“What aday,” | say dreamily, when he releases me from his kiss.

“1t’ s not over yet.” He rounds his hands over my ass. “Let’s go inside.”

| fumble with the keysand let usin.

“Y ou moved things around. | didn’t notice earlier.”

“Oh yeah, the mattress is on the floor. I'm going to sleep in here tonight to give the
bedroom ceiling a chance to dry out.”

He doesn’'t answer. When | look around, his eyes are full of heat. “You won't do
much slegping tonight.” He tugs me to him with his fingers tucked into the waist of
my jeans. He presses kisses down my neck, and instantly it feels like last night never
ended.

We shrug off our coats and | pull at his shirt, my hands trembling with need for him.
Why the hell did we waste time going to the bar tonight? We could have been here
doing this. All night.

| don’t know how I’'ve managed to retain my self-control all evening. Right at this
moment, |’ d be happy to drop to my knees and take his dick in my mouth even if all
his friends were watching. | just want to feel him. | want him to feel me.

As if he can hear what I’'m thinking, he pulls open my jeans and shoves his hand
down my pants. His fingers find my folds. I know I’m wet.
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“1 fucking knew this is how I’d find you. Tell me it's for me, Rosey. Not Fisher or
Jack. Tell methat all this delicious wetnessisfor me.”

“Of course,” | choke out. “I’'m crazy for you.”

He works his fingers hard and fast. | grab at his arm, trying to get him to slow down.
I’m so wound up, | know if he keeps going like this, I'm going to be orgasming in a
matter of seconds.

“If you want me to stop, tell meto stop and | will.”

| shake my head. He can’t stop. | think I’ll die if he stops touching me. “I’m going to
come,” | say, my voice tight and high.

“l know,” he says. “I want you to come. And then I’m going to fuck you on the couch
and against the door and in the shower. Come for me, so we can get to al that.”

| whimper. | want that so much. | want to give myself to him. Surrender.

He flips us around, pressing me against the door, and drives his fingers into me. It's
hard and rough, and all | think about is his hand shoved in my jeans, his lips on my
neck, his growl in my ear, saying all the things he wants to do to me.

His fingers press against my flesh, and the scrape of his stubble against my skin sends
every sense into hyperdrive. Sensation shoots from me and | convulse around his
hand.



“That’ sright, Rosey. Come for me.”

Stars explode in my vision. | fedl like I’'m floating and melting and disappearing.

| cling to Byron’s shoulders as my orgasm ebbs away.

I’m panting, my body weak. Byron slides his thigh between my legs to keep me from
falling. I’'m unable to catch my breath. I'm lifeless.

“It'slike I’m addicted to your sounds when you come. | can’t get enough.”

My cheeks flush with embarrassment. | have no control over the sounds I’'m making
when I’'m with Byron. | have no control around him, period. But it's not just when
we're having sex. | simply can't resist him. | don’t want to take my power back from
my mother and Frank and give it to someone else—especially not a man as powerful
as Byron. But | can’t seem to say no. | don’t want to.

The more time | spend with Byron, the more | wonder if he evenwantsmy power. A
voice inside says the answer is no. Maybe it’' s because this—whatever this is between
us—has a natural end date. I'll move into staff housing next week, and things will

naturally fade out. They’re bound to.

Byron scoops me up and | hook my hands around his neck. “You don’'t want my
power,” | whisper against his chest.

“1 want your body,” he growls.

He lays me on the bed and steps back, like he’s considering his options. “ There are so
many things | want to do to you.”

“I want all of them,” | say.



He strips off my jeans and top. When I'm completely naked, he pulls his clothes off,
not taking his eyes from mine as he does. When he takes off his boxers, my gaze
drops to what’ s between his thighs.

I’ve aways thought penises were weird. They serve a purpose and all, but readly, |
always found them alittle off-putting. But Byron's penis is gorgeous. Flat against his
stomach, it’srigid steel covered in smooth velvet. | lick my lips at the thought of my
hands around it, my tongue over it, pressing it between my thighs.

“l love your dick.” It dips out before | can think what I'm saying. | cover my face
with my arm.

“It loves you back,” he says on a chuckle. “Come here,” he says, nudging my thighs
open and standing between them.

| push myself up so I’'m sitting in front of him, his dick level with my face. | glance
up at him, and he's grinning. He lifts my chin and shakes his head like he's seen
something he can't quite believe.

| start at the base of his cock. My tongue flat, | lick in one long, sSlow movement up,
teasing out a groan from that dirty mouth.

It's beautiful. | glance up at him, and his eyes are dark—fierce, like he’'s on the brink
of war. | take him in my fist, starting at the top and pushing down in another slow
movement.

“Areyou trying to kill me?’ he growls.
| think it’s me who has all the power now, and | like it. | bite back a grin and get to

work. | lick, suck, pull, and push, and he cries and moans, fueling the sense of power
washing through me. Sucking him makes him feel good. | know that for sure. But it



makesmefeel good too. It makes me feel sexy and powerful that a man like Byron can
be so weak for me.

| take him so deep, | reach around to his ass to keep him in place so | can take him to
the back of my throat. He cries out my name like a chant. It’s such a thrill to be able
to drive him mad like this. My nipples are so hard, they hurt. The wetness between
my legs is borderline embarrassing.
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I’m losing focus. This is meant to be all about him, but I’'m so turned on, | might be
able to come like this. His dick in my mouth. | moan at the thought, and Byron curses
and steps away.

“Fuck, Rosey. Y ou might just be about to kill me.”

| glance up at him, confused. He bends, presses a kiss to my forehead and pulls us
both back onto the mattress. We lie side by side on our backs.

“1 need a couple of minutes,” he says. “| want us to come together.”

| prop myself up on my elbow, watching him, wondering if | just heard him right. |
want that too, but | also want him to come in my mouth. | want everything from him.

| take his hand and guide his fingers between my thighs.
“Fuuuck,” he groans. “Y ou' re not making this easy for me, are you?’
| shake my head. “I thought | was going to come when | was sucking you.”

He groans again, flips me to my back, and rolls over me. “I want to feel this.” He
pushes his cock through my folds. I’'m so ready, there' s no resistance.

He pauses, the tendons in his neck tight, hisjaw set. “Y ou’ re fucking everything.”

| set my palm on his chest. He exhales and our gazes lock. We hold each other’s stare
like we don’t want to move in case something spoils this connection. We've tried to



fight it. We've tried to resist. But whatever there is between us keeps pulling us back.

Eventually, he grabs a condom, rolls it on, and plows into me, pushing me up the bed
with the force of it.

My orgasm is awoken immediately. The way he stretches me, fills me up. The way he
looks at me. It’s all overwhelming. | feel the best kind of weak with him. | have a
deep urge to give myself to him. To give him everything. Not because I’ m forced to,
not because it’ s the right thing to do, but because it’swhat | want.

“Byron,” | whisper, his lips on my neck as he drives into me. | lift my legs, skirting
either side of historso. He fits deeper like this.

I’ve never felt so free. So entirely myself. I've spent my life doing everything
everyone expects of me, but here in Star Falls, Byron on top of me, for the first time
in twenty-eight years it’s about nobody but me. And Byron.

I’ve been engaged before. I've stood in front of a mirror on the morning of my
wedding, and I’ve never felt more committed to a man than | do right now with
Byron.

“Rosey.” My name on hislipsiswhat breaks my final thread of control.

My orgasm curls around every muscle and sinew, rearranging my brain chemistry,
changing my DNA. Byron's rewritten my history and is changing my future, and he
doesn’t even know it.

We lie there, our bodies pressed against each other, for what seems like hours. His
heat, the weight of him, the way he intermittently says my name, like he can’t believe
I’m real—if | stay like thisuntil the end of time, it won't be long enough.



| trace patterns on his back, memorizing every line, dip, and curve on him. He's
beautiful. And for the moment, he’s mine. | can’t let myself think about the future.
Not even next week, when staff housing will be ready. | don’'t ever want to think
about a time when | won't be able to feel him like this. When he won't be mine to
touch. To taste. To enjoy.

“Rosey,” he says again.

| push my fingersinto his hair and sigh.

“1 think I’m addicted to you.”

| know exactly what he means. Life changed forever when Byron walked into my
world, and | can't imagine him walking out. | block out the fact that his three best
friends arrived today from New Y ork. He clearly has alife there—alife he'll go back
to when the Club is up and running, and I’ m still here.

TWENTY-FOUR

Rosey

The staff break room is noticeably fuller at lunchtimes now. | guess once the Club is
open, fewer people will be having their lunch at the same time, but while we're al
training, we're al coming and going at similar times.

There are long dining tables set out like a canteen at one end of the room, with more
comfortable seating at the other end, gathered around low tables. Windows stretch
along one side of the room, but they’re set in close to the ceiling, so you see out to the
treetops and the sky. The room still has a faint smell of fresh paint along with the
food everyone's eating. There's the odd person reading and a few more scrolling
phones, but most people are just chatting.



| take a seat at the long tables with the salad | just grabbed from the kitchen. Eden
and Akira are taking calls outside and said they would meet me down here. I’'ve
gotten familiar with a lot of faces this last week, but | haven't eaten lunch with
anyone apart from the other waitresses | started with.

“Hey, Rosey! Wanna sit with us?’ Patricia, one of the waitresses who's been here
from the beginning, calls from the long table closest to the wall. She seems to know
everyone here, including all the managers.
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A guy | recognize from reception takes the seat Patriciawas indicating.

“Thanks,” | mouth. “I'm okay.” Honestly, I'm happy to have a few minutes to
myself. I’'m used to carving out space in noise and chaos and taking some downtime.
Hell, that's been my life for along time. We lived on top of each other in the trailer. |
would have been driven mad if | hadn’t been able to find a way to create some peace
for myself along the way.

| stab at my goat cheese salad when my phone buzzes with the arrival of a text. |
know it’s not going to be Byron. He's so focused on a thousand things when he's at
work, and on top of that he’s got his friends here. That doesn’t stop my heart lifting in
my chest at the thought that | might get a message from him. | hold my breath as |
pull the phone out of my pocket to check.

My stomach lurches at my youngest sister’s name on my phone.

Shit.

It's been a couple of weeks since the wedding—since | got on a plane in a white
gown and Lydia s gray hoodie. I’ ve been able to block out what’s going on in Oregon
for the most part. I’ve been focused on Star Falls. my new job, the storm, Byron.
Anything but what I’ ve left behind.

After I’ ve swallowed my mouthful of salad, | swipe open the message.

| missyou. Mom says we can’'t contact you. Don't tell her I’'m messaging you.



| have to fight the urge to call my sister immediately. | don’t want to get Marion into
trouble. If someone sees my name flashing up on her screen, it will probably cause a
huge argument.

It makes more sense now why | haven't heard anything from my mom or any of my
sisters. Mom has decreed the punishment of silence—an old favorite of hers,
probably because it normally works. Before | ran away, being cast out of our family
would have been my idea of torture. | went along with things that made Mom happy
because | didn’t want to upset the family dynamic—didn’'t want to lose her good
grace, or my only place in the world.

The difference between when I’ ve previously been given Mom'’s silent treatment and
now is distance, and the little bit of history I’ve carved out over the last few weeks
that doesn’t involve her. Memories and experiences where she's not the center of
things.

Maybe it was the understanding that doing what my mom wanted was going to cost
me any kind of control over my future that’s allowed me to hold my nerve and stay
here. Mom played her hand, dished out my punishment, but it didn’t work this time.
The stakes were too high.

| type out atext.

| miss you too, Marion.

| do miss her. But | don’'t miss being responsible for her. For our entire family. | feel
lighter here in Star Falls, with nothing but possibility in my future. | don’t know how
| stuck it out in Oregon as long as | did. Looking back, | don’t understand how as a

twenty-eight-year-old woman, | still felt | had to do everything my mother said.

Another text appears almost immediately.



You're so lucky you escaped.

My heart clenchesin hope and pity.

| am lucky. I'm lucky | found Polly Gifford outside the hotel, and even luckier that
she was heading to the airport. As | watched myself in the mirror the morning of my
wedding, | knew | didn't want to get married, but | didn't see a way out. Not until
Polly offered me aride. If it hadn’t been for her, I’d still be in Oregon, either begging
forgiveness from my mother or married to Frank. Neither one was a future | wanted.
What happened?

Marion must have hit call right away, as her name flashes up on my phone.

| tuck the cell between my cheek and shoulder and scoop up my salad before heading
out for some privacy.

“Hey,” | answer, as| make my way along the corridor to one of the back exits.

“I missyou so much,” she repeats. “Mom’ s been a complete monster since you left.”
A dull ache radiates from my stomach. | can only imagine how difficult it’s been.

“1 just want to move out, but you know what she' s like.”

“Yup,” | say. She would make us feel so guilty if we even thought about leaving. She
seemed to have a sixth sense when any of us were fantasizing about life beyond the
trailer. “Could you and Kitty find a place to share together?’ | know as | say it, it will
feel impossible to Marion. When you're in it, under Mom'’s watchful eye, it's like

being a prisoner. And because we had no experience of our own to compare it to, we
accepted it as normal.



| press the exit button and hit the fresh, cold Colorado air. The sky’s blue and the
sun’s shining. | don’t know what it is, but the blue sky makes everything feel alittle
bit more hopeful. | step out onto the gravel that surrounds the main building and lean
against the pine shiplap.

She sighs. “I made the mistake of suggesting that to Kitty. She went and told Mom on
me.”

Mom used to encourage us to tell on each other, even when we were little. We could
win her favor by complaining that someone had smashed a glass or wasted some of
the new shampoo. Looking back, it was like a constant war; we were either on
Mom’s side against each other, or we were on defense, fighting our way back into her
camp.
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She was a puppet master. We were just a game to her.

A huge bubble of grief and pity forms in my chest, and | start thinking about ways
Marion can escape. And then it becomes obvious. The Colorado Club needs staff.
And they’re offering accommodations. All my sisters could come here and get jobs.

But | can’'t get the words out.

For some reason, | don’t want to give Marion my escape route. But | want her to find
her own.

“Have you thought about what your options could be? What happened to working
your way through community college? Marion was always an excellent student.
Looking back, we al had been. But Mom never encouraged college. Instead, she
wanted us to go to work as soon as we could.We're a team, Mom used to say. We all
had to play our parts and contribute as soon as we'd left school. Boyfriends were
strongly discouraged. Mom had her eyes on the prize, and the prize was her daughters
providing her with an income.

“There's no way she's going to let me go to community college.” | want to say,
you're an adult, Marion. You can make your own decisions, but | don’t because |
know it won’'t help. Even if she knows it’strue, it won't feel like she has the power or
control. | know because | lived it.

“Do you haveto tell her?’

“l wouldn’t be able to hideit. I'd have to study and?—"



“You could study in the library,” | say. “Do they have lockers at community college?
Y ou could just keep everything there.”

Silence comes from the other end of the phone.

“It seemsimpossible, right?’ | ask.

“Right.”

| know that feeling.

“Could | come and stay with you?’

| exhale. The old me would have said yes right away. | would have seen it as my duty
to look after Marion. “Let me think about it. I'm not really set up at the moment. It's
not like | have a place for you to stay. And?—"

“I’ll pay my way. You know I'm a hard worker.”

“It's not that,” | say. “It's more that | want you to find your own path out. | want to
help you. But you can't just do what I’'m doing. Y ou have to create your own future.
Y our dream is community college. Let’stry and figure out away for you to do that.”
She sighs. | know how hopeless she feels. Like there's no way out. Like she's
trapped. I’ ve been there. But somehow | found a way. Marion will too, especidly if |

help.

“You should look at scholarships,” | say. “Maybe you should think about a college
that would offer financial assistance for your room and board.”

“What? Y ou think | should apply to Harvard or something?’



“You made good grades. Did the guidance counselor not talk to you about applying
anywhere?’

“Once or twice. She thought | should apply to the University of Oregon. She thought
| had a good shot at afull scholarship.”

“But you didn’t apply?’ | ask.

“Mom said I’d end up in aton of debt, with the same job I'd have without a college
degree.”

My heart breaks a little more. Shouldn't a mother encourage her child’'s dreams,
rather than focus only on herself? | wasted so much time trying to please a woman
who didn’t see me as a human. Just someone to serve her.

“Momwouldsay that.”

“She’ s got apoint. College isn’t meant for everyone.”

“But you're not everyone—you're you. College is made for people like you. Hell, |
would have liked to have gone to college.” | say it without thinking, but it’strue. | got
good grades. | never even considered college because | knew Mom expected me to
get a full-time job as soon as possible. A future other than one she’'d planned never
even occurred to me.

“You used to love poetry, didn’'t you?' she asks.

I’d spend hours in the library creating poems. | mentioned going to college for
English to my mom once and she'd just laughed. | didn’t bring it up again.
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“Yeah. But | gave it up. | shouldn’t have. Mom isn't going to support you, but it
doesn’'t mean you shouldn’t apply to college. And you have nothing to lose. The
worst that happensis you apply and don’t get in.”

“But Mom would be so mad.”

“She won't ever have to know.” | remember something Byron said to me. “Let’s not
borrow trouble. | can help you apply and then we can see what happens.”

“You d help? There salift to her voice.

“Of course. And we have some time,” | say. “Deadlines are nine months away. Why
don’t you go back and see the guidance counselor at school? | bet she’d help you, or
knows someone who could. |1 can help you put together a plan and we'll keep it
between the two of us.”

“Mom won't find out?”’

“Believe it or not, she’'s not a mind reader. Y ou need to make sure you don't tell the
others. Keep it to the two of us.”

“But what would happen if | actually got in somewhere? Would | just move away?’
“You were ready to come stay with me.”

“Mom would kill me.”



“Not if you went out of state. You'd be too far for her to reach.”

“But she really does need the money.”

| swallow. There's no doubt Mom doesn’t have a lot, but that isn't Marion’s fault.
There's no reason Mom can’t get a job and start supporting herself. The realization
that | own the trailer dawns on me. | need to find away to transfer it back to Frank. It
was awedding present for a wedding that never took place. | can’'t possibly keep it. “I
know she doesn't,” | say. | want to tell Marion it's not our responsibility to
financially support our mother, but I'm not even sure | believe that. “If you got a
great degree at a fancy university, imagine what a great job you'd get. You'd be able
to support her much more in the long term.”

“That’strue,” she says.

“But you gotta keep this secret. And don’'t tell anyone you spoke to me either.”

Marion agrees she's going to research who can help her identify scholarships and
colleges, we say our | love yous, and hang up.

I’m exhausted. | gaze up. It's a Colorado sky I’m looking at, not an Oregon one. But
Oregon fedls closer to home than it has since | got here. Darkness settles over my
heart like a cloud passing across the sun. | left Oregon in a wedding dress because |
didn’t want to get married, but what | really escaped wasn't Frank—it was my
mother.

All the cuts and bruises from a lifetime there have been brought back by my
conversation with Marion. My body aches. | feel the bruises on my soul. But this

Colorado air is helping them heal.

Maybe helping Marion will help me too. | might have gotten out of Oregon, but there



are somethings | need to face before | can truly escape.

The first is transferring the trailer back into Frank’s name. | just don’t know how to
start the process.

Probably with a call to Frank.

It feels like I’ ve kept Oregon at bay for as long as possible, and now it’'s seeping in at
the sides. | need to face it—clean up the mess | left. Be the adult I’ ve been waiting to
become.

TWENTY-FIVE

Byron

I’m not often nervous, but showing my three best friends around the Colorado Club is
asclose asit gets.

“Now that’s what | call a money shot,” Fisher says as we come down the stairs into
Blossom. “You're just above the trees.”

“Right,” | say. “That was the plan. So we get the view into the valley.”

“1t’ sreally beautiful, Byron,” Worth says.

| push my hands into my pockets.

“Not so much the mountain-man look,” Fisher says, nodding at my jeans and flannel
shirt. “Arethose... steel-toed boots?’
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| shrug. “Y ou want me to put on a Tom Ford suit?’

None of us are in suits. Worth, Fisher, and Jack are wearing what they’d normally
wear on the weekend in New Y ork. We're not dressedsodifferently.

“1 guess we're not in Kansas anymore,” Jack says. “Thisis Star Falls, Colorado.”

“I'm impressed you remembered,” | say. “I didn’'t think your brain would retain
anything outside the 212 area code.”

“Oh don’'t worry,” he says. “As soon as | reach thirty thousand feet, | will have
forgotten all about thistrip.”

| chuckle. “Should we eat? Y ou can give me your honest opinion on the food.”

We dlide into one of the pink booths overlooking the valley, and a sense of pride
rushes through me. | like showing my friends what I’ ve built here. It's so different
from when | was growing up. The farm wasn't a place | brought my friends. It was a
place to work. A place that felt like home until it wasn't.

“I’m guessing it’s not going to be as good as the wings we had at Grizzly’s.”

“They were heaven on a plate,” Jack says. “Almost worth living outside of Manhattan
for.”

“We can try al the restaurants. Thisoneisfinedining.”



“As long as we can go back to Grizzly’s tonight,” Fisher says. “I wonder if we can
take some wings back to New Y ork with us.”

“What about you?’ Worth says from opposite me. “Y ou think you’ll come back with
us?’

| grin, sliding my hand over my stubble. “Not tomorrow. Not until after this place is
open and settled.”

“Do you miss New Y ork?" Jack asks.

Before | can answer, | see Rosey out of the corner of my eye, coming toward us.
Whenever we' ve seen each other at the Club, we' ve always given each other a small
smile and carried on with whatever we're doing. But | know that’s not how my
friendsroll.

Fisher isout of his seat as soon as he spots her.

Rosey’s eyes widen in shock before her gaze flits to me. | smile, trying to be
reassuring, but I’m not sure if she seesit because Fisher envelops her in a hug.

“The pool hustler herself. Good to see you.”

Jack and Worth both stand and pull Rosey into a hug. | can see some members of
staff behind us at the service station watching. We're going to have to figure out an
explanation. Rosey and the guys exchange greetings and promises to see each other
later, Rosey says she has somewhere to be, and | push down my disappointment at
her not being able to stay.

| stay seated and offer a wave, then chastise myself. Am | being a dick by pretending



not to be happy to see her? Should | have hugged her? Kissed her cheek like Jack
did?

“Seeyou later, Rosey,” Fisher calls as he slides back into our booth next to me.

“Does she play a part in you being here?” Worth asks.

The question throws me for aloop. “What? I’ ve known her for five minutes.”

“1 knew the first moment | laid eyes on Sophia,” Worth says.

“Leo would probably say the same about Jules,” adds Jack.

“Hardly,” | scoff. “It took him yearsto realize what was right under his nose.”

“Not really,” Jack says. “You know he came home talking about Mystique that night
after the party, saying how he might have met the love of hislife.”

“So you're asking if I’ve falen in love with Rosey?’ | mean to sound like it’'s the
most ridiculous question anyone's ever asked me. But it doesn’t.

My three friends all look at me, waiting for an answer.
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“She’s not looking to get into a relationship. And neither am |. We don't see...
whatever it iswe'redoing as... It'sjust not like that.”

Words are coming out of my mouth, but I’'m not really saying anything.
They dll stay silent. Waiting.

“1 like her, okay? I’m not denying it.” Rosey has away of making everything feel like
it's going to work out. | don’'t know how she does it. “She’s got alot of shit to work

out.

“Have you got shit to work out?” Worth asks. “Where was your family’s ranch in
relation to this building?’

| sigh. “It was afarm. An apple farm. It was down in the valley. It was demolished a
long time before | came back.”

“And building thisis healing?’ Fisher asks.

“A members-only resort is a really good business idea,” | say, my voice a little
guarded.

“Right,” Worth says. “And you could have done it anywhere in the US. But you
bought back the land your father gambled away and have built your kingdom in

exactly the same spot.”

| let hiswords settle.



“So sueme,” | say. | don’t understand why thisis a problem for any of them.

“I’m asking whether or not it's helped. I’m your friend, Byron. It's not a criticism. |
want to know if you feel better. If you've laid ghosts to rest. If you're ready for your
future.”

| lower my defenses. Worth isn’t trying to hurt me. | know he isn’'t. But he's telling
me truths I’ ve been avoiding. | could have built the Colorado Club anywhere. But |
settled on Star Falls.

“I think it's only now that I'm righting some of the wrongs in my brain,” | say. “I
avoided going into town for along time. Last time | was here, my father’s gambling
habit was the center of all the gossip, and | hated the place for it. Now | seeit alittle
differently.”

“Differently how?” Jack asks.

“1 think the people of Star Falls care about each other. | think they must have been
horrified when the farm was repossessed. They weren’t being malicious. Not most of
them anyway. | labelled myself as Mack Miller's son as much as they did. | was

running from something | couldn’t get away from. I’m always going to be his son.”

Fisher pats me on the back in a silent show of support. “So a place you've been
running from has welcomed you back with open arms.”

“And I’'m back older and wiser.”

“Are you back for good?’ Jack asks.

| shake my head. “I don't know,” | confess. All | can think about is what Rosey’s
plans are. Where does she see herself this time next year? Is she going to want to



spend her life at the Colorado Club? We've never talked about her future. Only about
her past. But | want to know. | want to know everything about her. At first | thought |
had to resist her, but now I'm craving more and more of her. She's not a woman
lwantto resist anymore.

Since I’'m not ready to get into all of that with the guys—at least not yet—I tell them,
“I’ll always need to spend chunks of the year here unless | sell the place.”

The guys exchange looks.

“1t’s adamn good job we submitted our membership applications, then, isn't it?" Jack
say’s.

“What?’ | ask. “You guysdidn’t need to do that.”

“We absolutely did,” Worth says.

“Y ou had me atprivate powder,” Jack says. “Evenif it's not Courchevel.”

“My sisters will probably want to come, so it's a place we can spend time together.
I’m looking forward to it,” Worth says.

| don't know what | did to deserve friends like this, but | know I'll never take these
guys for granted.

“After | gave al that input into the recording studio here, there's no way 1I'm not
bringing artists out here,” Fisher says. “This is going to be the new Abbey Road.
Except the view is better. | have an artist lined up, actually. She wants guaranteed
privacy. Thisis the perfect spot.”

“As long as she resists the call of the chicken wings at Grizzly’s,” Worth reminds



him.
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“Fuck,” hereplies. “My plans are in tatters. She'll have to break cover.”

“I"m going to finance a delivery service between here and Grizzly’'s,” | say, before
making a note on my phone.

“That place should be nationwide,” Jack says.
“Maybe I'll have a chat with them,” Worth says.

| chuckle. “If there's a business opportunity there, I'm claiming it. Thisis my town.”
For the first time in along time, | can say that about Star Falls, and feel good about
it.My town. It hasanicering toit.

TWENTY-SIX

Rosey

| head back to Autumn from Blossom, part thrilled to have seen Byron and part
terrified. Gossip around here spreads like wildfire. | knew Miranda from concierge
had changed her hair color before | even laid eyes on her this morning. There's no
doubt the other waitresses in Blossom saw me embracing Byron's friends. By the end
of the day, everyone will know. | need to come up with an explanation that doesn’t
include the wordsl’ m banging the boss.

As | navigate the stairs to reception, | almost run into Patricia, who's scurrying
toward me at lightning pace.



“Rosey,” she says. “I heard you' re tight with the owners' friends.”

Wow. Move over wildfire and make room for the speed of sound. That was quick.

“Oh, not at al. | ran into them last night at Grizzly’s—the bar in town. | gave them
some change for the pool table.” Both these things are true.

“Grizzly’ s?’ she asks. “Do you go there alot?’

“No, it's just kinda the thing to do after a storm. Everyone was going, and I've
become friendly with the girl from the vet’s office. She suggested it.” I'm talking too
fast, giving her too much explanation.

“Alright,” she says, eyeing me suspicioudly. “That’s cool.”

“Didn’'t expect to see them up here,” | say. “Are you going to this all-staff town hall
meeting?’ | ask, trying to distract her.

“Of course | am,” she says, and nods back in the direction she came from. We both
head off together, and | can’t help wondering if Patricia was just coming to find me to
ask about my connection to Byron's friends. “Wouldn't miss it,” she says. “I hear
they’re updating the move-in date for staff housing. The storm damage hasn't set
them back as much as expected. | bet you' re up here by the end of the week.”

| should be excited about getting a space of my own—a place that’s close to work
that will provide an instant friend network. But there's one thing the staff
accommaodation won’'t have.

Byron.

I’ll miss him. Yeah, the sex is great. Scratch that—the sex is spectacular. But I've



never felt so open with someone. So free. It feels like | can’t help but show him my
entire soul, and he doesn't want to look away. It's a kind of intimacy |'ve never
experienced before, and it’s going to be difficult to say goodbye. For me, at |east.

I’ll get to see glimpses of him from time to time when I’'m on shift. But | won't be
ableto trail my fingers al over his body. | won't be able to watch his ass as he cooks

ragu.

The move will be the clean break | need. And what Byron needs too. It may not have
been spoken between us, but we both know that whatever we have comes to an end
when | move up the mountain.

“You okay?' Patriciaasks.

“Sure,” | say. “Just nervous about this meeting. They don’'t ask us questions, do
they?’

Patricia laughs. “You’ve been quizzed by Hazel one too many times. No, thisis a
chance for us to askthemquestions. | want to know if staff can expect our own gym
facility soon. | figure it's good to have a healthy work force. It will benefit them in
the long run, right?’

“Right,” | say.

“Are you going to ask anything?’

| shake my head. I’'m going to focus on not imagining Byron between my thighs,
making me come. I’ m going to try not to think about drinking hot chocolate with him,
playing pool with him, the way he calmed me when we had to evacuate to the shelter.
I’m going to try to imagine a time when we're not sleeping together. When we don’t
know each other anymore. And I'm going to do everything in my power to keep it



together.

The ballroom has been set up with araised platform and a row of chairs at the front,
with folding chairs in arced rows for staff. Some managers are already on the stage,
but | don’'t see Byron. Maybe he doesn’'t participate in these things, since he’'s not
part of the management team. Patricia explained the other day that the managers all
report to Hart, and Hart reports to Byron.

Hart comes to the microphone at the front of the stage and thanks everyone for
coming. I’'m half relieved Byron’s not here and half disappointed | won’t see him.
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“First, we want to give you an update on the storm damage and how that impacts our
opening schedule.”

Various people come to the microphone and explain how things will go over the next
few weeks. There's furniture being stored in some of the conference rooms. This
ballroom will be out of action for a period of time.

My mind wanders back to Marion, and how she's so brave to be talking about
breaking free from living under Mom’s strict rule. At her age, | wouldn’t have even
dreamed it was possible.

| feel a shift in the room, like someone is watching me. | glance up and my gaze
catches on Byron, standing by the door, looking right at me.

My heart hiccups in my chest. I'm going to miss him more than | should when |
move. | have to remind myself that we—whateverweare—only worked because there
was aways a time limit. | didn't feel he had power over me, because we weren't
anything serious. If we' d ended up dating, things would have changed. Byron would
have had expectations, and | would have had to comply. He' s nothing like my mom
or Frank, but it would have been inevitable. | was never going to be on equal footing
with aman as rich and powerful as Byron—especially not while working for him.

Except as | look at him, | wonder if that's true. My heart tells me Byron’s not that
guy.

But even if controlling me and exerting his authority wasn't his intention, that’s
bound to be how it ends up. How could it be another way? He's the owner of the



place where | work. I'm dependent on him for my paycheck. | don't want to be
dependent on anyone.

Hart starts talking about staff housing, and | pull my gaze from Byron to focus on the
stage. There's been another setback on some of the units, but most staff will be able
to move in on Saturday. A little cheer goes up at the back of the room. Hart reiterates
that not al units will be available. They’re looking for volunteers to delay their
move-in date, and will pay some compensation to incentivize people.

More time at the cabin. Isthat what | want?

| glance at Byron, whose steady gaze doesn’'t seem to have wavered. My body heats
at the thought of more nights with him. In so many ways, | want that. | love spending
time with him. | enjoy our time together. It was so unexpected, not what | was
looking for at al. But with Byron, | fedl like | can be myself for the first time... ever.
There' s no pressure. No expectations.

It's because there's a natural end date,| remind myself for the hundredth time. Things
have been so good between us, | don’'t want anything to sour my memories of him.
Byron’'s shown me what might be possible for me—what life could be like when I'm
not simply there for everyone else’'s needs and desires. He's shown me | can be
independent even while being with someone. | have to hold on to that idea, even
though | can aready feel my heart breaking at the thought of ending this.

| can’t be avolunteer. | can't risk keeping Byron and me on simmer too long, and the
pot burning. Better to walk away now, when | still have so much hope about what my
future might hold.

Byron and | have hit our expiration date.

TWENTY-SEVEN



Byron

I’ ve tried to stay focused on work today, but it's been tough. Rosey not volunteering
to delay her move into staff housing was a surprise. It threw me off-balance a little, so
| pushed it to the back of my mind to focus on the various problems that have been
thrown at me all day. Now, as | drive back to the cabin, Rosey’s decision comes
flooding back.

Maybe I’'m an arrogant asshole, but | thought she' d be the first person to volunteer.

I’ ve always known things would shift between us when she moved up to the Club. It
was bound to happen. | just didn’t expect her to be so eager to make that shift.

| didn’t come to Colorado expecting to find the kind of connection Rosey and | share.
I’vetried to resist it, but I’ ve got both feet in now. | thought she felt the same way.

| pull up in front of the cabins and Rosey’ s sitting on the porch wrapped in a blanket.
It's so cold. Why would she be out here on her own?

| get out of the truck and our gazes lock. | wander over and she stands. | get to the top
of the stairs and she opens her arms, stretching the blanket wide, and envelops mein
a hug that shelters both of usin its warmth.

She rests her head on my chest, and | lay my cheek against the top of her head.

| sigh. I'm really going to miss this. I'm going to miss the way she smells like spring
in the middle of winter. How she feels warm on the coldest of nights. She's so cam

and considered in al the madness of the Colorado Club.

| lift my head. “I thought...”



She tips her head back to look at me. “I know. | just don’t want to tempt fate. Y ou
know?’

| wince. No. | don’'t know.

“Thisisso good,” she says.

“Agreed.” So why change it?

“But it can’'t go on forever, right?’

| pull in a breath. | wasn’'t suggesting forever. But a few more days would have been
good. Maybe from where she’ s sitting, that would just be delaying the inevitable.
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“The guys said to tell you goodbye,” | say.

She grins up at me. “They really love you. | can't believe they came out here and
stayed in RVs.”

They redly do love me, and the feeling’s mutual. I’'m alucky guy. | need to focus on
al the incredible things in my life, rather than why Rosey doesn’'t want a few more
days of what we have together.

“So Saturday morning, I’m losing a neighbor,” | say.

“I’'m really going to missthis,” she says.

| nod, slowly. So will I. | don’t know if I've ever walked away from a relationship
and regretted it. | don't know if I’ve ever thought about an ex once they fit into that
box. Maybe because what Rosey and | have doesn’t feel done? | get the feeling Rosey
isall I’'m going to think of after Saturday.

“Wannago to Grizzly’s and eat wings?’ | ask her.

“No,” she says resolutely. “I want to stay here and drink hot chocolate.” There's
something about the tone in her voice | can’'t place. Maybe it's me, but she seems a
little sad. “I’m going to miss our nights drinking hot chocolate on the porch.” Yes,

there’ s definitely a note of sadnessin her voice.

| don’t get it. If she'sgoing to missthis, why didn’t she volunteer?



We go into her cabin, make me a drink and refresh hers, then go sit on the porch
swing.

“l heard from my sister today. She graduated high school nearly a year ago. She's
desperate to go to college.”

“That’s great,” | say.

“Yeah,” she replies, but heryessays more than yes.

“Yeah?’ | ask. | want to hear what she' s thinking.

“My mom doesn’t want her to go. She wants her to get a job so she can contribute to
family expenses.”

“You feel guilty because if your mom had your salary from the job at Frank’s garage,
your sister would be able to go to college?’ | ask, trying to figure out why Rosey
seems alittle reserved tonight.

“No, | doubt she'd let Marion go either way. But if | were there... maybe she’'d be
focused on me and Frank, and what she could get from him. Her attention wouldn’t
be on Marion.”

| don’t know what to say to that. It's fucked up that she feels the need to shield her
sisters from her mom. That she feels guilty for not taking the shots so they can

escape.

“Y ou want me to help with anything?’ | ask.

She shakes her head. “No. I'll figureit out.”



| want to help somehow. | want to make her feel better. Doesn’t she see that?

She must read the disappointment in my face. “It’s kind of you to offer,” she says,
“but | can’'t rely on other people for things. That's how...” She doesn’t finish her
sentence. She just shrugs.

| shift to face her. “That’ s how what?’

“I’ve never been independent. First my mom, then Frank. I’ve never made my own
decisions about anything. I’ ve never taken action that wasn't approved by my mom. |
need to give the trailer back to Frank. I’ve made that decision and it feels like a big
one.” Her voice cracks and | want to pull her into a hug. Thisis clearly a huge dea
for her.

“I’m not trying to influence your decision.”

She nods. “I know. But I'm terrified that if we keep going like this, or if | let you fix
my problems, I’m going to slip into arole where... I’'m not myself.”

“1 don’t want you to be anyone but yourself,” | say. “I like you too much to want you
to change.”

“I know. Thething is, | feel like atoddler out in the world. I’ ve spent my life trying
to please my mom or at least avoid making her angry. I’ ve bent and changed myself
so much to fit her needs that | don’t know who | am when I’'m standing tall. | need to
learn that.”

“And you’'re worried you're going to bend for me if you talk to my lawyer, or if you
spend afew more days in the cabin?’

She holds my gaze. We both know that her not volunteering to delay her move is



circling our conversation like a hawk.
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“This isn't about you wanting me to be different. | know you don’t—you wouldn'’t.
This is about me trying to second-guess what you want and make myself fit without
being asked. I’'m not saying I'd deliberately do that. It wouldn’t even happen right
away. But little by little, I think I’d change myself. To make you happy.”

My heart sinks right into my boots. | hate that she feels this way. And athough it's
the last thing she wants, | want to scoop her up and make her feel better. | want to
take all her years of hurt and put them back on the person who created them—her
mother.

“You're awonderful woman, Rosey,” | say. “Y ou shouldn’t change for anyone.”

She offersme asmall smile. “Y ou’re the best man I’ ve ever known.”

| slide my hand into hers and we sit in silence, looking out into the dark.

A chill burrows beneath the blanket and | wonder if it will ever leave me. Rosey has
been just what | need. She's helped me see the good in Star Falls. She's helped me
fall in love with al the wonderful things about this town. That was the healing |

didn’t know | needed. There' savoice in my head that says | need her, too.

But life doesn’t aways give you want you want. | should have learned that lesson by
now.

TWENTY-EIGHT

Rosey



My apartment in staff housing is clean and comfortable. Some people are
complaining about the size of the rooms, but having spent most of my life living in a
trailer, | feel spoiled having a bedroom to myself. There are built-in shelves and
closets running along one side of the room, with the door to the bathroom and a
double bed against the opposite wall. Between the two is a small green armchair,
complete with a cushion shaped like a daisy and a low table beside it. The floors are
polished wood, the view out the window a climb of a grass verge and the bottom of
pinetrees. It’s not the view from Blossom, but I'll take it.

Isit weird that | can’'t shake the feeling that Athena disappeared just before | moved
so | didn't have to feel bad about leaving her. Cats can’t read minds, right?

| set my weekend bag on the floor by the chair and unzip it. It was Snail Trail's
smallest size, but it's not even full. Everything | own is in this bag, plus one thing |
don’t. | pull out a Ziploc where I’ ve put Frank’s ring. Now that I’ve moved and it’s
clear | won't be returning to Oregon, | need to return this to him. That, and transfer
the trailer back into his name.

| reach to place the ring on the small table near the chair, knocking the cushion off-
center as| do. A small, white envelope with my name on it peeks out from behind the
daisy.

| sit on the chair and pull open the envelope. It's a greeting card, illustrated with a
picture of a cabin nestled among pine trees, a swing on its porch. My heart squeezes
at the memory of sitting on just such a swing, on just such a porch, at just such a
cabin, drinking hot chocolate under awarm blanket with Byron.

| open it tentatively, unsure whether | want it to be from Byron or not.

Happy memories. Be happy. B



I’m flooded with senses of loss and comfort at the same time. Byron must have snuck
in here at some point this afternoon and hidden the card behind the cushion. | can’t
help but smile at the thought of him in here—risking being seen because he wanted
me to have this card. From him. It makes the place feel more like home.

That’swhat it is now.

| work quickly, putting my toiletries in the bathroom and the few items of clothes |
have in the drawers and the closet. I’ m about done when there’ s a knock on my door.
| snatch the card from where I've put it on the windowsill and dlide it under the
pillow on my bed before | take the four steps to the door and open it.

“Hi!” Eden squeals. “We're neighbors. Come see.”

Eden’s room is set up just like mine. Only the view out of the window is different—a
dightly different stretch of knoll, and different tree trunks beyond.

“Aren’t they nice rooms?’ Eden asks.

“Really nice,” | say. “Cozy.”

“Have you seen the kitchen?’

Before | can answer, she pulls me out of the bedroom and leads me down the corridor
to aroom at the end. It's larger than | expected, and includes a pine table under the
window and six chairs. “Six of us share the kitchen. There are two refrigerators
though, and we have a cupboard each, along with shared pots and pans. Only one

dishwasher.”

“I'll takeit,” | say.



The blinds at the window are covered in pictures of daisies. The cabinets and
counters are bright white.

“Should we have a cooking schedule?’ she asks. “So one of us cooks every six
nights?’

| wince. “I think that might get complicated. Maybe you and | could cook for each
other once aweek and the rest of the time we figure it out as we go?”’

“Yeah, you're probably right. We'll al want to eat different things at different times
because of our shiftsand all. | got overexcited there for aminute. It'sjust | never had
abig family, and it feels like thisiswhat I’ m getting being here,” she says.
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| laugh. “1 was one of four sisters. Big family mealtimes were... not aways fun.”
There was always a lot of arguing about everything, from who got the fork with the
bent tine to who got drinks for the table. But there were some good times too. Mostly
when Mom wasn’t there. Every now and then we' d share a joke or reminisce about a
funny memory—Iike the time Kitty decided she was going to make pottery ornaments
and sell them to the fellow residents of the trailer park to earn enough money for a
family vacation. Things hadn’t gone to plan because she’ d only made twelve dollars.

But the fun times never lasted. We were always squabbling soon enough, aways
trying to avoid Mom’s accusations of misconduct or pass them on if they landed on
us. It was constant conflict.

“Well, let’s make sure our mealtimes are fun,” Eden says.

“l like that idea,” | say with a nod. | like the idea of turning the negatives into
positives. Of changing the future so it’s nothing like the past, of unbending myself so
| can stand tall. At last.

TWENTY-NINE

Byron

| sit on the porch, fixated on the empty swing next door.

| miss her. Maybe | needed atrip back to New Y ork sooner than | thought | did. The

opening of the Club is in less than two weeks. Maybe | could squeeze in a weekend
back to Manhattan, catch up with the guys, shoot some bourbon. Have fun.



A meowing from underneath the cabin catches my attention. “Cat?’ | ask. It couldn’t
be, could it? Just as Rosey leaves the cabins, Athena comes back? The creature
probably feels sorry for my pathetic ass.

“Athena,” | call.

Out of nowhere, a white ball of fur flies onto the porch railing, nearly giving me a
heart attack.

“Jesus Christ, Cat, you know how to give me a scare.”

Athena just meows, giving me alook that says,Y ou’ ve mistaken me for someone who
gives a shit about you and your heart. My first thought is to text Rosey to tell her
Athenais back. But | can't. | need time and space to move on. I’m sure she does too.
Starting a conversation will pull us both back in, when what we need is to relearn
what it feels like to stand on our own.

A car pullsinto the driveway, stealing my attention. Nancy French emerges from the
driver’s seat.

“Hey,” | call, hoping my voice hides my surprise.

“1 brought you apie,” she says, lifting the edge of foil on a covered dish.

“Wow, that's great,” | say, standing to greet her. | swear she’s worn the same dark
jeans and bright red bow in her hair since | was born. She probably dressed the exact
same way since high school. “Thank you.” I’m not sure what | did to deserve a pie,
but I’'m not going to complain. Hers is the best in the state of Colorado, regardless of

what Mike says.

“WEell, | do make a good pie, if | do say so myself. And | heard the girl next door



moved out.”

| chuckle. So the Star Falls grapevineis at it again. The pie is probably to soothe my
broken heart.

“Can | get you a cup of tea? Or hot chocolate?’

“I’m not stopping,” she says, dliding the pie onto the bench. “I just came to drop this
off.” She shrugs. “And check on you,” she says. “It’s been awhile.”

| nod. “Yeah, I've been in New York.”

“Made something of yourself if you're building things like that.” She nods up the
mountain in the direction of the Colorado Club.

“I’ve been lucky.”

“Y ou’ ve been more than lucky. You aways were a hard worker. Never looking for a
fast buck. Not like your dad.”

The comparison presses against my chest. “I'd like to think I’'m not much like my
father at all.”

She nods. “He wasn't all bad. Loved your mother and you. Loved this town. He
just... had his demons. We al do. They take over some of us. And some of us
conquer them.” She says it in such a matter-of-fact way—Ilike my father didn’t ruin
our family when his“demons’ meant we lost the family farm.

“So we just chak it up to demons and that’s it?’ | ask. It comes out sharper than |
wanted it to.



“What's the aternative, Byron? Stay angry with him your entire life? Let that anger
rule you? He' s dead. Let him stay dead.”

“I’m not angry,” | mumble. Even to me it doesn’'t sound convincing.
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“Is that what thisClubis about? Proving to your father you're better than him?’ Her
question hits me like a physical blow.

“No,” | reply, with the tone of a surly teenager.

“You could have built that billionaires playground anywhere in the world, but you
chose the town where you were born.”

She sounds like Worth. Don’'t they al know that I’m rich enough to pay for therapy?
| don’t need it for free. “I don’'t need to prove anything to my father. Like you said,
he' s dead. Has been for along time now.”

“Let him rest,” she says. She turns and heads down the steps back to her car. “It's
good to have you back, Byron.” She winks at me. “You might have run away from
this place. But there’'s no escaping a town that loves you. Don’t be a stranger, now.”
She dlidesinto her car, toots her horn, and then she’s off. | didn’t even get a chance to
thank her for her pie. Or the words of advice.

| stand on the porch, watching the driveway long after Nancy has left. Athena is
twisting and turning through my legs like she doesn’'t actually hate me. Maybe she
knows just how good Nancy’s pieis and she's hoping for a dlice. | sigh and pick up
the pie before | loseit to the cat. | glance up in the direction of the Club, whose lights
twinkle in the distance. It's as if it’s saying hello to Star Falls, and the lights of Star
Fallsreply. They peacefully and harmoniously coexist.

I’'d always kept track of what happened to the farm after | left for New York. |
tracked it after it was put up for sale after my dad’s creditors took ownership. It was



run as afarm for a couple of years and then bought by a developer who didn’t seem
to get any of the necessary permissions to do anything with it. When | had the money,
| approached the developer and bought it. | didn’t even think about it. Maybe it was
nostalgia. Maybe it was some kind of reach for alegacy. | just knew | wanted it—had
to have it, actually. But maybe subconsciously I'd been wanting a home. Perhaps
that’s what the Colorado Club is for me—a home. Or maybe an excuse to come back
to the one I’ ve aways had.

| grab my phone from beside the pie and dial Gary. | know he likes to catch up on
everything once |I've left for the day. It's one of the reasons | make sure | leave
early—because he won’t go home for two hours after | do.

“l have an idea,” | say as he answers. “1 want to throw a party.”

There' s silence from the other end of the phone. “Y ou know we have a launch party
in less than two weeks? Y ou' ve been in on those meetings.” He clearly thinks | have

some kind of memory issue.

“Thisisadifferent party. And it’s going to have to come together fast because | want
to do it before the launch.”

“Before?’ Hisvoice comes out strangled, like he might be mid-panic attack.

“Y eah. Like next weekend.”

“Andwho or... what... isthis party for?’

“For the people of Star Falls. No need to worry about invitations—I’ |l tell a couple of

people in town, and everyone will know in no time.” | chuckle to myself. | might not
have been herein along time, but some thingsin Star Falls never change.



THIRTY

Rosey

It's the first time I’ ve been into Star Falls since | left the cabins and moved into my
apartment. | haven't had a day off since. Even though the Club runs a shuttle bus into
Star Falls every half hour, it feelslike along way away.

And | know it will remind me of Byron.

There’s no escaping him. He's in every brick of the building | live in. He's in the
diner, at Grizzly’s. There are memories of him everywhere.

A few of us get off the bus at the same time. We're al starting to work shifts the
closer we get to opening, and a few of us have a day off today. | recommended
Galaxy Diner to afew of my co-workers, and some of the bar staff are going to check
it out. | point them in the right direction as we get off the bus, and | head to the post
office. Frank’sring isin my pocket. | need to mail it back to him. | haven't prepared
anote or anything. | can’t think of what to say. But mailing the ring to him still leaves
the issue of the trailer. | don’'t know where to start with that. My mom has probably
burned all my stuff by now, including the deed Frank gave me.

There's no line at the post office. | explain I'm mailing jewelry, and the woman
behind the counter, who seems to be wearing a dead yellow bird in her hair, tells me
how to package and insure the ring.

| fill out Frank’s address on the padded envel ope she hands me.

“Don’t forget to put your address on the top left-hand corner on the front.” She smiles
at me like she' s being helpful. But it’s not helpful.



“Do | haveto dothat?’ | ask. “Or can | just put down my name? |I’d really prefer him
not to know where | am.”

She offers me a sympathetic smile. “You don’t have to, but the postmark is going to
give the town away. And there' s no hiding anything in this town.”

It's probably fine. Frank won’t think twice about the postmark. He'll be so happy to
get the ring back, I’m sure he'll just trash the packaging.

“Y ou want the PO box?’ she asks.

“It will befine. I'll just put my address.” It’s not like he's going to get on a plane and
try to change my mind. | humiliated him in front of his friends and family. Frank’s
not a monster. He's not going to send a hitman after me, either. And it’s not like I'm
alone in the woods. I'm living among loads of people. Putting my address on this
package isno big deal.

Before | can second-guess myself, | scribble out Frank’s address, my address, and
stuff the Ziploc containing the ring into the mailer. | pay the bird lady and head out.
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| exhale as | step out into the fresh Colorado air. | look up into the bright blue sky and
smile. Sending back that ring feels powerful. | made that decision. Not out of
fear—which is what drove me to bolt from the wedding—but because | don’t want to
marry Frank. | never did. And he deserves the ring back.

| stuff my hands back into my pockets and head to the diner. As | pass by Snail Trail,
| glancein, see Marge, and give her awave. Her face brightens and she waves back.

| don’t think I’ ve ever felt so at home somewhere, despite living in the trailer park my
entirelife.

| get to the diner and slide into the booth closest to the door, avoiding the one | sat in
with Byron, even though the view of the mountain would be better from there.

Rachel comes over, and | order a hot chocolate and the waffles with fresh berries
without thinking twice. The description on the menu reads,Because if it comes with
fruit, it can’'t be bad for you, right?l’m getting better at making my own decisions,
though in fairness, waffles at the diner are an easy choice.

The door behind me opens, and | know without having to turn around that it's Byron.
| close my eyes. Will he come over? Say hi? | so desperately want him to dlide in
opposite me and make me laugh. Make me see myself the way he sees me—someone
with potential. A woman who could be with a man like him.

He places an order for hot chocolate, turns, and sees me. Our eyes lock and energy
jolts through my body like I’'m touching alive wire.



“Hey,” I say.

His eyes search my face, like he’'s looking for instructions on what he's supposed to
do now.

“You wanna join me?’ The words are out of my mouth before | can think of the
consequences. Do | want him so close by? And with staff from the Club in town, |
don’t need people to see me chatting with the owner like we're friends.

“1 actually have to get to the vet to pick up Athena.”

My eyes widen. “ She came back? When? Where' s she been?’

He grins at my tumble of words. “She's been pretty secretive about her movements
since we last saw her. Can’'t get her to talk about it.” He smooths his palm over his

stubble, and | close my eyesin along blink, remembering what he feels like.

We grin at each other like the other person is chocolate and we' re desperate for a bite.
| wonder how many people know this funny side of Byron.

Then the rest of hiswords register. “But she's at the vet. |s she okay?’

“She’'sfine,” he says. “I got her checked out, vaccinated, and microchipped.”

A smiletugs at the corners of my mouth. “Y ou'’ re going to keep her?’

“lI made apromise,” he says. “We'll figureit out.”

| let hiswords seep in, staring at him as he stares at me.

Rachel calls Byron's name for his hot chocolate, interrupting us.



He takes his cup and raisesit. “Have agood day, Rosey.”

| watch him go and can’t ignore the ache in my chest. | want to burrow deep in his
plaid shirt and snuggle into him. | want to kiss him for so long, the skin on my face
gets chapped and raw. | want to share hot chocolate and listen to his stories of New
York. | misshim.

Rachel interrupts my pity party by dliding a plate of hot wafflesin front of me. “You
going to be at this party Byron's throwing?’ she asks.

“What party?’

That's when she tells me about the party for Star Falls residents at the Colorado Club.
| glance out the window and see Byron heading into the vet. | can’'t help but smile.
Good for him. Byron’s stopped running. Slowly but surely, he's finding his way back
home. It must be a nice feeling to belong to a place like this.

“Oh,” | say. “I’'m not really aresident anymore, | guess.”

“Haven't you learned anything?’ Rachel says, nodding in Byron's direction. “Once
you're a resident of Star Falls, we're not so quick to let you go.” She smiles at me.
“1’m not sure whether I'll go. | don’t want my boss to think I’m up there scouting for
work. | did tell my niece in the next town she should think about applying. | hear the
money’ s good, right?’

“Yeah,” | say. “It's decent money, and the shuttle makes it easy to get into town.”

“l told her about the bus. She's going to apply today. | hope she gets it. Byron's
aright. He' s probably a good guy to work for.”

“He'sareally good guy,” | say.The best I’ ve ever known.
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As I’'m digginginto my waffles, my phone buzzes and Marion’s face appears on my
screen. My heart lifts. It's so good to see her.

| accept the call. “Hey, how’sit going?’

“l found a locker at the library where | can leave al the stuff about colleges, so |
don’t have to risk someone finding it back home.”

“That's great,” | say. “Did you see your old guidance counselor?’

“Yeah,” she says, sounding a little giddy. “I did. She says she’'s happy to help me
outside school hours. Can you believe it?’

“What else did she say?’ | ask, thrilled that Marion has actually followed up on what
we talked about. | can hear the excitement in her voice. “Does she think a scholarship
IS possible?’

“I have to apply. But she gave me things | can start doing to help with my
application. It’s going to take alot of work. | don’t know how I’'m going to be able to
do it without getting found out.”

| see her issue. Mom will be in her business. She knows what hours she works, which
friends she hangs out with. “Could you say you picked up a few extra shifts at the
saon?’



“She might talk to my boss, or wonder why |I'm not bringing home more money.”
She's right. Mom has a way of finding out everything. Looking back, it was like
living in aprison. | don’t know why | stayed aslong as| did. But I’'m free now. | just
want the same for Marion.

“What if you said you were doing some volunteering? You could say you were
helping out at the library,” | suggest. “They say the easiest way to lie is to stay as
close to the truth as possible.”

“You know what she'll say,” Marion replies.

“Charity begins at home,” we both chant.

| sigh. “Can you say you're hanging out with one of your friends?’ She'll be worried
they’ll end up giving something away. “Or make up a friend. Someone new in town.
There must be away.”

“1 could pretend | got a second job.”

“But she’d want some of your paycheck,” | say.

“1 could say | was saving up for something. Something for her. Maybe she’'d give me
a p&.”

| blow out a breath. “I don’t think she’ll buy it. She’d want to know what, and then
she’d be working out how much it would cost. You'd end up having to buy her the
damn thing out of what little money you have left at the end of the week.”

“Yeah, you're right,” Marion says. “But | have to complete the applications and the
essays. There'salot of admin stuff | wasn't really prepared for.”



“I know,” | say. There's no way I'm letting my mom'’s need to control Marion stop
her getting to college. “Maybe say that some of your friends are going to Applegate
Lake for an overnight camping trip in the summer, and you want to go but you need
to buy supplies. A tent and stuff. So you get the second job to—wait! | got it.” |
interrupt myself. “Ask if you can give her less of your paycheck at the end of every
week, just until the summer. Tell her about the trip and how you can’'t afford it unless
she lets you keep more of your salary.”

“She might just kill me.”

“When she goes crazy, suggest you can get another job. But say you want to keep the
money from the extra hours because you can’t fit many morein.”

There' s silence on the other end of the phone before Marion says, “She'll think she's
so generous for not taking a cut, and she'll be relieved she doesn’t have to give up
any of my paycheck.”

“Exactly,” | say. “We're beating her at her own game. Manipulating her to get what
we want.”

“1t could work. It's worth a shot.” She squeals. “I knew you’'d have a solution. Y ou
always figure everything out.”

Her words take me by surprise. I've never seen myself as a problem solver. If you
listened to my mom, you'd think | was the root of most of the world’'s problems,
“Thanks, Marion.”

“lI mean it. | miss you so much. Mom... she's worse since the whole wedding thing.
She's constantly complaining.” Then she bursts out laughing. “And the other day she
suggested Lydia date Frank.”



Her words are like aslap to my face. “You're kidding. Lydia and Frank?’

“Don’'t worry. | don’t think Frank has any interest in Lydia. But that’s her latest
scheme.”
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We're dl just pawnsin Mom’s game of chess to secure her own future. | don’t know
how | put up with it for aslong as| did. | hope Lydia and Kitty find their way out. Or
their way to me, like Marion has.

“How does Lydiafeel about that?’

“She’s going along with it. What choice does she have? | think the first thing Mom
wantsto do is get her ajob at the garage.”

Going along with it? My heart starts to ache at the thought of Lydia dating a man
over twenty years older than her, just to keep Mom happy.

Lydia hasachoice, just like | did. | only hope she realizes it before her wedding day.

THIRTY-ONE

Rosey

| stash the newly laundered napkins in the perfectly designed cubby and step back,
pleased with myself. I've spent the last week learning the details of working in
Blossom, because I’ ve been moved from Autumn. It's a promotion. Kind of. I’ll do
half my shifts here and help out during special events, which comes with bonus pay.
It's nice to be doing things on different days. I'll get to work with different people,
meet different guests. I’'m aware that | might not be here forever, but for now, I'm...

happy.

| figure it will take some time to work out what | want to do with my life. Maybe I'll



stay on as a waitress at the Colorado Club. But talking to Marion about her college
applications has made me ask questions of myself I’ve never asked before. | don’t
know what | would have done after high school if 1I'd had the chance to choose.
Would | have wanted to go to college? | knew it was never an option, so | never even
fantasized about it.

Maybe I'll go to veterinary school. Or become an English teacher. I’ ve never thought
about the possibilities because the future wasn’'t ever my decision. My mom said |
would be a good receptionist because | was pretty. So that’s what | did. Even when |
stood in front of the mirror on the day | was supposed to get married, | don’t think |
understood all the choices I'd have in front of me if | left Oregon. | never thought of
what was possible. Just what wasimpossible: marrying Frank.

As if my thoughts summon him, | see afigure in the doorway that looks exactly like
Frank from the back. But it can’t be.

Since my shift just ended, | head in that direction. When | get just a few yards away,
the figure in the doorway turns—and | come face-to-face with my ex-fiance.

“Frank?’ It's a stupid question. It's obviousy him. He looks more tired than |
remember. A little older. His suit isalittle rumpled and histie alittle crooked.

“Rosey!” His eyes are full of relief, but al | feel is heavy. Is he here to bring me
back? Can he force me? Is my mom behind all this?

| glance around to see if anyone's spotted him. I’'m sure non-employees shouldn’t be
wandering around this place. He probably shouldn’t even be on Colorado Club land. |
don’t know how he managed to end up here, but he’'s going to get us both into a ton
of trouble.

“What are you doing here?’ My jaw is tight and my fists are clenched. I'm ready to



fight for my freedom. | don’t want to go back with him.

“l got thering,” he says, asif that answers my question.

| hurry past him. “Come with me.” When we get to reception, | keep my head down
and hurry out of the front entrance. We've been told we're not allowed to use this
entrance once the Club has opened. But right now, it’s my quickest route to get Frank
the hell out of here. Not to mention, | need some air.

| lead him around to the side of the main building, toward the pathway that leads to
staff housing. There are strictly no visitors alowed. The security risks have been
drilled into us. Thankfully, the shuttle bus that takes staff to and from town pulls up
in front of the staff block aswe arrive.

“Comeon,” | say to Frank. “Let’'s get on this bus and head into town.”

We let passengers get off. | get a few odd looks, but | just smile like everything is
peachy, and try not to let it show that I’ m in the middle of amild panic attack because
my ex-fiance has turned up on my doorstep after | jilted him at the altar.

| usher Frank onto the bus and take a seat toward the back so the driver can’t hear us.

“What are you doing here?’ | ask. “How did you even get up here?’

“On this bus. | think they thought I’d come for an interview.” He chuckles. “It's a
nice place. Maybe Ishouldget ajob here.”

| roll my eyes. Frank has his own successful business back in Oregon. He's not about
to come and work at the Colorado Club. | just want a straight answer from him.

“I’'m glad you got the ring,” | say, trying to get him back on topic. “And I'm really



sorry about everything that happened. | should have—" | don't want to hurt his
feelings, so | don’t tell him | should never have accepted his proposal. “1 should have
spoken to you rather than just running off.”

His face darkens. “Y eah. It was a shock. | thought we were happy.”

| sigh. | never gave him any reason to doubt me. “I’'m very sorry. You're a realy
great guy.”

He pulls in a breath. “Y eah, your mom said she thought you'd redlize you'd made a
mistake. She said you'd be too prideful to come back.” He searches my face, waiting
for me to confirm what my mom has said—what he's clearly hoping istrue.

| glance at the bus driver. | really don’t want to be having this conversation here. Or
anywhere, ever. But | owe it to Frank. “I’'m sorry, Frank. | regret hurting you. | really
do. Y ou’ ve been nothing but kind to me. But | don’t regret my decision.”
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He looks bewildered. Like he expected to waltz into the Colorado Club, sweep me off
my feet, and take me home to Oregon. Like he thought I'd just been waiting for him
to come and rescue me. Nothing could be further from the truth.

| try and block out the view from the bus. | don’t want Frank to exist in Colorado in
my mind—not even the memory of him against the backdrop of pine trees. This place
is freedom to me, and | don’t want anything changing that. “I’'m sorry if that’s why
you came here,” | say. “I sent back the ring because | should have never accepted it in
thefirst place. I'm sorry if you interpreted that as me reaching out to you.”

He presses his lips together, like he' s trying to hold back from saying something. I'm
not sure | want to hear it. It feels like a dark cloud has passed over the brilliant blue
sky. A sense of dread gathersin my stomach.

“Did my mom say it was a good idea to come and visit?’ | hold my breath, waiting
for his response.

“When | told her you sent back the ring, she said it was your way of apologizing.”

| don't think I’ve ever hated my mother more than | do in this moment. Looking
back, it's easy to see how she manipulated and controlled me and my sisters. | just
feel like a fool for not seeing it. For not breaking free sooner. It only occurs to me
now that she didn't restrict her appalling behavior to her daughters. She'll do
anything to get what she wants. Frank didn’t deserve to be rejected by me afirst time,
let alone a second.

“I’m sorry she said that to you,” | say. “ The fact is, my mom wanted us to get married



because you' re rich. She saw you as ameal ticket.”

He nods, like I’'m not telling him anything new.

We sit in silence for a few minutes. Guilt for accepting his proposal, for not
confessing to him what he was to our family, circles my chest and squeezes.

The bus pullsinto the stop in town and we get off in silence.

“Let’s go to the coffee shop.”

Frank looks up and down Main Street. “It’s small,” he says.

| glance up at the mountains, jutting into the perfectly still blue sky, and wonder what
he' s talking about. Star Fallsis huge. A place | can spread my wings. A place | can be
me. This placeis bigger than the entire state of Oregon.

The coffee shop—Twilight Latte—is on the corner opposite the diner. | pass it every
time | come into town, but I’ve never gone in. Which is why it comes as a surprise
that theTwilightin Twilight Latte is a reference to the movie phenomenon, not the
time of day. There’s no room for doubt when we push through the door. For a start,
music | recognize from the movies is playing in the background. The barista is
sporting fangs, and there's a life-size cutout of Robert Pattinson by the cash register.
It distracts me from the fact I’ m about to have coffee with Frank.

“Thisplaceisweird,” he says from beside me.

“It's my first time in here.” Itisweird. But | can’'t help being kinda charmed by it.
Nothing but respect for sticking to atheme.

We order our drinks—I insist on paying—and head to one of the smaller tables near



the window. Pine trees have been painted around the edges, not to reflect our
beautiful surroundings, but to mimic the backdrop of Forks, Washington—the setting
of Twilight. Thistowniswild. And | loveit.

| tamp down my smile and turn to Frank. “I don’'t want you to think | didn’t want to
marry you because | don’t like you.”

He lets out arueful huff asif to say, Then why didn’t you marry me?

“1 thought that maybe we could move?’ he suggests. “To a bigger house. Maybe one
of your sisters could come stay with us.” The hope in his expression kills me.

| upended this man’s future and bruised his heart. He didn’t deserve that. And even if
he wasn’'t my choice, | should have had the strength to walk away before he got hurt.
Why wasn’t | stronger? Why didn’'t | stand up to my mother? | still haven't. I'm still
running from her.

“You'rearealy good man, Frank.”

Herolls his eyes. “ So you keep saying. But what can | do? Just tell me. I’'m not aman
who’ s good at the... romantic stuff. But tell me what you want and it’ s yours.”

| shake my head. “ There' s nothing you can do.”

“Areyou sure?’ he says, histone urgent.

Images of Byron fill my mind. Him grinning on the porch holding his hot chocolate.
Him sitting across from me in the diner. Him holding Athena's cat carrier as he came

out of the vet’s office, even though he said he hated cats. Him over me. Under me. At
my feet, between my thighs.



| chose Byron.

“I’m sorry, Frank. I’m not the right woman for you.”

He sighs as if he knew it all along, but had to try anyway. | have to admire him for
that—knowing what he wants and going for it. There’'salot about Frank to like.

“You know Lydiawants ajob at the garage,” he says.
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| groan, because | know exactly the direction this conversation is going. Now that I'm
out of the picture and Frank is single, my mom istrying to get Lydiato fill the Rosey-
shaped gap in Frank’slife.

“1 told her no, but she's quite persistent.”

“I'snot Lydia' s fault,” | say. “I'm so sorry, Frank, but I’m sureit’s my mom'’s idea.
If | wereyou, | wouldn't give her ajob.”

“She keeps finding reasons to drop by. Suggests grabbing a coffee, talks about the
latest movie release she wants to go and see.”

| smile, but it's full of pity. He knows what’'s going on. He doesn’t need me to tell
him.

Frank nods at my silence. “Yeah, | know. | need to move on. Y our mom... she calls
me every now and then, just when I’ m about to walk away—from youorLydia.”

My heart clenches. | know exactly what he’'s saying. “I think she steps in when things
aren't going her way. Most of the time she can use one of us to do whatever she
wants. And then | guess she steps in when she needsto.”

He swallows, and | stare over his shoulder at Robert Pattinson, trying to push down
the nausea as | realize the full extent of my mother’s horrible behavior.

“Barney at the garage says she's a manipulator,” Frank says. “I talked to him a little
after... you know, what happened with the wedding.” His eyes don't meet mine.



“Your mom dropped by the garage a couple of times. Shared her theories on why you
ran away.”

| don’t want to ask. | know all her theories will be bullshit. “I’m sorry.” | can’'t think
of anything else to say.

“Shesaid | didn’t spoil you enough. Didn’t show my love the way | should have.”

| groan. “Barney’s right. Me leaving didn’t have anything to do with you. | needed to
escape my mother and her manipulation.” It’s like all the colors of the kaleidoscope
have come into focus, and for the first time | see everything with perfect clarity. I’ve
always known. But now that knowledge isn’'t buried at the back of my brain. It s front
and center. Frank wasn't who | was running from. It was always my mom who |
needed to escape. “My mother was trying to get you to blame yourself, when she only
had herself to blame.”

He sighs and leans back in his chair. | can see his brain processing all this
information.

“There are plenty of women who will want you for all the right reasons, Frank.”

We sip our drinks in silence until | remember the trailer.

“1 don't have the trailer documents with me—I mean, obviously, because | left with
nothing. But I’'m going to figure out how to transfer it back to you.”

Frank shakes his head. “You don’'t need to do that. | don’t want it.”
“Of course | need to do that,” | say. “I should have done it before now. It's just

because | don't have the paperwork, I've been...” | trail off. I’ve been delaying the
inevitable. If | want those papers, | need to go get them from Oregon. | could ask



Marion to find them for me, but | don’t want to get her into trouble. Mom'’s so tricky
and always at home because she doesn’t work, so she’s bound to find out. Marion has
enough secrecy and liesin her life just applying for schools. | don’'t need to put her in
a more difficult position. | know Mom would never forgive her if she thought we
were communicating behind her back.

“1 need to come back to Oregon,” | say. “I’ll arrange for an attorney to do everything
while I’'m there.” But when? The Club opens is in ten days. | have this weekend off,
then it's the party for the residents of Star Falls on Monday night. The Club will
welcome members the following weekend. Hart has made it clear that all hands are
required on deck; shift patterns kick in properly, and time off won’t be on the table
unless there's an emergency. | don’t know when I’ [l next have an opportunity to get
away after the Club opens.

“You really don't need to. It's not like | want to own the trailer anyway. That was
always to make your family feel more secure.”

| reach out and place my hand on Frank’s arm. He's such a thoughtful man. “It was a
lovely thing to do. But | can't keep it. After | transfer it to you, maybe you can sell
it.”

His eyes widen. “What about your mom?”’

“She’ll haveto pay rent to whoever buysit. Or find somewhere elseto live.”

Maybe that would create an opportunity for my sisters to move out and find a place of
their own. It could help them see that they don’'t need to be at home, paying Mom

rent, when they could have a place of their own.

“Do you know how to transfer it?’ | ask.



“I have a copy of most of the paperwork. | can set the wheels in motion when | get
back to Oregon.”

“I’ll pay all the legal costs,” | say.

He offers me a small smile. “You're a good person too, Rosey. I’'m sorry things
weren't different between us.”

“Metoo.” In many ways, it would be easy to love Frank. He's kind and generous and
he loves me. But he's not where my heart is. That honor belongs here, in the

Colorado Rockies, where my heart has never felt more at home.

THIRTY-TWO
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Byron

| watch Rosey climb into the shuttle bus with a man I’ ve never seen before. | know |
have no right to feel jealous, but that doesn’t stop it. Who is that guy? He' s older than
her, and not alocal, but they clearly know each other.

“They're ready for you now,” Gary calls. “Everyone's having coffee in the
ballroom.”

“The ballroom?’ | ask. My head is fuzzy from the number of beers | drank at
Grizzly’s last night, but I'm pretty sure | said | wanted this meeting in the Peak
Room. I've invited some of the people I've known the longest in Star Falls for a
meeting. | have a proposal for them, and | want to hear their concerns. | owe them
that.

“No,” he says. “Not the ballroom. The room adjacent to the ballroom. The one with
the views.”

The Peak Room. | pull in a breath and head down. We' ve definitely picked up some
more applications from the people of Star Falls since | stopped avoiding town. | don't
know why | stayed away for so long. These people don’'t hate me or pity me. They
justknowme.

| open the door to find the Peak Room full of around twenty people, coffee cups in
their hands, chattering away. No one pays me the slightest bit of attention. | can’'t
help but smile. There's not a room in the Colorado Club I've walked into and been
ignored—not when those rooms are full of people here at my employ. But | like this



feeling. It sums up Star Falls. Not one person is more important than anyone else.

| grab a cup of coffee and see Walt coming toward me.

“Hey, man, this place is gorgeous. The views are incredible.”

“You should know. Y ou’ ve lived here your whole life.”

He chuckles. “But | don’t know if it’s the windows or the lighting in here or what, but
it looks more magical than usual.”

“Same place, different perspective,” | say.

“Right,” he says. “So what're we all doing here? | know we're not here for the coffee
because, between you and me, Twilight Lattes does a better job.”

| clutch my chest. “You're killing me.”

“You know you’re only going to get the truth from me,” he says.

“I’'m counting on it.” | slap him on the back and clear my throat. “Thank you for
coming, everyone,” | say, raising my voice to get everyone's attention.

People turn toward me, and | gesture for everyone to take a seat. My assistant has set
out chairsin acircle. | don’t want to stand at the front of an audience. I’'m not of the
boss of the people in this room. Some of them have known me since | was born. | can
only hopeto be their equal.

We take our chairs.

“Beautiful place,” Jim says. “Y ou’ ve done yourself proud, Byron.”



“Thanks, Jm,” | mutter. A man like Jim telling me he's proud of me shouldn’t hit as
deep asit does. But it'sas close as it getsto hearing it from afather.

“That one of Juney’s paintings?’ he asks, nodding toward one of her canvasses. |
hadn’t realized Rosalind decided to put onein here, but it looks good.

“Itis”

He nods, and a smile curls one side of his mouth. He pats me on the back before
taking a seat.

“Thanks for giving up your time today. | know you're al busy. | hope not too busy to
come to the party we're hosting on Monday night.” People murmur amongst
themselves.

Donna s hand shoots straight up. “What’ s the dress code for this party?’ she asks. “Is
it fancy?’

Shit. | should have known that was a question people would have asked. There's no
doubt that in the eyes of the people of Star Falls, the Colorado Club is fancy. Hell, |
hope in most people’'s eyes it's fancy.Relaxedfancy, but given the amount I've
invested in this place... “The dress code for Monday is, if it's good enough for
Grizzly’s, it’s good enough for here.”

Cheers go up, and smiles light up the circle of familiar faces. I'm glad | cleared it up.
I’d hate to think people might have stayed away because they didn’t think they could
wear their jeans.

“1 wanted to bring you all up here today because | know a few of you have been
concerned with the way the Club has fenced off the boundary to the property.”



Mumbles around the circle tell me Jim’'s not the only one with concerns. “I
understand that thisis land you' ve all consideredyoursfor your entire lives.”

Nods and rumbles of agreement ripple through the circle.
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“Asyou al know, | grew up on this land. Not this far up the mountain—down at the
foot. | bought back the land because | understand the beauty here. | want to preserve
it. So you should know that other than the trees we've already cleared for skiing,
there are no plans for more buildings or any other changes to the landscape. | want
the Colorado Club to be a place where people can experience the beauty of a place
we' ve been lucky enough to grow up with. | don’t want to change that.”

“If they'rerich,” Eva shouts out.
| glance around at the people gathered. Do they all fedl like that?

“It's agood point,” | say. “Anyone who's a member of the Colorado Club has to be
wealthy. That wealth will ensure we can take care of this land for many, many years
to come.”

The air dmost prickles with indignation.

“But the other thing the Colorado Club does is bring opportunity to Star Falls. | left
town for alot of reasons, but leaving allowed me to spread my wings. | didn’t have to
follow my father’s footsteps, or travel to earn aliving. The Colorado Club gives the
next generation of Star Falls a way of taking opportunities without having to leave a
town they love. They can stay here and still plow their own path. I’'m hopeful the
Club will breathe new life into the town, give people more reasons to stay. | don't
want to spoil anything—not the environment, and not our town.”

Silence spreads across the room like a blanket.



“What about the fencing?’ Jim asks.

| nod, wanting to address the issue head-on. “| have a dilemma here, because as |'ve
said, you have to be wealthy to be a member of the Club. The membership list will be
small. This isn't a huge resort where there will be thousands of people passing
through. The Colorado Club will be a second home for alot of its members—a place
they can escape to. Members want peace. They want unspoiled beauty. They don't
want to be one of a thousand people on a mountain. We have a good number of
celebrities signed up aready, and they want to guarantee their privacy. Sometimes
their wealth will attract attention they don't want, which means security is of
paramount importance.”

“The mountain should be for everyone,” a guy | don’'t recognize says from next to
Jm.

| nod, wanting people to fedl free to express themselves. But | haven't finished yet.

“Ultimately, | don't want to cut the people of Star Falls off from Club land. But
access has to be limited. To that end, | want to open up much of the land one
weekend a month to residents of Star Falls. You'll have to show proof of residence,
but you will be free to roam during that weekend.”

“So all that stuff about security and anonymity was just a bullshit excuse?’ the same
guy Says.

“No,” | say. “During that weekend, members will know they might come across
residents of Star Falls. They will be offered additional security, and we'll have an
increased staff presence generally outside of the main building.”

People start talking to each other.



“And that’s not all.” An image of Rosey’s smile comes into my head. | have to blink
to push it away. She'd love this next bit. | wish she were here. | can amost feel the
way her hand would smooth over my chest, the press of her lips against my cheek. |
clear my throat and try to push her away. It’s getting more difficult, not less, to forget
her.

“As you know, my family owned the orchard at the bottom of the mountain. At the
moment, the border of the Colorado Club on the southeast is the border of my
family’s farm. I’'m going to change that. Most of the apple trees are still producing
fruit, and | think it's kind of a shame that those apples—which are delicious—are
going to waste. I’'m going to move the border of the Club so the land my family’s
orchard stood on is excluded. And then the orchard will be run as a working farm
again, the profits of which will be donated to Star Falls. It will create additional jobs,
and you never know—Star Falls might get its own brand of cider.”

| glance around to see people’'s reactions. My gaze settles on Bryan Tessay, arms
folded, same scowl on his face he’s worn for the last thirty years. He used to be my
father’ s right-hand man until he lost hisjob after my father’ s death.

“We'll need your help,” | say to everyone, but looking at Bryan.

He nods. | know Bryan well enough to know that’s him giving me his stamp of
approval.

| take a few minutes to steady my breathing and swallow past the lump in my throat.
“I’m happy to take questions or chat about any other concerns.”

“Are you just saying this so you get more applications for all these jobs you have?’
Sue Johnson says. “Someone told me you just want to recruit waitresses and bar
staff.”



There’s no such thing as a secret in Star Falls. If anyone knows every skeleton in
every closet, it's Sue. “Recruitment was areal issue for us a few weeks ago. Luckily,
WE' ve seen an increase in the number of applicants. From people in Star Falls, but
also, from surrounding towns. | think word has spread, and | have you to thank for
that. At the moment, recruitment isn't a problem. | want to maintain a great
relationship between the town of Star Falls and the Colorado Club. | want us to
coexist and work together to ensure the survival of... of our town.” New York will
aways be in my blood, but Star Fallsiswho | am. | don’t know how I’ve denied it
for aslong as| have.

“Yeah, well. We want that too,” Sue says. “I like your idea about the orchard.”

The air in the room shifts. Around our circle, shoulders drop and jaws unclench. Even
| sit back in my seat.

“l presume access to the land doesn’'t include the slopes?” Nancy asks. She's
grinning, like she knows the answer I’m going to give, but she hasto ask anyway.

| chuckle. “I’d be very happy to receive a membership application from you,” | say.
“If you meet the criteria, I'll personally approve it and we'll welcome you to the
slopes.”

She shrugs. “It was worth atry.”

| answer a couple of questions about job security, and whether or not members will
use the shuttle bus. After that the meeting breaks up. Jim and Sue are the last to |eave.

“You know, it’s not like I’'m going to be lining up every first Saturday of the month
to cross into Colorado Club land and walk Jenkins,” Jim says. “But it sureis nice to
know that | can.” He slaps me on the back. “Y ou did good, son. Keep it up.”
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| try to swallow past the lump in my throat. The people of Star Falls don’t care that
my father was a drunk who gambled away my family’s farm. They just care about
me—because |’ m one of their own.

THIRTY-THREE

Rosey

As the Uber pulls into the trailer park, the urge to run is far greater than it ever was
when | was stuck here. | know for certain there's nothing my mom can do to make
me stay, but that doesn’'t stop the panic rising in my chest. | can’t catch a breath and
my palms are slick with sweat—sensations | only realize were familiar now that I've
been away from this place. | lived my whole life here in a state of anxiety. Now that |
know what it feelslike to live in Star Falls without those feelings, | can’t fathom how
| coped all these years.

The car pulls to a stop and | want to ask the driver to keep the engine running. A
conversation with my mom isinevitable, but I’d do anything to avoid it. | just want to
dash into the trailer, grab my stuff, and come right back out again.

“You getting out?’ the driver asks, pulling me from my panic.

| grab the door handle.

I'll be back in Colorado in just over twenty-four hours. | checked into my motel on

the outskirts of town straight from the airport. Tomorrow morning, I’'m meeting
Frank to sign paperwork. After that, | can leave and not look back.



There’sasmall deck on the front of the trailer, but the single chair Mom likesto sit in
to see what’ s going on in the park is unoccupied. | glance up at the darkening sky. It's
about to pour with rain. She'll be inside. Part of me hopes she's out, though it’'s
unlikely. She rarely leaves the trailer. | have a niggling feeling that although | don’t
want to see her, | need to face her. Maybe because | need her to see that I’ ve broken
free of her lies and manipulation.

I’d like to see Lydia and Kitty, but | don’t know if they want to see me. The burden
of Mom'’s demands will be heavier for them since I’ ve left. They’ll probably resent
me, and | don’t blame them. Still, | want to show them life can be different to how
they imagine it’s always going to be. They can break free, just like | have.

| walk up to the deck, knock three times, and open the door. The familiar orange
scent of Mom'’ s favorite air freshener sends me right back to my childhood. | scan the

living room and there sheis, watching the TV as always.

She knows I’ m there—there’ s no missing me—nbut she doesn’t greet me. She doesn’t
even turn to look at me.

“It' syou,” she says, emotionless, not taking her eyes from the screen.

“1 came to collect some things.” | manage to keep my voice steady.

“ And where the hell have you been? Embarrassing the family like you did by running
off on your wedding day.”

Embarrassing the family? She means embarrassingher. She doesn’'t care about what
happened to Frank or what drove me to run out on my wedding. She cares about

herself and only herself.

“You don’'t need to know where I've been,” | say. | know it will rile her that I'm



being so rude, but | can't help myself. In Star Falls, I've tried to forget about her,
block her out of my thoughts. But there’ s no escaping her now. She's here, and she's
amonster.

The door to the bedroom | used to share with my three sisters opens and Lydia comes
out, followed by Kitty and, finally, Marion. My heart liftsin my chest but sinks lower
than it was before when | see the fear on their faces. They look so young. So
vulnerable. They glance at Mom, unsure whether they’re allowed to speak to me. If
they do, there' s no doubt they’ |l suffer the consequences.

“It's so good to see you,” | say, looking at my sisters. | try to keep it together, but |
want to bundle them out of here and take them back to Colorado with me. | don't
want them to waste any more years doing what Mom demands of them. It's more
obvious than ever that despite the lack of bars, we lived in a prison. They’re still
livinginit.

Love surges in my chest for these young women who still have so much living ahead
of them. | want to hug them. But doing so might create more difficulties for them
when | leave. Mom will punish them. A huge wave of guilt for leaving them al here
crashes over me. | should have been looking out for them. | should have been
protecting them.

“They don’t want to see you,” Mom barks.

| glance back at my sistersto find their expressions say something very different.

“1 haven’t changed my number,” | say. “I’d love to hear from you.”

“They have you blocked,” Mom spits. “We all do. You left this family the moment
you ran out on us.”



| try to keep my expression blank, but inside it's hard to hear what she's saying. |
know how she is, butwhoshe is remains the same: this is my mother. There's a tiny
part of me that hoped she' d see me today and remember she loves me.

| face my sisters. | don’t want to engage with Mom. There' s no point. She'll twist my
words, try to makemethe monster.

“l didn’t run out on you. | just knew | couldn’t marry a man | didn’t love to keep
Mom happy.” My voice is cam but small. It feels so grating to be speaking against
her like this, in front of her. We'd all complain to each other about her, but we aways
went along with what she said in the end. We didn’t feel we had any choice. But for
the life of me, | don’'t understand why | stayed as long as | did when | became an
adult. | didn’t have to give her my paycheck. Why didn’'t | just keep it and find my
own place?

Because she was my mother and | thought it was her job to do what was best for me. |
thought it was my job to do what she told me.

| was wrong on both counts.

“I missyou,” | say, looking at all my sisters.
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Marion’s eyes are glassy. | don’'t want her to cry. | don’t want any of them to face the
conseguences of missing me too.

Unless.
Unless.

Unless | could encourage them to break free as well. They’ve al finished high schoal.
None of them have to be here. | can’t scoop them up and bundle them into the back of
acab, but maybe | can give them hope.

| glance back to Mom, whose gaze is stuck on the TV. She's so mad, she can’'t even
look at me.

| look at my sisters, trying to convey, without words, how much | love them. | have to
tread a tightrope. | want to show them how good it feels to be independent, but at the
sametime | don’t want to make their lives more difficult when | leave.

“You don't haveto stay here,” | say to them, not looking at my mother.

“Exactly what | was about to say to you,” my mother hisses, suddenly coming back to
life, as if she knows what I’m saying threatens her. Like she thinks there might be a
chance my sisters will listen to me and break free from her. “Why are you here
anyway? |’ ve burned all your things. There's nothing left for you here. Just get out.”

Even though I’ ve always known my mom can be cruel and nasty and hurtful, | don’t
think it’s until this moment that | realize she doesn’'t love me. Not like a mother



should. She doesn’t love my sisters either. If she did, she wouldn’t lash out like this.
She’'s not concerned about how I'm feeling, where 1I’ve been, how |'ve been
surviving. All she cares about is herself. Aren't all mothers supposed to love their
children? Mom doesn’t love any of us.

Of course she doesn’t love me. She can't. It’s not in her.

The last thread of attachment | have to this woman withers and dies. A deep sense of
sadness settles over me. It' s grief for the mother | should have had.

“You deserve a happy life,” | say to my sisters, pushing down the feelings of betrayal
| feel straining to get to the surface. “You don't exist to serve this woman, even
though she’ s your mom.”

“1 thought | told you to get out.” She switches off the TV and turns to face me.

“1 will not,” | say, meeting her eyeto eye for the first time since | arrived. “1 own this
trailer. For now. | can stay aslong as| like.”

I’ ve never spoken to my mother like this. Never stood up to her, stood against her.
She narrows her eyes like she's just waiting for the right time to strike back, then she
snaps her head around to my sisters. “Get back to your room. Y ou don’'t need to see
this.”

Marion scuttles off back into the bedroom. It hurts, but | can't blame her. She's
sweeping up hair at a salon. She's the only one who might not be able to afford her

own place, even without giving up most of her paycheck to Mom.

“Mom,” Kitty cries. “Don’t be mean to her. She’s our sister.”



“She’s no daughter of mine,” she spits. “ She always was a troublemaker. She's alittle
bitch. She's probably been sleeping in a bus shelter since she left here. She's got a
snowball’ s chance in hell of surviving. And that’s what she deserves. Hell!”

| laugh. | can’'t help it. Years of pent-up frustration just spills out of me and it comes
out as laughter. | don't know why, but she seems so pathetic, spouting off the most
awful things about her daughter. A daughter who's devoted her life to her.

It's so clear to me. The lack of love and care is everywhere. It’'s not that she’s selfish
and mean and cruel. She doesn’t love us. Doesn't care if we live or die. A part of me
dies at the realization, but the rest of meis free—truly free.

“Do you see it?’ | ask Kitty and Lydia. “You only exist to serve her. If you escape,
she doesn’t want to know you. Because you no longer serve a purpose.”

“That’sright,” Mom interrupts. “ That’s why they’re here. With me. Y ou can get out.”

“Is that what you want?’ | ask my sisters, ignoring Mom. “To be stuck serving a
woman who'’ d disown you as soon as you do something she doesn’t like—like try and
create alife for yourself?’

Panic and fear fill Lydia s and Kitty’s faces, but they don’t flee to the bedroom. Part
of them wants to hear this.

“There’s away out. And | can help you,” | say. I'm sure | can get them jobs at the
Colorado Club. What's left of my savings could get them cheap flights out to
Colorado. It would be tight, but | could do it. “It’s frightening. | get it. But when
you' re ready—when you see what she's really like and you decide you don’'t want to
put up with it anymore—I’ll be waiting.”

“That’s it, get out of this house.” Mom stands and moves toward me. | don’'t need to



know what happensif | say no. I’ve said what | came to say.

“I"'m sorry,” | mouth to Lydia and Kitty. | need to leave. | haven't gotten my things or
even the papers to the trailer that | came for, but I'll have to figure out another way.
There's no way | can force my way into the bedroom and start going through things.
Even if | technically still own this trailer, my mother will find a way to punish me or
my sisters. | hadn’'t planned for things to go like this, but | know I’ ve done the right
thing. I've given my sisters an alternative to the life they have. Hopefully, I've
planted a seed, given them something to think about, convinced them that life beyond
thistrailer and Mom is possible.

Mom steps toward me, and | back away. She grins, like my acquiescence fuels her
power—Ilike she’s only happy when I'm weak. Except I'm not. Not anymore.
Because I’ ve found a place where I’ m free of her.

| bolt out the door, sick to my stomach with the scent of orange and the hatred in my
mother’s eyes.
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| get to the bottom of the steps and am about to head to the exit to call a cab when
something catches my eye. | turn my head to see Marion at the window. She's
waving furiously at me. When she sees I’ ve spotted her, she points her fingers down.

| can hear my mother shouting inside the trailer. Marion drops the curtain and
disappears.

| glance down where she was pointing and see something on the ground, outside the
bedroom window. It looks like she's dropped a bag of something—two bags of 7—

| race over and realize Marion has stuffed my belongings in trash bags and dropped
them out the window. Mom didn’t burn all my stuff. | don’t know if she thinks she
did or if she was bluffing, but Marion saved this for me.

Asquick as | can, | gather up the spilled items. | don’t stop to examine anything, but
it feels like I'm stuffing an entire lifetime of memories into two shopping bags.
School pins, greeting cards, the odd certificate. A high school diploma. | pick up the
bags and scramble to the exit of the park before | call an Uber. | don’t want there to
be a chance Mom figures out | have everything | need from that trailer. There's
nothing more | want from her.

In the car back to the motel, | pull out a dream catcher | made for Marion when she
was born. | hold it to my chest. When Mom was pregnant with Marion, | couldn’t
wait to have a baby sister. | was desperate for someone of my own. Someone to love.
Kitty and Lydia had been born when | was too little to understand what was going on
around me. When Marion was born, | used to wake up and feed her in the night. |
liked when it was just the two of usin the dark. I'd tell her stories of princesses and



knights in shining armor, dragons slayed and fairy-tale castles. | sang to her. | rocked
her. | loved her. | was the mother to her | never had.

| have the chance to care for Marion and all my sisters again—to be what they
deserve, instead of what they were born into. | can’'t hand-feed them freedom, but at
least today | got to tell them how it tastes. When they decide to venture past the walls
Mom has put up around them—nboth literally and figuratively—I’ Il be there, waiting
on the other side.

THIRTY-FOUR

Rosey

On the shuittle bus back to the Colorado Club, | can’t stop looking at my phone. I'm
desperate for one of my sisters to call or text me. | just want to know they’re okay,
that Mom calmed down after | left. There's till a glimmer of hope in me that she'll
learn from her mistakes, or be dightly kinder to them if she worries they’ll follow in
my footsteps.

| step off the shuttle bus outside the Club and slam right into someone, dropping my
bag and my phone at the sametime. “I’m sorry,” | say, gathering up my things.

Whoever | bumped into crouches down and picks up my phone. As soon as | see his
hand, | know who it is.

Byron.

We stand, and | tip my head back to look at him. | feel myself unfurl and relax under
his gaze.

“Everything okay?’ he asks, concern in hisvoice.



| don’t know how to answer that. Everything's okay and nothing’s okay and now he's
here and he seems... different.

“1 just got back from Oregon.”

He raises his eyebrowsin surprise. “How was that?’

| sigh and realize how much | miss him. | miss porch swings and hot chocolate. |
miss talking and kissing and feeling safe.

Byron never tried to control me. Despite being my boss, he had no agenda other than
being with me. Maybe I'm confused. My emotions are running so high at the
moment, Byron’s familiarity seems like a safe harbor. But isthat al heis?
“Itwasalot,” | say.

He takes my bag from me. “Did you see your mom?”’

| nod. “Yeah.” | let out abreath. “And my sisters. | feel so guilty for leaving.”

“And Frank?’ he asks.

“Him too. | mailed him back the ring, but | had to sign some papers to transfer the
trailer back to him.”

His Adam’s apple bobs as he swallows. “How was that?’

“Frank’s agood man. It was fine. | hope he finds someone.”

“That person still isn't you?' he asks.



“That person was never me.”

Our gazes lock. | want to tell him how much | miss him, that he came to mean more
to mein afew short weeks than Frank ever did.
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“1 heard about the party tomorrow night,” | say. | want to tell him I’m proud of him,
but something stops me. “It'sagreat idea.”

“1f anyone shows,” he says. He nods in the direction of the staff housing block and
we begin to walk.

“Of course they’ Il show. Thistown loves you. They want to support you.”

Hope brightens his face. | want to press my palm to his cheek and tell him everything
IS going to be okay. I’ve never felt so certain that things are going to work out.

“Are you working tomorrow?’ he asks.

“Yeah,” | reply. “I’ve been moved into Blossom and events.” We reach the door to
my building and stop to face each other.

He nods. “Good. Are you happy?’

My heart clenches. Does he mean with my job? Or does he mean without him?
“Could we find some time to talk?’ | ask without thinking. | just don’t want thisto be
the last conversation we have. I'm not quite sure what | want to say. But | know there
are things thatneedto be said.

“Now?’ he says, glancing around.

| shake my head. Seeing him has stirred something in me. | need to figure out what



before wetalk. “No. Maybe... after the party? We could meet in town.”

He nods, but he' s uncertain. “We can do that.”

“Breakfast on Tuesday?’ | suggest. | don't start work until midday. “Eight?’

He searches my eyes but remains quiet. Voices from behind us interrupt and he hands
me my bag. “Eight at the diner.”

He goes to leave and | catch his arm, a familiar buzz passing between us. We lock
eyes. The chemistry we had is still there. But now it’ s something more.

“Thank you for the card,” | say. It was kind and thoughtful and asked nothing of me.
It just said he was thinking of me. “It’s one of the nicest things anyone has ever done
for me.”

“Oh, Rosey,” he says, histone full of sadness.

My stomach lilts at the way he says my name. “Don’t feel sorry for me. I’'m so lucky,
Byron.” Lucky to know him. Lucky he's standing right in front of me.

People are coming toward us. We need to end this conversation. We both know it.
But | don’t think I’ m strong enough.

“Until Tuesday, Rosey Williams,” he says.

A smile curls around my lips at the way he says my full name.

His smile matches mine, and | have to look away. It's too much. Whenever he' s near,
| always want more.



He turns and heads back down the path we just came from. | open the door and | turn
to watch him down the path. He's just about to step out of sight when he turns back
and sees me watching him. | can’t help but laugh at getting caught.

The smile | see spread across his face tells me he knows exactly what I’ m thinking.
THIRTY-FIVE

Byron

| know Hazel istalking at me, | just can’t hear what she's saying, My mind istoo full.
| check my watch again. Six twenty. The first shuttle bus with guests for the town
party should be on its way by now, ready to arrive for six thirty. But there' s another
bus that will leave from behind the library around now. | have no idea if there'll be

anyone on either bus.

| shouldn’t care. If no one turns up, I’'ll save money on booze and | can head back to
the cabin for an early night. Thething is, | do care.

Kathleen messages me, asking me where | am. | reply I’'m in the ballroom and
instantly she appears.

“Byron, hey, | have some good news for you.”
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|'s she about to reveal she's got the ability to teleport?

“Your chalet is ahead of schedule,” she says. “And before you complain that I've
prioritized it over some of the member chalets, | haven't. They’'re all ahead of
schedule. We had a shipment of the marble we're using in the bathrooms come in

early. So you'll be able to move in before the grand opening.”

Her eyes search my face, waiting for my thrilled reaction. | haven't told her about my
change of plansyet. She'll either be delighted or pissed beyond measure.

“Thank you, Kathleen,” she deadpans, “you're amazing. I’m going to give you a
bonus for finishing my chalet early.”

“ Sarcasm doesn't suit you.”

She shrugs. “But it fits like a glove. What are you about to tell me? | know it's
something I'm not going to like.”

| glance at the door, willing people to arrive. “1’ve just bought some land,” | confess.
“Y ou want to build more chalets?’ she asks.

“I"m not quite sure what | want to build,” | reply. “ There are two cabins on the land at
the moment.”

“Isit guest accommodations?’ she asks.



| pause. When | made Beth and Mike the offer for the two cabins, | didn’t think much
past getting the land. “No,” | say. “Theland isjust on the outskirts of town.”

She draws back. “Realy? Well, what are we building?’

“A home,” | say. “For me.” Assoon as | say it, | realize that’s exactly why | bought
the land. | didn’t want to be up here on the mountain, onsite at the Colorado Club and
aways the boss. | want to be home. In Star Falls. | glance at the door, wondering if

anyone is ever going to arrive.

She sighs. “So you're never going to live in this chalet | just killed myself getting
ready on time?’

“I’ll need a place while you build my new place,” | say. “And I'll keep it to host my
friends and their families.” There’'s no way I'm letting the New York crew pay for
membership.

Kathleen sighs. “If that’s what you want.”

The chatter of voices wafts in from the corridor and my insides clench. God, | hope
more than two people show up.

Jm is the first to step inside, Sue at his side—followed by about thirty other people.
Waitresses offer trays of beer and champagne. There's aso afull bar.

Where did all these people come from? They couldn’t have al fit into one shuttle bus.

“Hey, Byron,” Jim says, approaching me. He hands me a beer, and | takeit.

“Y ou came on the shuttle?’ | ask.



“Most of us. | left a line of people behind me too,” he says. “And a few people
drove.”

My shoulders drop from where they had risen to my ears. “That’s good. People are

here.

“Of course they’'re here.” Jim pats me on the back. “Everyone wants to see what
you'’ ve been doing up here and drink free booze.”

| don’t care why they’re here. I'm just happy they came. The people of thistown have
given me alot. I'm glad | can give them something in return. Even if it's a night of

free booze.

“You're a son of thistown,” Jim says. “We want to support you. Show you we'll be
there for you.” He pauses. “You just gotta let us.”

| look at the small crowd laughing and chatting, the twinkling lights of Star Falls
sparkling in the windows behind them. These are the people | belong with. This is
why | bought Beth and Mike' sland. | belong in the valley, not up here on a mountain.

Sue envelops mein ahug. “I’m so proud of you,” she says. “So very proud.”

Her words touch something deep inside me. | shouldn’t need someone to feel proud
of me. I'm aman. I’ ve made afortune from nothing. But it feels good.

“Thanks,” | choke out.
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“Now, what’ s happening with you and that nice lady in the wedding dress?’ she says.

“Dear god, none of us have seen her in the wedding dress since that first night she
gpent in Star Falls,” Jim replies. “1t’s not like she’' s wandering the streets dressed as a
bride.” Herolls his eyes. “ She doesn’'t want her past following her around like that.”

It's my turn to pat Jm on the back. He's so protective. It looks like Rosey’s earned
her place in Star Falls, too.

Sue rolls her eyes like she's used to Jim complaining about her. There's obvioudly
been another shuttle bus drop-off, because more Star Falls locals start to file into the
ballroom.

Juney spots me right away.

“Byron!” Her eyes light up when she sees me. “I’'m so excited to be here. | can’t
believe—" She puts her hand over her mouth and shakes her head. Her eyes fill with
tears. | get another back slap from Jim. “1 just can’t believe you bought so many.”

“You're a talented artist. We have something of yours in every chalet,” | say. I'd
almost had to force my designer to visit Juney’s studio, but as soon as she got there,
she was spending my money faster than the water falling over the rocks that gave Star
Fallsits name.

“You don't know what it means to me,” she says. “You’ve bought more from me
than I’ ve sold in my entire career combined.”



“That only tells me the rest of the world is missing out on your talent,” | reply. “I
should put you in touch with my friend Fisher. He knows a lot of agents back in New
Y ork. He might be able to introduce you to someone who could give you a bit more
recognition.”

Juney’s eyes go wide. “That would be great. | met Fisher, didn’'t I? At Grizzly’s a
couple of weeks back.”

“1 hear he’ s been quite the inspiration,” Sue says.

| glance between her and Juney, not clear what she's saying.

“1 don’t know what you mean,” Juney says, a blush creeping up her neck.

“From what | heard, you’ ve been painting alot of naked torsos since the storm.”

Sherolls her eyes. “1 paint everything.”

“Well, Fisher’s coming over for the opening. Maybe | can reintroduce you two then,”
| say. | might also be playing matchmaker.

“Perfect,” Sue says, before Jim lovingly guides his wife toward the bar.

“He' ssingle. But acommitted New Y orker,” | say.

“Just ignore Sue,” she says. “She doesn't know what she's talking about. I’'m not
painting your friend.”

| might not have spent a lot of time with Juney in the last fifteen years, but | know a
liar when | see one.



“What about you, Byron? Has Sue married you off yet?’ she asks.

It's then that | see Rosey across the room. She's carrying in atray of beers. She looks
beautiful, her hair swept back off her face, her eyes sparkling as she offers people
drinks and familiar greetings.

“Not yet,” | say.

“Well, | think you need a nice woman with a big heart. Like the woman you came to
Grizzly’ swith.”

| shoot her alook that says,Y ou’ re not being subtle.

Juney shrugs. “I don’t know alot about alot of things, but | can spot chemistry amile
away.”

There' s no doubt in my mind that Rosey and | have chemistry. But that’s not enough.
She works for me. She's fresh out of a big bag of shit in Oregon. She's not looking
for arelationship. Especially with aman who's her boss.

My mind starts to reel through possibilities. Maybe next year when things have
settled for her. Maybe she could get a job in town rather than at the Colorado Club.
But | can’t suggest that. This job comes with aroof over her head. And she’'s good at
what she does—she’ s already been promoted.

| miss her. | want our nights back on the porch. But as much power as | have, | can't
get everything my own way.

“Well, thanks for thetip,” | say to Juney. “I’ll bear it in mind.”
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“Make sure you do, or the women of Star Falls will have to take matters into their
own hands.”

“What does that mean?’ | ask.

“Fuck around and find out, Byron.”

“That sounds like athreat.”

“It'smeant as apromise.”

| chuckle. I might have changed her life by buying up her artwork. | might be a
billionaire New Y orker. But around here, I'm still going to be the guy Juney went to
high school with, the running back on the football team, the boy who ran away to
New York—and a son of Star Falls. For the first time in along time, I’'m okay with
that. That’s my legacy. Not my father’s.

Rosey turns and catches my eye, then heads toward me with the tray of drinks. Juney
swoops one up. “Thanks,” she says and heads off, leaving me and Rosey alone in a
sea of people.

“Great turnout,” she says. “Y ou must be delighted. Want a beer to celebrate?’
It takes my brain a minute to register what she’'s saying. | just can’t stop staring at

her. The way her kindness seems to radiate from her, the way her skin gleams and her
eyes dance in delight at seeing me.



“Yeah.” | swipe a second beer from her tray. “You look lovely,” | say, because |
can’'tnotsay it. Something about Rosey pulls the truth, the most authentic me, out of
myself.

“Thank you,” she mumbles and her cheeks pink. “Are we still on for breakfast
tomorrow?’ She glances around as if she's checking that no one’'s heard about our
illicit plans. No one seems to have taken any notice of us. Although there’s no doubt
most of Star Falls will have registered the conversation. I'll get more shit from Juney
and Sue next time | see them. All part of the charm of Star Falls.

“I wouldn't miss it,” | say. I'm not sure why she wants to meet. Maybe it's just a
friendly catch-up. | don’'t care. However | get to spend time with Rosey, I'll take it.

She bites back a smile and the sparkle in her eyesis back. I'd like to think part of it’'s
about the thought of our breakfast tomorrow.

THIRTY-SIX

Rosey

It's hours since the party for the people of Star Falls finished. Even longer since | saw
Byron. | don't know if he left early because he got called away on some urgent
business, or maybe he was meeting a date. There are a hundred scenarios vying for
space in my head, which means | can't sleep.

| check the time on the clock by my bed. It's ten minutes before midnight. There are
only eight hours until I’m going to be sitting across from Byron at the diner, but it

feelslikeit’s going to take three months for those eight hours to pass.

| don’'t know if | can wait.



| Sit up in bed. Ican’twait.

There's a shuttle down to Star Falls that |eaves the Club in ten minutes. If | run, |
could catchit. | could be down at the cabins in twenty minutes.

| push the covers off and start pulling on some socks. There isn't enough time to
change completely. I'll just put my coat over my pajamas. | grab a hat, a scarf, my
phone, and keys, and | head out.

| exit the staff accommodations and | can see up ahead the bus pull up to the
designated spot. No one's waiting. | hope it doesn’'t leave early because no one's
there. It won't be expecting passengers. There are no late shifts at the moment outside
the party, and we all got off hours ago.

| don’t even know if Byron's in the cabin, but it's worth a shot. | can’'t wait another
minute to tell him how | feel. | run to the bus, but it pulls out before | get to it. | race
behind it, trying to catch up. The driver must see me in the mirror, because the bus
jerksto a halt and the doors hiss as they open.

“Hey,” | say. “Thanks for stopping.”

“1 thought this journey would be awaste of time,” he says. “Y ou going into town?’

“1 just want to stop by Beth and Mike' s cabins,” | say.

“Sure thing,” he says. “Although they won't be Beth and Mike's cabins for much
longer.”

“How come? What’ s happened?’

“1 heard they sold them to the guy who owns this place. Byron Miller, isit?’



The mention of his name sends sparks of electricity dancing over my skin. “He
bought them?’ | don’t know what it means, if it means anything. Maybe it was just a
good investment. But it feels like it means something. Something important.
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The lightsin the cabin are on when the bus pulls up.
“Do you want me to wait?’ the driver asks.
“I’ll befine. | can Uber back if there’s no one home.”
“Right you are.” He gives me a quick salute and the doors hiss closed. The bus pulls
off, leaving me standing in front of Byron’s cabin. But the lights are on in the cabin
where | stayed, not Byron's. Maybe someone else is renting? | climb up Byron's
porch, ready to knock on the door of the darkened cabin, but | pause. | can’t hear any
signsof lifeat al.

What am | doing here?

If I wake him up, he's going to wonder what the hell I’m doing. We're due to meet in
alittle over seven hours. And I’'m in my pajamas. It’s not my best |ook.

| pull out my phone and double-click the get-me-out-of-here also known as Uber app.
Just then, there’ s anoise over at my old cabin.

Byron stands in the doorway wearing plaid pajama bottoms and a white t-shirt
stretched over his muscled torso.

We lock eyes from across the cabins. “Rosey?’

“1 just couldn’t wait until eight,” | say, asif that explains everything. “I have all these
things | want to say. And I’m sorry | woke you but?—"



“You didn't wake me,” he interrupts. “And | want to hear al the things you want to

“You weren't asleep?’

He lifts his hand to scratch the back of his head. The hem of his t-shirt lifts, exposing
his stomach. | want to talk about important stuff, but his body? It has the ability to
distract me from a nuclear war. “Way too much on my mind,” he says, breaking my
focus on his abs. “I’'m making ragu. Want some?’ A sexy smile curves around his
lips.

| definitely want some ragu. Especidly if “ragu” is a euphemism for something else
entirely.

| scramble down the steps to get to him and he meets me halfway.

“You moved?’ | say, glancing back at his old cabin. But | don’t wait for a response
before | say, “I went to Oregon and | figured all this stuff out and | want to tell you
about it. Because it involves you. You and me. And | realize... so much now.”

He gives me asmall smile, scoops up my hand. It feels so good to be touching him, to
feel his hand in mine. It feels safe and secure. He's protective without being
controlling. | see the difference now. We head into the cabin as if al the time since
I”’ve moved out has been erased.

“Comeinside and tell me everything.”

He heads to the burner and turns off the heat.

His skin against mine feels so right. Warm and safe and solid. I’ ve never experienced
Byron as controlling or selfish. He's always let me do what | want to do. I’ve met his



friends and seen how they love him—as much or more than this town does. I’ ve been
expecting him to be like the people around me in Oregon, but I’'m not in Oregon
anymore. I'm right herein Star Falls, Colorado.

My life changed forever the day | was supposed to marry Frank. Because | met
Byron.

“Y ou want some hot chocolate?’ he asks.

| just want you, | want to say. | manage to hold back. “Sure.” That should give me
room to breathe, time to organize my thoughts. | glance around and see Athena curled
up on the floor by the fire. She opens one eye, sees me, but goes back to slegp. Cats.

| take a seat on the couch and he sets about heating milk in the pan and taking mugs
from the cupboard. He's calm and considered, like me turning up in the middle of the
night telling him I’ ve been to Oregon happens every last Tuesday of the month.

“How come you couldn’t sleep?’ | ask.

“Tell me about Oregon first. That's why you're here.”

He' sright. I'm stalling. | just don’t know how to start. “1 saw Mom and my sisters.”
He turns, catching my eye. “Y ou okay?’

“Yes. | mean, no.” | sigh. “Kinda. It was tough to leave my sisters. But they’re all
adults. They have their own journeys to take with my mom. | can’'t force them to

break free.”

He sighs and turns back to the stove.
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“1 can only decide whatlwant. Whatldo. And...” And what? | decide | want Byron?
What if he doesn’t feel the same way? He has his reasons for not wanting anything
Sserious.

He drops marshmallows into the two mugs and brings them both over to the couch. |
take the cup from him and our eyes lock. | want to kiss him. | want him to hold me. |
want to skip everything before thereallygood part. But | owe us both more.

“That sounds... logical,” he responds.

“And | want to stop running.”

His eyes widen dightly. “So you’re staying in Star Falls?’

| can’'t read him. I's he happy? Disappointed?

“1 don’t mean running away from Oregon. | mean running away from... everything.
When | left Mom and Frank, | wanted my freedom. | thought geography would solve
that problem, but of course, it's never that ssimple. | thought if | could keep myself
Separate, stay on an island, 1’d be okay. I’ d be free. But the opposite happened. Being

on anisland isisolating. It'slonely.”

Sadness shadows his face and he reaches for my hand. | realize that he cares. Really
cares. About Star Falls and the Colorado Club. And maybe about me.,

| glance up into his eyes. “Freedom doesn't mean being on an island. It's making
decisions that feel good for me. Decisions that are right for my hopes and dreams for



the future. | thought | had to shut down any vulnerability, stay on my island, so |
didn’t fall back into the pattern of doing things for other people—so I didn’t end up
marrying a man | didn’t love, or having a life | don't want to please someone who
doesn’t care about me. But | figured out that being vulnerable wasn't the problem.
The problem was—is—my mom.” | slide my mug onto the table beside the couch
before | spill it. “I came to Star Falls thinking | had a choice: be aone or be
controlled. But being with you... it's shown me a new possibility.”

“Me?’ he asks, his expression confused.

“You're kind, Byron. And caring. And you seem to want me to want things for
myself. You sent me that card. Why? It wasn't going to do anything for you. You
took in Athena. You let me move into staff housing. You didn’t insist | delay my
move-in date. You didn't even suggest it. And | know we haven't known each other
very long, and they might seem like little things to you. But to me, they're
everything. You let me be me. Y ou like me for me.”

“1 told you, Rosey—I don’t want you to be anyone but you.”

| pull in a breath. Being this close to him is comforting, reassuring. And | missiit. |
need to pull the trigger now. | need to ask for what | want. It feels so jarring to be so
selfish, and there's a real possibility that we don’t want the same things. But I'm so
clear that Byron is who | want. I’'m not sure I'll ever have this clarity again. So if |
don’t start here, asking him for what | want, | never will.

“Like | said, I know we haven't known each other very long, and | know you have
the Colorado Club and it’s stressful and all-consuming. | know you're not based in
Star Falls forever, and I’m just some girl who got on an airplane for the first time less
than a month ago, and you probably normally date sophisticated New Y orkers who
were born in Paris and vacation in Sorrento—" | groan. Why would Byron pick me?
Any woman would be afool not to want him. He could take his pick.



| tell myself it doesn’t matter—the important thing is| tell him | want him, not that he
wants me back. The power isal in the asking.

“What I'm saying is that | know it might not be mutual, but | don’t want to give this
up.” | glance a his chest, unable to look him in the eye. “I really like you. Like,
reallymorethan like you. | don't want to only see you for a second or two in the
hallways of the Club or once in a while at Grizzly’s. | want to curl up with you at
night. | want to hang out at the diner with you on a Sunday. | want you all the time.”
My voice has dropped to amumble. But | got it all out.

| clasp my fingers together, my eyes on my hands, waiting for the letdown. Waiting
for himto tell meI’m anice girl and everything but?—

He reaches under my face and lifts my chin.

“l think you're incredible,” he says. “Everything you’'ve been through and you're
here, one hundred percent yourself, making yourself vulnerable.” He shuts hiseyesin
along blink, like he's having to steel himself. “I think you're the strongest person |
know. And the most beautiful. The kindest and... and sexiest. And I’ ve redlly, really
missed you.”

| don’t think I'll ever be able to look away from him. | don’t want this moment to
end. | don’t want him to get to thebut.

“It'stricky,” he says. “Me being the owner. You working at the Club. | think we can
figureit out.”

My eyeswiden. | didn’'t hear abutthere.

“And you're right, my plan isn’t to stay in Star Falls year-round,” he says. “We can
figure that out too. Nothing stays the same. We'll have to navigate the changes



together.”

Nobuts. Where are thebuts? | need him to jump to the goddamnbuts, because
otherwise | might just die of hope.

His mouth curls up at the corners and his eyes sparkle at me. “I think | knew the
moment you walked into Grizzly’s that you were it for me,” he says. “Worth knew.
He saw it in me. But | needed you to pick me for me, to know for sure that you
weren't going along with things.” He pauses and narrows his eyes. “I didn’t realize
that until tonight, but you turning up here, telling me you want me—it’s al | needed.
We can figure the rest out.”

| sit up straight and take his head in my hands. I'm not sure if I'm dreaming, but if |
am, | hope | stay asleep. | press akissto hislips, and we crash against each other like
lovers who' ve been separated months rather than days.

| just know | never want to be without him again. Not days, not hours, not a goddamn
moment.

He pulls away, and for afleeting second, doubt creeps back in. Until he says, “I know
this is soon, but | need you to know...” He holds my face, our gazes locked, lips
swollen from our kiss. “I love you, Rosey Williams. | think | did from the moment
we met.”

All doubt disappears, melting into my past where it belongs. All | can focus on now is
my future. With Byron. “I love you too,” | say.

THIRTY-SEVEN
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Byron

Nothing has ever quite felt so right as sayingl love youto Rosey and hearing it back.
It's like when the last piece of the jigsaw puzzle fits into place and you can finally see
what the picture is. Everything I’ve done in my life has led up to this moment. | feel
so fucking lucky to have found her. I’ve made peace with so much in my past by
being here. A big part of that has been seeing Star Falls through Rosey’s eyes. She's
shown me the town through fresh eyes and she's helped me see how the town sees
me.

Meeting Rosey and starting a life with her is only possible because I’ ve managed to
close a chapter on my past, which means | can finally open a new one.

“1 didn't know if you'd laugh at me,” she says, her breaths coming short and sharp as
| pull her pajamas over her head. | can’t get her naked quick enough.

“I"d never laugh at you,” | say, tugging at her pants.
“But turning up in the middle of the night. Y ou might have thought | was crazy.”
| pull my t-shirt over my head. “lwas going crazy, thinking about you.”

She sighs, relief rolling off her, and presses her hands to my chest. “I’ ve missed you
so much.”

Naked, we stand facing each other and pause. This moment feels big. We're stepping
over aline and nothing is going to be the same ever again. But it also feels entirely



right.

“I loveyou,” | say.

“I loveyou,” she replies. “And we're going to figure it out so we can date. Maybe |
can get ajob at Twilight Lattes or?—"

She stops as | pull her toward me. “We're going to be together,” | say. “Forever. And
we'll figureit al out. You don’'t need to work if you don’t want?—"

“I want to work,” she says quickly. “I don’t want to be with you so | don’t have to
work.” She looks horrified that I might think such athing.

“I know,” | say. “I just want you to be happy. With me. | want to give you
everything.”

Her eyebrows pull together like she hasn’t got a clue what I’m talking about. “I’'m
always happy with you.” She says it like no other possibility exists. Like, she could
only ever be happy with me. Something within me that’s been churning for years
finaly settles. She creates a peace in me | never knew | was missing.

| smooth my hands down her back and cup her ass. “I want you,” | huff out.

A small smile curves around her mouth. Then she leads me into the bedroom. | was
happy to fuck her bent over the couch, but she’'s a woman who knows what she wants
and isn't afraid to tell me—to show me. And that’s what | love best about her. She's
found her voice with me. | hope that means I’ m as good for her as sheisfor me.

She sits back on the bed, pulling me over her. | glance down at her, feeling a sense of
satisfaction that she’s mine. Finally. And forever. I’ve never been so sure about
anything or anyone as | am about Rosey.



She dlides her legs up either side of me. I’'m so hard, | might explode as soon as my
dick hits her wetness.

“Let metasteyou,” | say.

She lets out a small sigh in response, threading her fingers through my hair. The
sound is like her fist around my dick, it feels so good. | work my way down her body,
trailing my tongue over her hot, smooth skin—tasting and sucking, breathing her in.
She’'s mine now.Every part of heris mine. | chant as | work my way down, “Mine,
mine, mine.”

“Yes,” shecriesout. “I'm al yours.” She's not giving herself to me because she has
to, but because she wants to. | know I’'m a lucky man. I'll spend my life being
everything she needs me to be.

| graze her puckered nipples with my teeth, savoring her moans, wanting to shout out
loud that | have thiswoman. Forever.

| work my way down her body with my hands, my mouth. All the focus is supposed
to be on her, but every time she moves, blood rushes to my cock. Her hips undulate
under my hands as | try and hold her still. The idea of her being so turned on that she
can't keep till fills me with a power even making millions of dollars can’'t come
close to matching. Giving this woman pleasureisall | need to feel good.

| drag my hands down her thighs and push them open. | groan at the sight. She's so
wet, she's glistening, like her pussy is flirting with me, inviting me in. | dive in,
diding my tongue through her folds. She's dippery, like just the thought of me
tasting her sends her body into overdrive. She's hot and drenched. | want it all.

| eat her up like I'm starved, like | can't get enough—I'm greedy. We have forever,
but | want to be all over her now, now, now. Her muscles tighten underneath me far



too quickly. | want to feast for hours. She comes on my tongue, chanting my name.

I’ ve been successful along time in this world, but now, with Rosey under me, | feel
invincible. The money and the power fade into the background. All that matters is
her. Being here, in this tiny cabin on the edge of the prettiest town in the world with
her, is the most important place | could ever be.

She sinks into the mattress and | crawl up the bed so I’'m next to her. She reaches for
me immediately, like she's trying to get closer. Her hands snake down my body and
she grips my cock.

“Rosey,” | say on asigh.

“1’m shaking, | want you so much. | just came and al | can think about is how much |
want more. | want you endlessly and forever.” She looks at me, panic in her

expression.
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“You have me,” | say, smoothing my hand up her side.
She nods, reassuring herself. “Yeah.”

She kneels beside me and takes me deep in her throat, right to the back, rocking back
and forward, getting deeper and deeper with each movement. | think | might have
died right then, it feels so fucking blissful. | fist my hands and let out a guttural groan.
“Fuck, Rosey.” But | want more too. Just like she does.

As she releases me, | reach for her and encourage her to shift so she's over me, her
pussy over my face, my dick in her mouth.

Fuck, nowthisis something I'm never going to recover from. The taste of her on my
tongue and her swallowing my cock. | reach around her, pulling her ass down, so |
can get deeper. She whimpers at the flick of my tongue and the sound vibrates around
my shaft. Jesus fucking Christ, how did | ever think | could give her up? It's pleasure
times infinity and | swear to god, if I'm still alive in the morning, I’m going to wake
up adifferent man.

A changed man.
She'smine, but I’'m hers.
We're al tongues and fingers and mouths. Giving, taking, pushing, pulling. It's

desperate and needy and erotic, and |I've never felt so close to anyone as | do to
Rosey right now. Our bodiesfit, and so do our minds and souls.



Her moans are needy around my cock, the reverberations pushing pleasure from her
into me. | pull her over my mouth and | reach deeper with my tongue and
fingers—everywhere. | feel the start of herclimax crawl up her body, and it unleashes
something in me and we come, desperate, panting, together.

But it’s still not enough. | need to be inside her.

| grab a condom from my table, roll it on to my hard cock, flip Rosey to her back and
plow into her without warning. It's urgent. Desperate. Maybe I’'m claiming her.
Maybe I’ ve just missed this. Maybe it will always be like this between us.

“Yes,” shecriesout as| slaminto her. It's hard and fast and merciless.

“You likethat?’ | know she does, but | want to hear it.

She nods, effusive, like she's worried | might stop if she's not clear. “I like asking
you for what | want, but | like you taking what you want too,” she pants out.

“Because | want what you want.”

| tense my jaw and | push against her tight walls. “I know,” | say. “I want what you
want too.”

We're perfectly in balance.

Sweat sheens my body and | brace up on my arms. | want to watch her. Watch what |
do to her. See how defenseless she is when she's like this. How defenseless she
allows herself to be because she feels safe. Sheissafe with me. I’'m here to protect her.
To love her. To fuck her.

| press her thighs wider, desperate to get deeper, wanting to mark her, to fill her. |
want to fuck myself into her. | want to come inside her, to have her full of me.



I’ve never had this feeling before—like an underlying knowledge that we're at the
start of ajourney that will last longer than either of us. We're just at the start of us,
and whatever we'll become.

“I loveyou,” she whispers, like she can hear every thought.

| slam into her again and she screams. | hold her still, keeping her in place so | can
drive deeper and deeper.

Her head tips back and the convulsions of her climax shimmer over her body, but |
keep fucking, keep pushing into her, until | erupt, my orgasm rolling through me like

atornado.

| collapse on top of her and she wraps her limbs around me like she’s worried | might
leave.

There's no chance of that. I'll never go anywhere without her. I’ ve never been surer
of anything in my life,

| push myself up and realize she’s shaking underneath me.

“You okay?' | ask her.

Her breaths are still coming short and fast, but she nods. “It’sjust alot. It's intense. |
love you so much and you make me feel so much, even when you’ re not fucking me.
And when you are...” Her eyelids flutter open and closed. “It’s perfect.”

| growl and pull her into my arms. “Y ou’ re perfect.”

“We're perfect,” she says, and | press akissto the top of her head.



Star Falls. The Colorado Club. It all led here. Andthisis perfect.
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THIRTY-EIGHT
Byron

My assistant tried to convince me to wear a suit tonight, but | just can't. Not even
without atie. The Colorado Club isn't New York, and | have no desire to turn it into
New York. This is a place to escape to—even on opening weekend. I’ ve traded the
plaid shirt | wore the night | was in Grizzly’s and a runaway bride walked in and sat
down beside me, because I've worn it every day since Rosey came back to me. |
figureit’s lucky because the Colorado Club is open on time. Instead, I’ ve gone for the
cable-knit sweater that Rosey saysis her favorite of mine.

“You look handsome,” Rosey says as she comes out of the bedroom of my chalet.
This is our home for now, until we can get a place built on the site of the cabins. As
long as we're together, | don’t think it matters where we live. “Y ou excited?’

“Yeah,” | say. “It'sgoing to be along weekend.”

“Did you win the argument with your party planner about not having fireworks?’ she
asks. | roll my eyes and she laughs. “They’ re used to New Y ork, Byron.”

“l guess. It was such a stupid idea. Setting off fireworks in the woods? Sending every
living thing in the forest into atailspin and starting a fire?’

“They clearly haven't seen the Star Falls sky at night. They don't realize the
Colorado Club doesn’t need anything else.”



| nod, grinning at her. Rosey’s appreciation for my hometown has let me see it
through new eyes. She’'s changed everything for me.

“Where' s Athena?’ she asks.

“She left about five minutes ago. She can tell when we're heading out. Doesn’t want
to risk being shut in.”

Rosey laughs and | feel the sound deep in my bones. It's a sound | hope | hear until
theday | die.

“Youready?’ | ask.

She’'s changed into her waitressing uniform and is looking around the kitchen
counters.

“1 just need to find?>—"

“1 got it.” | hold up her water bottle.

Her face breaks out into a grin. “Y ou made me my water bottle?’

“1 unscrewed the lid and turned on the faucet, if that’s what you mean.”

She pulls at my waistband. “Y ou thought about me. You knew | needed my water
bottle and you got it for me. It'skind. And | love you.”

She lifts up on her toes and presses a kiss to my lips. | glance at my watch. If we had
alittle more time before people were scheduled to arrive...

She swipes me on my ass. “Don’t even think about it. I'm due on shift in seven



minutes. And seven minutes with you just won't do.” She steps into her shoes, pulls
on her coat, and takes her water bottle from me. “Besides, you have a party to get to.”

We have some ground rules at work. We don’t speak when we're on site unless we're
in the chalet. We don’t ignore each other, but we don’'t chat, or say, “Honey, can you
pick up some milk?" There's no evidence of our persona relationship at work. But
people know. I’ ve told Hart. Rosey’ s told the people she works with. 1t s not a secret.
But I’ ve also told them Rosey doesn’t expect any special treatment.

The chalet is on the far edge of the resort, so we take the golf cart to the staff
entrance. As usual, there’'s no kiss goodbye, but as she gets off, she turns to me and
says, “Have the night of your life. You deserve it.” She flashes me a smile and heads
off to her shift.

| know she meansit. She' s rooting for me every step of the way.

Members and potential members have been arriving all morning. I’ ve been on site all
day, shaking hands and smiling. There’'s nothing more for me to do.

Cocktails are being served in the lounge in ten minutes. | head there so I' m the first to
arrive. But as | take the steps down from the lobby, | see a group of people have
beaten me here. Five guys I’d do anything for are sitting around one of the low tables
by the window.

“Byron!” awoman’s voice says from behind me.

| turn. It's Efa, Jules by her side.

“This placeis so—it’sincredible. | don’t have the words. | want to move here.”

They pull meinto agroup hug and it feels like family. A pang of regret hits me in the



belly. | wish Mary could be here. | haven't been close to my sister since we were
kids—since | left Star Falls and we started living separate lives. But having spent
some time here and reclaimed this town, | think about her more often. | sent her an
invitation to this weekend, but she couldn’t make it. Maybe she will another time.
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Fisher’ sthe first of the group to hug me. Instead of cracking ajoke—which is usually
how Fisher greets me—he just whispers how proud of me he is. It hits me like a
mallet, and | have to blink back tears.

“We wanted to ensure we were the first to your party,” Bennett says. “Nothing like
standing in an empty room wondering if anyone’'s going to show.”

| chuckle. Doesn’t matter how much money we have, we're all human.

“And by the way,” he adds. “There's no fucking way this place qualifies as a hotel
under the terms of our bet. You're going to make a killing in this place, but you're
fucking disqualified from our arrangement.”

“And that’s why Bennett alwayswins,” Jack says. “ Because he decides the rules.”

“Exactly,” says Bennett. “There salesson in there for you.”

“You've left Manhattan twice in a month,” | say, greeting Jack. “Proud of you for
expanding your horizons.”

| expect him to say something about how he'll have to stay on Lennox Hill for the
next three years to make up for it, but instead, he says simply, “Wouldn’t have done it
for anyone else.”

God, I'm a lucky bastard. All my friends—the family | chose—are here, celebrating
with me.



“Where's Rosey?’ Worth asks.

“She’sworking,” | say. “It's al hands on deck.” We talked about her attending as my
date, but she didn’t want to create any awkwardness among her colleagues. Tonight is
work. For both of us.

“Have you talked about what happens when you come back to New Y ork?’

| pull in a breath. “Yeah,” | say. We've done a lot of talking over the last week. All
we know is wherever we'll be, we'll be together. Rosey knows she doesn’t want to be
a waitress her entire life, but she doesn’t know what she wants to do yet. Neither of
usisinarush to get to the next part of our lives, so long as we' re together.

“1 thought when all thisis done tonight, we could go into town,” | say. “Drink some
beer and shoot some pool at Grizzly’s.” I've arranged for the place to be open late
and the bar’s free from ten. I'm hoping the people of Star Falls will help me continue
the celebration of the Colorado Club’s opening.

“Grizzly’ s wings?’ Fisher says, his eyes popping out of his head. “Hell yeah. That's
music to my ears.”

“These wings better be good,” Leo says. “That’s all we heard about on the way over.”

“Yeah, the wings are the best you'll find,” | say. “But they’ re not the best part of Star
Falls.” The people are. I'm hoping Fisher feels the same—about one of the people of
Star Fallsin particular. | know for afact Juniper French will be at Grizzly’s tonight.

| push my hands into my pockets, my fingers brushing the velvet ring box | stuffed
there before leaving the chalet. There's only one thing that could make tonight any
better—when Rosey says she'll be my wife.



EPILOGUE

A month later — New Y ork City

Rosey

| face the floor-to-ceiling bedroom window. It’'s like I'm looking at a picture or
something. | still can’'t believe what I'm seeing—the Chrysler Building, the Empire
State Building, the East River. The entire city islaid out in front of me like I’'m in an
art galery. | can’t even drag my eyes away to watch my fiancé as he comes into the
bedroom—and that’s saying something, because there’s not much that can keep me
from ogling him.

“1t’ s like you have an enormous picture of New Y ork in your apartment.”

“Our apartment,” he corrects me. He stands beside me and circles his arms around my
waist. “You look beautiful.”

“1t’ syour apartment,” | say. “l just arrived twelve hours ago.”

“You'reright,” he says. “We'll move.”

| laugh. Byron’s so keen on giving me anything and everything | want, it's comical. If
| didn’t love him so much, | might be tempted to take advantage and have him
cartwheel down Broadway naked. It's funny, but it's also like being wrapped in
cotton balls and cashmere. I've never felt so safe. | just hope | make him feel the
same way. That's what I’'m aiming for—to show him the love he shows me. We both
know we fedl it, but I’ ve learned from a lifetime without it that love is adoingword. |
don’t want aday to go by when Byron isn’t sure that | love him.

“We don't have to move,” | say.



“1 want you to fedl like thisisourhome.”

| pause. | don’t want to upset him. It's not that | don’t think I'll be happy when we're
in New York. But it's so vast, so busy. I’'m not sure I'll ever feel entirely at home
here. “ Star Falls feels like our home.”
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He buries his head into my neck and kisses me, tightening his grip on my waist. |
know how this one ends. | put my hand on his, about to encourage him to release me,
when the buzzer to the apartment sounds.
“Areyou ready?’ | ask.

“1 should be asking you that question, but nothing’s going to prepare you for this.”

I’m excited about seeing all Byron's friends in New York. I’'ve met most of them
aready, but it will be interesting seeing them outside of Colorado.

Aswe head out of the bedroom, Worth and Sophia are coming toward us.

“Brunch!” Sophia yells as she opens her arms and sweeps me into a big hug. “So
good to see you. I’m so excited you' re here.”

| can’t help but grin at her infectious enthusiasm. “1’m excited too.”
“This is your first time in New York?’ she asks. She looks incredible. Her hair is
swept up in a high pony and she's wearing all black. She's so stylish. For the first

timesince | sat at the bar at Grizzly’s, | feel self-conscious about what I’ m wearing.

| glance down at my denim skirt and white blouse. | must look like a country hick.
“Canyou tell?’

Sophia fixes me with a stare. “Don’t you dare do that. There's a place for everyonein
New York. You don't have to look a certain way or dress a certain way or be a



certain way.” She winces. “Well, maybe you do to fit in certain circles, but no one
who matters cares about any of that. We care aboutwhoyou are and how much you
love Byron. Not about what you’ re wearing—which is very cute, by the way.”

Anxiety gathersin my throat. “I do love him.”

“Good,” she says, taking my left hand. “That ring is completely beautiful. He did
such agood job.”

| wiggle my finger, the round diamond solitaire sparkling in the sunlight. “He did.”
Byron puts his hand on my waist. “ Everything okay?’

| nod alittle too enthusiastically.

“New York can be intimidating,” Sophia says in explanation. “The key thing is not to
let yourself get sucked in by the assholes who spend their time trying to out-dress,

out-talk, out-lifestyle everyone.”

“Hmmm,” Worth says. “You're right. There are a lot of people in New York who
compete with each other about...”

“Stuff that doesn’'t matter,” Byron says. “The six of us were always focused on
business. We didn’t notice any of the other noise.”

Worth nods. “Are we all the same?’ he asks, just as Fisher walks through the door,
with Jack following behind.

“Jack notices,” Byron says.

“What?" Jack asks.



“You notice stuff the rest of us don’t—Ilike the shoes people are wearing and whether
their last name is afamily that came over on the Mayflower. That kind of shit.”

Jack isintimidating. He seems a little less friendly than Byron's other friends. Byron
speaks fondly of him, but | don’t seem to have warmed to him the way | have his
other friends.

He takes a deep breath. “Yeah, | notice. It's ingrained in me. Generations of Aldens
have been judging everyone they come across. | swear, if | was to die tomorrow, my
mother’ s first thought would be whether her hair stylist could come out on a Monday,
and whether Ferragamo has a new black pump.” He shrugs. “I know it’s ridiculous.
But just because | noticeit, doesn’'t mean | value it. It’sjust information.”

“Well, I’'m sure my ancestors didn’t come over on the Mayflower,” | say.
Jack shrugs and kisses me on the cheek. “But thankfully they found their way here.
Because you make my very good friend here very happy.” He pats Byron on the

shoulder, and | smile.

“Does he not make you want to play matchmaker?’ Sophia whispers beside me. “We
need to find him awoman who's going to rock his world.”

“Mefirst,” Fisher says, coming in between us and making us jump.

“You want someone to rock your world?’ Sophia asks. “You meet literal rock stars
every goddamn day. Y ou shouldn’t need us to set you up.”

He shrugs. “I don’t want to go out with asinger.”



Page 93

Source Creation Date: June 11, 2025, 10:25 am

“You'’ ve been out with a hundred singers,” Sophia says.
“And where did it get me?’ he asks.
“Laid?’ Sophia says.

“There’s that.” He sighs. “But | wonder if there’'s something else out there. Someone
else. Someone who'll care more about me than publicity and a good time.”

Byron joins our group and pats Fisher on the shoulder while Worth and Fisher
continue to chat. “What are we talking about?’ he asks.

“Finding Fisher awoman,” Sophia says.
“Yeah, you'll have to go back to Colorado for that,” Byron says.
| narrow my eyes and look up at him wondering what he must mean.

“1 happen to know someone who's interested. Didn’t know who the fuck you were.
Shejust liked your vibe.”

The corner of Fisher’s mouth twitches. “I’'m taking Vivian Cross out there to record
soon. I'm just there to babysit really—make sure everything goes smoothly so she
can write songs and be incredible. I’ll have plenty of freetime.”

| can’'t wait to hear who Byron's talking about. He never mentioned anything to me
about someone he knows liking Fisher.



“Star Fallsisthe place to go if you want to fall inlove,” Byron says dramatically, and
al hisfriends groan. | can’t stop laughing. He's such a goofball.

“Where do you go to fall in love?’ a short, dark-haired woman I’ ve never met before
says as she enters the room. She' s with another woman who' s blonde.

Sophiaimmediately scoops them both up into a hug.

“Rosey, meet my sisters, Poppy and Avril,” Worth says.

“Your soon-to-be-in-love sisters, because we're going to Star Falls,” Avril corrects
him before she pulls me into a hug. “It’s so good to meet you.”

“l feel like | might be entering my lumberjack era,” Poppy says. “Do you have
lumberjacksin Star Falls?’ she asks.

Worth just rolls his eyes but doesn’t say anything.

“1’m not sure about the lumberjack options in Star Falls. But if you get the chance to
go, you absolutely should. It's arealy magical place.” | glance over a Byron, who's
looking at me with a familiar expression that says he can’t believe he gets to marry
me. It never getsold.

“We're al going to go,” Byron says. “You know | own a private members resort
there.”

“You do?’ Avril asks. “I had no idea. You know, you should call it the Colorado
Club. It hasaniceringto it.”

“Good idea,” he replies, as he nudges Avril. “But serioudly, it's an open invitation.
Any of you can come anytime. And maybe we should al go for the holidays this



year.”

“By then, Fisher and Jack will be engaged,” Sophia says.

“Or even married,” Fisher says. “I’m an impatient man.”

“Don’'t forget about us,” Poppy says. “Avril and | are lumberjack shopping,
remember? My man will cut down our Christmas tree.”

Byron finds his way to me and wraps his arms around me, like everything he needsin
lifeisright here.

The buzzer sounds again. “That will be Bennett, Efa, Leo, and Jules. They texted me
to say they’re dl in the same car.”

“Everyone will visit usin Star Falls. Y ou have no worries on that score.”

He nods. “Everyone,” he says. “And it won't be today, but | spoke to Mary. She says
she’ s going to meet usin Colorado later in the year.”

| squeeze Byron tighter. “That’s amazing.” His expression tells me how much it
means to him that he' s going to reconnect with his sister. Hopefully now he's come to
terms with so much of his past, his future can involve his sister. All our sisters,
hopefully. Maybe that’s the answer. Maybe I’'ll gently encourage my sisters out to
Colorado, and they can heal from their pasts too.
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After al, Star Fallsisamagical place.
14 months later - Star Falls

Rosey

| see Marion’s name flash on my screen and send up a silent prayer. Please god let
her have good news today. | want her to have it, more than | want it for myself.

| break into agrin and accept the call.

Marion doesn’t speak, she just squeals. “I got into Columbia,” she eventually says.
Marion applied to Oregon State as well as a local community college. When |
suggested an Ivy League college, she laughed. But over time, she came to see she's
way more than Mom would have her believe. She applied but never expected to get
in.

“Holy shit,” | reply. I’d like to say | knew she would, but honestly, I’'m shocked.
We're just two kids from atrailer park. We don’t get to go to the vy League. “That’s
amazing! I'm so proud of you.”

“1"mso proud of me,” she says. “But | couldn’t have done it without you.”

| can’t think of anything nicer she could have said to me. All I’ve done is encourage
her, buoy her up when she felt like giving up. And of course, I’ ve kept her secret.



I’m in touch with Kitty, too. At first we just shared memes via text. Now we speak
pretty regularly. I’ ve asked her to come and live with us. But she's till under Mom’'s
spell. Still doesn’t want to upset her and probably scared to leave Lydia but scared to
tell her and have her tell on her or not choose to come with her. | can’t push too hard.
| have to be patient and let them find their own way to me. Of course, Mom doesn’t
know. I’'m hoping when they all find out about Marion, things will shift.

“Have you told Mom?’ | ask her. Mom and my sisters had to move to another when
Frank sold their trailer. Apparently it’s the exact same size, and on the adjacent |ot.
Life changes, but everything has stayed the same for them.

“You'remy first call,” shereplies. “What am | going to say to her?’

“You have to have a plan before you tell her. She might throw you out on the spot.” |
don't say it, but she needs to be ready to never see Mom again after she tells her the
news. “You could leave it until the semester is about to start.”

Silence echoes at the end of the phone.,

“I"'m impatient. I’ ve been just trying to get to this day and now... now | want the rest
of my lifeto start. | don’t want to be stuck in this trailer anymore.”

My heart lifts in my chest like it's had a dose of helium. I’'m so thankful that she
wants more from her life. I’ ve been preparing for this moment. When we bought the
New York house, Byron insisted on getting a place large enough that all my sisters
could movein, if that’s what they wanted. | hadn’t told Marion before because | want
it al to be her decision.

“Cometo New York early, or go to Colorado.” She can keep a close eye on Athena if
she goes to Colorado. She knows most things about our life, how Byron and | travel
between the two states. “I’m sure the Colorado Club is recruiting this time of year. |
can put you in touch with the manager there.”



“You love Star Falls, right?’

Of course | love Star Falls. It's the place | found my freedom. And my husband.
Who, as ever, has great timing. He appears in the doorway.

“It’ s the best place in the world,” | say through a massive grin, as Byron stands bare-
chested, fresh from the shower, looking at me like I’'m ice cream. “Wanna tell Byron
your news?”’

Marion agrees, and | put her on speaker.

“1 got into Columbia,” she squeals. “Full academic scholarship.”

Byron’'s gaze flits from me to the cell and back again. “Whoa, that’s amazing. So
you'll stay with us.” It’s not a question. Byron has the room allocated already.

Every day | fal alittle more in love with him, but today, the way he says that to my
sister likeit's aforegone conclusion—I don’t know if it’s possible for me to love him
more than | already do. He's such a good man. He understands what we've all been
put through and he wants to make it right. He's offered to helicopter al my sisters out
of the trailer park on some kind of pseudo-CIA mission, but I’ ve told him kidnapping
them is not the answer. They need to leave on their own terms. Hopefully, Marion is
just the first of three to find her way back to me.

“You think there might be a job at the Colorado Club for her between now and
September?’ | ask.

Byron looks at me as if I've lost my mind. “Just tell me when she's arriving and I'll
make it happen.” Towel or no towel, glistening skin or not, he’s never looked so hot.

“Marion, I'll talk to you later,” | say, and hang up the phone. We don’t have to decide
when Marion’s going to move out and where she’ s going to go right this moment. My



husband’ s standing in front of me half naked, saying things that make him atotal god.
| have thingsto do. To him.

“Did | ever tell you how much | want to have your baby?’ | ask.

One corner of Byron’s mouth turns up in ashy smile. “You do?’

In answer, | unbutton my blouse and pull histowel from hiswaist.



