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			Dedication

			This very first book is dedicated—finally—to my incredible husband Bill. You never gave up on me even when I wanted to give up on myself. You never complained when you had to eat frozen pizza (again). You’ve given me the most wonderful (and sometimes offbeat) adventures that have opened my eyes to the great big beautiful world around me. And you’ve made me laugh, even if its been at your expense. I love you so much. 

		

	


	
		
			Contents

			
				Dedication

			
                
			
			
				Chapter One

			

			
				Chapter Two

			

			
				Chapter Three

			

			
				Chapter Four

			

			
				Chapter Five

			

			
				Chapter Six

			

			
				Chapter Seven

			

			
				Chapter Eight

			

			
				Chapter Nine

			

			
				Chapter Ten

			

			
				Chapter Eleven

			

			
				Chapter Twelve

			

			
				Chapter Thirteen

			

			
				Chapter Fourteen

			

			
				Chapter Fifteen

			

			
				Chapter Sixteen

			

			
				Chapter Seventeen

			

			
				Chapter Eighteen

			

			
				Welcome Back to the Sugar Shack

			

			
				About the Author

			

			
				Copyright

			

			
			
				About the Publisher

			

			

	


	
		
			Chapter One

			Kate Silver had five minutes. Tops.

			Five minutes before her fashion schizophrenic client had a meltdown.

			Five minutes before her career rocketed into the bargain basement of media hell.

			Behind the gates of one of the trendiest homes in the Hollywood Hills, Kate dropped to her hands and knees in a crowded bedroom In Style magazine had deemed “Wacky Tacky.” Amid the dust bunnies and cat hair clinging for life to a faux zebra rug, she crawled toward her most current disaster—repairing the Swarovski crystals ripped from the leather pants being worn by pop music’s newly crowned princess.

			Gone was the hey-day of Britney, Christina, and Shakira.

			Long live Inara.

			Why women in pop music never had a last name was a bizarre phenomenon Kate didn’t have time to ponder. At the end of the day, the women she claimed as clients didn’t need a last name to be at the top of her V.I.P. list. They didn’t need one when they thanked her—their stylist—from the red carpet. And they certainly didn’t need one when they signed all those lovely zeros on her paychecks.

			Right now she sat in chaos central, earning every penny. Awards season had arrived and her adrenaline had kicked into overdrive alongside the triple-shot latte she’d sucked down for lunch. Over the years she’d become numb to the mayhem. Even so, she did enjoy the new talent—of playing Henry Higgins to the Eliza Doolittles and Huck Finns of Tinsel Town. Nothing compared to the rush she got from seeing her babies step onto a stage and sparkle. The entire process made her feel proud and accomplished.

			It made her feel necessary.

			Surrounded by the gifted artists who lifted their fairy dusted makeup brushes and hair extensions, Kate brushed a clump of floating cat hair from her nose. Why the star getting all the attention had yet to hire a housekeeper was anyone’s guess. Regardless, Kate intended to keep the current catastrophe from turning into the Nightmare on Mulholland Drive.

			Adrenaline slammed into her chest and squeezed the air from her lungs.

			This was her job. She’d banked all her worth into what she did and she was damn good at it. No matter how crazy it made her. No matter how much it took over her life.

			After her triumph on the Oscars red carpet three years ago, she’d become the stylist the biggest names in Hollywood demanded. Finally. She’d become an overnight sensation that had only taken her seven long years to achieve. And though there were times she wanted to stuff a feather boa down some snippy starlet’s windpipe, she now had to fight to maintain her success. Other stylists, waiting for their star to shine, would die for what she had. On days like today, she would willingly hand it over.

			In the distance the doorbell chimed and Kate’s five minutes shrank to nada. The stretch limo had arrived to deliver Inara to the Nokia Theatre for the televised music awards. With no time to spare, Kate plunged the needle through the leather and back up again. Her fingers moved so fast blisters formed beneath the pressure.

			Peggy Miller, Inara’s agent, paced the floor and sidestepped the snow-white animal shelter refugee plopped in the middle of a leopard rug. Clearly the cat wasn’t intimidated by the agent’s nicotine-polluted voice.

			“Can’t you hurry that up, Kate?” Peggy tapped the Cartier on her wrist with a dragon nail. “Inara’s arrival has to be timed perfectly. Not enough to dawdle in the interviews and just enough to make the media clamor for more. Sorry, darling,” she said to Inara, “chatting with the media is just not your strong point.”

			Inara made a hand gesture that was far from the bubble gum persona everyone in the industry tried to portray with the new star. Which, in Kate’s estimation, was like fitting a square peg into a round hole.

			“Kate?” Peggy again. “Hurry!”

			“I’m working on it,” Kate mumbled around the straight pins clenched between her teeth. Just her luck their wayward client had tried to modify the design with a fingernail file and pair of tweezers an hour before showtime.

			“Why do I have to wear this ... thing.” Inara tugged the embossed leather tunic away from her recently enhanced bustline. “It’s hideous.”

			The needle jabbed Kate’s thumb. She flinched and bit back the slur that threatened to shoot from her mouth. “Impossible,” she said. “It’s Armani.” And to acquire it she’d broken two fingernails wrestling another stylist to the showroom floor. She’d be damned if she’d let the singer out the door without wearing it now.

			“Inara, please hold still,” the makeup artist pleaded while she attempted to dust bronzer on her moving target.

			“More teasing in back?” the hair stylist asked.

			Kate flicked a gaze up to Inara’s blond hair extensions. “No. We want her to look sultry. Not like a streetwalker.”

			“My hair color is all wrong,” Inara announced. “I want it more like yours, Kate. Kind of a ritzy porn queen auburn.” She ran her manicured fingers through the top of Kate’s hair, lifting a few strands. “And I love these honey-colored streaks.”

			“Thanks,” Kate muttered without looking up. “I think.” Her hair color had been compared to many things. A ritzy porn queen had never been one of them.

			“Hmmm. I will admit, these pants seriously make my ass rock,” Inara said, changing gears with a glance over her shoulder to the cheval mirror. “But this vest ... I don’t know. I really think I should wear my red sequin tube top instead.”

			Kate yanked the pins from her between her teeth. “You can not wear a Blue Light Special with Armani. It’s a sin against God.” Kate blinked hard to ward off the migraine that poked between her eyes. “Besides, the last time you made a last-minute fashion change you nearly killed my career.”

			“I didn’t mean to. It’s just ... God, Kate, you are so freaking strict with this fashion crap. It’s like having my mother threaten to lower the hem on my school uniform.”

			“You pay me to threaten you. Remember?”

			“I pay you plenty.”

			“Then trust me plenty.” Kate wished the star would do exactly that. “Once those lights hit these crystals, all the attention will be on you. You’re up for the new artist award. You should shine. You don’t want to end up a fashion tragedy like the time Sharon Stone wore a Gap turtleneck to the Oscars, do you?”

			“No.”

			“Good. Because that pretty much ended her career.”

			Inara’s heavily made-up eyes widened. “A shirt did that?”

			“Easier to blame it on a bad garment choice than bad acting.”

			“Oh.”

			“Kate? Do you want the hazelnut lipstick?” the makeup artist asked. “Or the caramel gloss?”

			Kate glanced between the tubes. “Neither. Use the Peach Shimmer. It will play up her eyes. And make sure she takes it with her. She’ll need to reapply just before they announce her category and the cameras go for the close-up.”

			“Kate!” Peggy again. “You have got to hustle. The traffic on Sunset will be a nightmare.”

			Kate wished for superpowers, wished for her fingers to work faster, wished she could get the job done and Inara in the limo. She needed Inara to look breathtaking when she stepped onto that red carpet. She needed a night full of praise for the star, the outfit, and the stylist.

			Scratch that. It was not just a need, it was absolutely critical.

			Inara’s past two public appearances had been disasters. One had been Kate’s own oversight—the canary and fuchsia Betsey Johnson had looked horrible under the camera lights. She should have known that before sending her client out for the fashion wolves to devour. The second calamity hadn’t been her fault, but had still reflected on her. That time had been cause and effect of a pop royalty temper tantrum and Inara’s fondness for discount store castoffs. It may have once worked for Madonna, but those days were locked in the fashion vault. For a reason.

			Kate couldn’t afford to be careless again. And she couldn’t trust the bubble gum diva to ignore the thrift store temptations schlepping through her blood. Not that there was anything wrong with that for ordinary people. Inara did not fall into the ordinary category.

			Not anymore.

			Not if Kate could help it.

			As soon as she tied off the last stitch, she planned to escort her newest client right into the backseat of the limo with a warning to the driver to steer clear of all second-hand clothing establishments along the way.

			“This totally blows.” Inara slid the shears from the table and aimed them at the modest neckline. “It’s just not sexy enough.”

			“Stop that!” Kate’s heart stopped. She grabbed the scissors and tucked them beneath her knee. “Tonight is not about selling sex. Leave that for your music videos. Tonight is about presentation. Wowing the critics. Tomorrow you want to end up on the best-dressed list. Not the What the hell was she thinking? list.”

			Inara sighed. “Whatever.”

			“And don’t pout,” Kate warned. Or be so ungrateful. “It will mess up your lip liner.”

			“How’s this look?” the makeup artist asked, lifting the bronzer away from one last dusting of Inara’s forehead.

			Kate glanced up mid-stitch. “Perfect. Now, everybody back away and let me get this last crystal on.”

			“Kate!”

			“I know, Peggy. I know!”

			Kate grasped the leather pant leg to keep Inara from checking out the junk in her trunk again via the full-length mirror. She shifted on her knees. A collection of cat hair followed.

			Once she had Inara en route, Kate planned to rush home and watch the red carpet arrivals on TV. Alone. Collapsed on her sofa with a bag of microwave popcorn and a bottle of Moët. If the night went well, the celebration cork would fly. If not, well, tomorrow morning she’d have to place a Stylist for Hire—Cheap ad in Variety.

			Kate pushed the needle through the leather, ignoring the hurried, sloppy stitches. If her mother could see her now, she’d cringe at the uneven, wobbly lengths. Then she’d deliver a pithy lecture on why a career in Hollywood was not right for Kate. Neither the Girl Scout sewing badge she’d earned as a kid nor the fashion award she’d recently won would ever be enough to stop her mother from slicing and dicing her dreams.

			Her chest tightened.

			God, how long had it been since she’d even talked to her mother? Easter? The obligatory Mother’s Day call?

			In her mother’s eyes, Kate would never win the daughter-of-the-year award. She’d quit trying when she hit the age of thirteen—the year she’d traded in her 4-H handbook for a Vogue magazine.

			Her mother had never forgiven her.

			For two long years after high school graduation, there had been a lull in Kate’s life while she waited anxiously for acceptance and a full scholarship to the design school in Los Angeles. Two years of her mother nagging at her to get a traditional college degree. Two years of working alongside her parents in their family bakery, decorating cakes with the same boring buttercream roses, pounding out the same tasteless loaves of bread. Not that she minded the work. It gave her a creative outlet. If only her mother had let her shake things up a little with an occasional fondant design or something that tossed a challenge her way.

			Then the letter of acceptance arrived.

			Kate had been ecstatic to show it to her parents. She knew her mother wouldn’t be happy or supportive. But she’d never expected her mother to tell her that the best thing Kate could do would be to tear up the scholarship and stop wasting time. The argument that ensued had led to tears and hateful words. That night Kate made a decision that would forever change her life.

			It had been ten years since she’d left her mother’s unwelcome advice and small-town life in the dust. Without a word to anyone she’d taken a bus ride and disappeared. Her anger had faded over the years, but she’d never mended the damage done by her leaving. And she’d never been able to bring herself to come home. She’d met up with her parents during those years, but it had always been on neutral ground. Never in her mother’s backyard. Despite her mother’s reservations, Kate had grown up and become successful.

			She slipped the needle through the back of the bead cap and through the leather again. As much as she tried to ignore it, the pain caused by her mother’s disapproval still hurt.

			Amid the boom-boom-boom of Snoop Dog on the stereo and Peggy’s non-stop bitching, Kate’s cell phone rang.

			“Do not answer that,” Peggy warned.

			“It might be important. I sent Josh to Malibu.” Dressing country music’s top male vocalist was an easy gig for her assistant. He’d survived three awards seasons by her side. He could walk the tightrope with the best of them. But as Kate well knew, trouble could brew and usually did.

			Ignoring the agent’s evil glare, Kate scooted toward her purse, grabbed her phone and shoved it between her ear and shoulder. Her fingers continued to stitch.

			“Josh, what’s up?”

			“Katie?”

			Whoa. Her heart did a funny flip that stole her breath. Definitely not Josh.

			“Dad. Uh ... hi. I ... haven’t talked to you in, uh ...” Forever. “What’s up?”

			“Sweetheart, I ... I don’t know how to say this.”

			The hitch in his tone was peculiar. The sewing needle between her fingers froze midair. “Dad? Are you okay?”

			“I’m ... afraid not, honey.” He released a breathy sigh. “I know it’s asking a lot but ... I wondered ... could you come home?”

			Her heart thudded to a halt. “What’s wrong?”

			“Katie, this morning ... your mother died.”

		

	


	
		
			Chapter Two

			A hundred miles of heifers, hay fields, and rolling hills zipped past while Kate stared out the passenger window of her mother’s ancient Buick. The flight from L.A. hadn’t been long, but from the moment she’d received her father’s call the day before, the tension hadn’t uncurled from her body. The hour and a half drive from the local airport hadn’t helped.

			With her sister, Kelly, behind the wheel, they eked out the final miles toward home. Or what had been her home a lifetime ago.

			They traveled past the big backhoe where the Dudley Brothers Excavation sign proclaimed: We dig our job! Around the curve came the Beaver Family Dairy Farm where a familiar stench wafted through the air vents. As they cruised by, a big Holstein near the fence lifted its tail.

			“Eeew.” Kelly wrinkled her nose. “Gross.”

			Kate dropped her head back to the duct-taped seat and closed her eyes. “I’ll never look at guacamole the same again.”

			“Yeah. Quite a welcome home.” Her sister peered at her through a pair of last season Coach sunglasses. With her ivory blond hair caught up in a haphazard ponytail, she looked more like a frivolous teen than a fierce prosecutor. “It’s funny. You move away from the Wild Wild West, buy your beef in Styrofoam packages, and forget where that hamburger comes from.”

			“Kel, nobody eats Holsteins. They’re milk cows.”

			“I know. I’m just saying.”

			Whatever she was saying, she wasn’t actually saying. It wasn’t the first time Kate had to guess what was going on in her big sister’s beautiful head. Being a prosecutor had taught Kelly to be tight-lipped and guarded. Though they were only two years apart in age, a world of difference existed in their personalities and style. Kelly had always been on the quiet side. She’d always had her nose stuck in a book, was always the type to smooth her hand over a wrinkled cushion just to make it right. Always the type to get straight A’s and still worry she hadn’t studied enough.

			Kate took a deep breath and let it out slowly.

			It was hard to compete with perfection like that.

			“I still can’t believe it’s been ten years since you’ve been home,” Kelly said.

			Kate frowned as they passed the McGruber farm where someone had planted yellow mums in an old toilet placed on the front lawn. “And now I get the pleasure of remembering why I left in the first place.”

			“I don’t know.” Kelly leaned forward and peered through the pitted windshield. “It’s really spectacular in an unrefined kind of way. The fall colors are on parade and snow is frosting the mountain peaks. Chicago might be beautiful, but it doesn’t compare to this.” Lines of concern scrunched between Kelly’s eyes ruined the perfection of her face. “I know how hard this is for you, Kate. But I’m glad you came.”

			The muscles between Kate’s shoulders tightened. Right now, she didn’t want to think about what might be difficult for her. Others were far more important. “I’m here for Dad,” she said.

			“You know, I was thinking the other day ... we all haven’t been together since we met up at the Super Bowl last year.” Kelly shook her head and smiled. “God. No matter that our brother was playing, I thought you and Mom were going to root for opposing teams just so you’d have one more thing to disagree about.”

			“I did not purposely spill my beer on her.”

			Kelly laughed. “Yes, you did.”

			The memory came back in full color and Kate wanted to laugh too.

			“That’s why Dad will be really glad to see you, Kate. You’ve always made him smile. You know you were always his favorite.”

			At least she’d been somebody’s favorite. “I’ve missed him.” Kate fidgeted with the string attached to her hoodie. “I didn’t mean to ...”

			“I know.” Kelly wrapped her fingers around the steering wheel. “He knew too.”

			The reminder of her actions stuck in Kate’s throat. If she could do it all over, she’d handle it much differently. At the time she’d been only twenty, anxious to live her dreams and get away from the mother who disapproved of everything she did.

			The interior of the car fell silent, except for the wind squealing through the disintegrating window seals and the low rumble of the gas-guzzling engine. Kate knew she and her sister were delaying the obvious discussion. There was no easy way to go about it. The subject of their mother was like walking on cracked ice. No matter how lightly you tiptoed, you were bound to plunge into turbulent waters. Their mother had given birth to three children who had all moved away to different parts of the country. Each one had a completely different view of her parental skills.

			Her death would bring them all together.

			“After all the times we offered to buy her a new car I can’t believe Mom still drove this old boat,” Kate said.

			“I can’t believe it made it to the airport and back.” Kelly tucked a stray blond lock behind her ear and let out a sigh. “Mom was funny about stuff, you know. She was the biggest ‘if it ain’t broke don’t fix it’ person I ever knew.”

			Was.

			Knew.

			As in past tense.

			Kate glanced out the passenger window.

			Her mother was gone.

			No more worrying about what to send for Mother’s Day or Christmas or her birthday. No more chatter about the temperamental oven in their family bakery, or the dysfunctional quartet that made up the Founder’s Day parade committee, or the latest gnome she’d discovered to stick in her vegetable garden.

			No more ... anything.

			Almost a year had passed since she’d been with her mother. But even that hadn’t been the longest she’d gone without seeing her. Kate had spent tons of time with Dean and Kelly. She’d snuck in a fishing trip or two with her dad. But an entire five years had gone by before Kate had finally agreed to meet up with her mother in Chicago to celebrate Kelly’s promotion with the prosecutor’s office. The reunion had been awkward. And as much as Kate had wanted to hear “I’m sorry” come from her mother’s lips, she’d gone back to Los Angeles disappointed.

			Over the years Kate had meant to come home. She’d meant to apologize. She’d meant to do a whole lot of stuff that just didn’t matter anymore. Good intentions weren’t going to change a thing. A knife of pain stabbed between her eyes. The time for could have, should have, would have, was history. Making amends was a two-way street and her mother hadn’t made an effort either.

			She shifted to a more comfortable position and her gaze landed on the cluttered chaos in the backseat—an array of pastry cookbooks, a box of quilting fabric, and a knitting tote where super-sized needles poked from the top of a ball of red yarn. Vanilla—her mother’s occupational perfume—lingered throughout the car.

			Kate inhaled. The scent settled into her soul and jarred loose a long-lost memory. “Do you remember the time we all got chicken pox?” she asked.

			“Oh, my God, yes.” Kelly smiled. “We were playing tag. Mom broke up the game and stuck us all in one bedroom.”

			“I’d broken out with blisters first,” Kate remembered, scratching her arm at the reminder. “Mom said if one of us got the pox, we’d all get the pox. And we might as well get it done and over with all at once.”

			“So you were the culprit,” Kelly said.

			“I don’t even know where I got them.” Kate shook her head. “All I know is I was miserable. The fever and itching were bad enough. But then you and Dean tortured me to see how far you could push before I cried.”

			“If I remember, it didn’t take long.”

			“And if I remember,” Kate said, “it didn’t take long before you were both whining like babies.”

			“Karma,” Kelly admitted. “And just when we were at our worst, Mom came in and placed a warm sugar cookie in each of our hands.”

			Kate nodded, remembering how the scent of vanilla lingered long after her mother had left the room. “Yeah.”

			The car rambled past Balloons and Blooms, the florist shop Darla Davenport had set up in her century-old barn.

			“Dad ordered white roses for her casket.” Kelly’s voice wobbled. “He was concerned they wouldn’t be trucked in on time and, of course, the price. I told him not to worry—that we kids would take care of the cost. I told him to order any damn thing he wanted.”

			Kate leaned forward and peered through her sister’s sunglasses. “Are you okay?”

			“Are you?” Kelly asked.

			Instead of answering, Kate twisted off the cap of her Starbuck’s Frappuccino and slugged down the remains. The drink gave her time to compose herself, if that were even possible. She thought of her dad. Simple. Hard-working. He’d taught her how to tie the fly that had helped her land the derby-winning trout the year she turned eleven. He couldn’t have been more different from her mother if he’d tried. And he hadn’t deserved to be abandoned by his youngest child.

			“How’s Dad doing?” Kate asked, as the iced drink settled in her stomach next to the wad of guilt.

			“He’s devastated.” Kelly flipped on the fan. Her abrupt action seemed less about recirculating the air and more about releasing a little distress. “How would you be if the love of your life died in your arms while you were tying on her apron?”

			“I can’t answer that,” Kate said, trying not to think about the panic that must have torn through him.

			“Yeah.” Kelly sighed. “Me either.”

			Kate tried to swallow but her throat muscles wouldn’t work. She turned in her seat and looked at her sister. “What’s he going to do now, Kel? Who will take care of him? He’s never been alone. Ever,” she said, her voice an octave higher than normal. “Who’s going to help him at the Shack? Cook for him? Who’s he going to talk to at night?”

			“I don’t know. But we definitely have to do something.” Kelly nodded as though a lightbulb in her head suddenly hit a thousand watts. “Maybe Dean will have some ideas.”

			“Dean?” Kate leaned back in her seat. “Our brother? The king of non-relationship relationships?”

			“Not that either of us has any room to talk.”

			“Seriously.” Kate looked out the window, twisting the rings on her fingers. The urge to cry for her father welled in her throat. Her parents had been a great example of true love. They cared for each other, had each other’s backs, thought of each other first. Even with her problematic relationship with her mother, Kate couldn’t deny that the woman had been an extraordinary wife to the man who worshipped her. The chances of finding a love like the one her parents had shared were one in a million. Kate figured that left her odds stretching out to about one in a hundred gazillion.

			“What’s wrong with us, Kel?” she asked. “We were raised by parents the entire town puts on a pedestal, yet we all left them behind for something bigger and better. Not a single one of us has gotten married or even come close. As far as I know, Dean has no permanent designs on his current bimbo of the moment. You spend all your nights with a stack of law books. I spend too much time flying coast-to-coast to even meet up with someone for a dinner that doesn’t scream fast food.”

			“Oh, poor you. New York to L.A. First Class. Champagne. And all those gorgeous movie stars and rock stars you’re surrounded by. You’re breaking my heart.”

			Kate snorted. “Yeah, I live such a glamorous life.”

			A perfectly arched brow lifted on Kelly’s perfect face. “You don’t?”

			While Kate enjoyed what she did for a living, every day her career hung by a sequin while the next up-and-coming celebrity stylist waited impatiently in the wings for her to fall from Hollywood’s fickle graces. She’d chosen a career that tossed her in the spotlight, but she had no one to share it with. And often that spotlight felt icy cold. “Yeah, sure. I just get too busy sometimes, you know?”

			“Unfortunately, I do.” Kelly gripped the wheel tighter. “You know ... you could have stuck around and married Matt Ryan.”

			“Geez.” Kate’s heart did a tilt-a-whirl spin. “I haven’t heard that name in forever.”

			“When you left, you broke his heart.”

			“How do you know?”

			“Mom said.”

			“Hey, I gave him my virginity. I call that a fair trade.”

			“Seriously?” Kelly’s brows lifted in surprise. “I had no idea.”

			“It wasn’t something I felt like advertising at the time.”

			“He was pretty cute from what I remember.”

			“Don’t go there, Kel. There’s an ocean under that bridge. So mind your own business.”

			Matt Ryan. Wow. Talk about yanking up old memories. Not unpleasant ones either. From what Kate remembered, Matt had been very good at a lot of things. Mostly ones that involved hands and lips. But Matt had been that boy from the proverbial wrong side of the tracks and she’d had bigger plans for her life.

			Her mother had only mentioned him once or twice after Kate had skipped town. Supposedly he’d eagerly moved on to all the other girls wrangling for his attention. Good for him. He’d probably gotten some poor girl pregnant and moved next door to his mother. No doubt he’d been saddled with screaming kids and a complaining wife. Kate imagined he’d still be working for his Uncle Bob fixing broken axles and leaky transmissions. Probably even had a beer gut by now. Maybe even balding. Poor guy.

			Kelly guided their mother’s boat around the last curve in the road that would lead them home. Quaking aspens glittered gold in the sunlight and tall pines dotted the landscape. Craftsman style log homes circled the area like ornaments on a Christmas wreath.

			“Mom was proud of you, you know,” Kelly blurted.

			“What?” Kate’s heart constricted. She didn’t need for her sister to lie about their mother’s mind-set. Kate knew the truth. She’d accepted it long ago. “No way. Mom did everything she could to pull the idea of being a celebrity stylist right out of my stubborn head.”

			“You’re such a dork.” Kelly shifted in her seat and gripped the steering wheel with both hands. “Of course she was proud. She was forever showing off the magazine articles you were in. She even kept a scrapbook.”

			“She did not.”

			“She totally did.”

			“Go figure. The night before I boarded that bus for L.A., she swore I’d never make a living hemming skirts and teasing hair.”

			“No, what she said was, making a living hemming skirts and teasing hair wasn’t for you,” Kelly said.

			“That’s not the way I remember it.”

			“Of course not. You were so deeply immersed in parental rebellion she could have said the sky was blue and you’d have argued that it was aqua.”

			“We did argue a lot.”

			Kelly shook her head. “Yeah, kind of like you were both cut from the same scrap of denim. I think that’s what ticked you off the most and you just didn’t want to admit it.”

			No way. “That I was like Mom?”

			“You could have been identical twins. Same red hair. Same hot temper.”

			“I never thought I was anything like her. I still don’t.”

			“How’s that river of denial working for you?”

			“How’s that rewriting history working for you?”

			Kelly tightened her fingers on the steering wheel. “Someday you’ll get it, little sister. And when you do, you’re going to be shocked that you didn’t see it earlier.”

			The remnants of the old argument curdled in Kate’s stomach. “She didn’t believe in me, Kel.”

			“Then she was wrong.”

			For some reason the acknowledgment from her big sister didn’t make it any better.

			“She was also wrong about you and your financial worth,” Kelly added. “You make three times as much as I do.”

			“But not as much as Dean.”

			“God doesn’t make as much as Dean,” Kelly said.

			Their big brother had always been destined for greatness. If you didn’t believe it, all you had to do was ask him. Being an NFL star quarterback did have its perks. Modesty wasn’t one of them.

			“Almost there,” Kelly announced.

			The green highway sign revealed only two more miles to go. Kate gripped the door handle to steady the nervous tension tap-dancing on her sanity.

			Ahead, she noticed the swirling lights atop a sheriff’s SUV parked on the shoulder of the highway. The vehicle stopped in front of the cop had to be the biggest monster truck Kate had ever seen. In L.A., which oozed with hybrids and luxury cruisers, one could only view a farmboy-vehicle-hopped-up-on-steroids in box office bombs like the Dukes of Hazzard.

			The swirling lights dredged up a not-so-fond memory of Sheriff Washburn, who most likely sat behind the wheel of that Chevy Tahoe writing up the fattest citation he could invent. A decade ago, the man and his Santa belly had come hunting for her. When she hadn’t shown up at home at o’dark thirty like her mother had expected, the SOS call had gone out. Up on Lookout Point the sheriff had almost discovered her and Matt sans clothes, bathed in moonlight and lust.

			As it was, Matt had been quick to act and she’d managed to sneak back through her bedroom window before she ruined her shaky reputation for all time. Turned out it wouldn’t have mattered. A few days later she boarded a bus leaving that boy and the town gossips behind to commiserate with her mother about what an ungrateful child she’d been.

			As they approached the patrol vehicle, a deputy stepped out and, hand on gun, strolled toward the monster truck.

			Mirrored shades. Midnight hair. Wide shoulders. Trim waist. Long, long legs. And ... Oh. My. God. Not even the regulation pair of khaki uniform pants could hide his very fine behind. Nope. Definitely not Sheriff Washburn.

			A double take was definitely in order.

			“Wow,” Kate said.

			“They didn’t make ‘em like that when we lived here,” Kelly noted.

			“Seriously.” Kate shifted back around in her seat. And frowned. What the hell was wrong with her? Her mother had been dead for two days and she was checking out guys?

			“Well, ready or not, here we are.”

			At her sister’s announcement Kate looked up at the overhead sign crossing the two-lane road.

			Welcome to Deer Lick, Montana. Population 6,000.

			For Kate it might as well have read Welcome to Hell.

			Late the following afternoon, Kate stood amid the mourners gathered at the gravesite for Leticia Jane Silverthorne’s burial. Most were dressed in a variety of appropriate blacks and dark blues. The exception being Ms. Virginia Peat, who’d decided the bright hues of the local Red Hat Society were more appropriate for a deceased woman with a green thumb and a knack for planting mischief wherever she went.

			No doubt her mother had a talent for inserting just the right amount of monkey business into things to keep the town blabbing for days, even weeks, if the gossips were hungry enough. Better for business, she’d say. The buzz would catch on and the biddies of Deer Lick would flock to the Sugar Shack for tea and a sweet treat just to grab another tasty morsel of the brewing scandal.

			Today, the Sugar Shack was closed. Her mother’s cakes and pies remained unbaked. And the lively gossip had turned to sorrowful memories.

			Beneath a withering maple, Kate escaped outside the circle of friends and neighbors who continued to hug and offer condolences to her father and siblings. Their almost overwhelming compassion notched up her guilt meter and served as a reminder of the small-town life she’d left behind. Which was not to say those in Hollywood were cold and unfeeling, she’d just never had any of them bring her hot chicken soup.

			Plans had been made for a potluck gathering at the local Grange—a building that sported Jack Wagoner’s award-winning moose antlers and held all the community events—including wedding receptions and the Oktober Beer and Brat Fest. The cinder block structure had never been much to look at but obviously it remained the epicenter of the important events in beautiful downtown Deer Lick.

			A variety of funeral casseroles and home-baked treats would be lined up on the same long tables used for arm wrestling competitions and the floral arranging contest held during the county fair. As far as Kate could see, not much had changed since she’d left. And she could pretty much guarantee that before the end of the night, some elder of the community would break out the bottle of huckleberry wine and make a toast to the finest pastry chef this side of the Rockies.

			Then the stories would start to fly and her mother’s name would be mentioned over and over along with the down and dirty details of some of her more outrageous escapades. Tears and laughter would mingle. Hankies would come out of back pockets to dab weeping eyes.

			The truth hit Kate in the chest, tore at her lungs. The good people of Deer Lick had stood by her mother all these years while Kate had stood off in the distance.

			She brushed a speck of graveside dust from the pencil skirt she’d picked up in Calvin Klein’s warehouse last month. A breeze had cooled the late afternoon air and the thin material she wore could not compete. She pushed her sunglasses into place, did her best not to shiver, and tried to blend in with the surroundings. But the cost alone of her Louboutin peep toes separated her from the simple folk who dwelled in this town.

			Maybe she should have toned it down some. She could imagine her mother shaking her head and asking who Kate thought she’d impress.

			“Well, well, lookie who showed up after all.”

			Kate glanced over her shoulder and into the faded hazel eyes of Edna Price, an ancient woman who’d always reeked of moth balls and Listerine. The woman who’d been on the Founder’s Day Parade committee alongside her mother for as long as Kate could remember.

			“Didn’t think you’d have the gumption,” Edna said.

			Gumption? Who used that word anymore?

			Edna poked at Kate’s ankles with a moose-head walking stick. “Didn’t think you’d have the nerve,” Edna enunciated as though Kate were either deaf or mentally challenged.

			“Why would I need nerve to show up at my own mother’s funeral?” Oh, dumb question, Kate. Sure as spit the old biddy would tell her ten ways to Sunday why.

			The old woman leaned closer. Yep, still smelled like moth balls and Listerine.

			“You left your dear sweet mama high and dry, what, twenty years ago?”

			Ten.

			“It’s your fault she’s where she is.”

			“My fault?” The accusation snagged a corner of Kate’s heart and pulled hard. “What do you mean?”

			“Like you don’t know.”

			She had no clue. But that didn’t stop her mother’s oldest friend from piling up the charges.

			“Broke her heart is what you did. You couldn’t get up the nerve to come back when she was breathin’. Oh, no. You had to wait until—”

			Kate’s patience snapped. “Mrs. Price ... you can blame or chastise me all you want. But not today. Today, I am allowed to grieve like anyone else who’s lost a parent. Got it?”

			“Oh, I got it.” Her pruney lips curled into a snarl. “But I also got opinions and I aim to speak them.”

			“Not today you won’t.” Kate lifted her sunglasses to the top of her head and gave Mrs. Price her best glare. “Today you will respect my father, my brother, and my sister. Or I will haul you out of this cemetery by your fake pearl necklace. Do I make myself clear?”

			The old woman snorted then swiveled on her orthopedic shoes and hobbled away. Kate didn’t mind taking a little heat. She was, at least, guilty of running and never looking back. But today belonged to her family and she’d be goddamned if she’d let anybody drag her past into the present and make things worse.

			Great. And now she’d cursed on sacred ground.

			Maybe just thinking the word didn’t count. She already had enough strikes against her.

			It’s your fault...

			Exactly what had Edna meant? How could her mother’s death be any fault of hers when she’d been hundreds of miles away?

			Kate glanced across the carpet of grass toward the flower-strewn mound of dirt. Beneath the choking scent of carnations and roses, beneath the rich dark soil, lay her mother.

			Too late for good-byes.

			Too late for apologies.

			Things just couldn’t get worse.

			Unable to bear the sight of her mother’s grave, Kate turned her head. She startled at the sudden appearance of the man in the khaki-colored deputy uniform who stood before her. She looked up—way up—beyond the midnight hair and into the ice blue eyes of Matt Ryan.

			The boy she’d left behind.
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