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o n e

Secret Service Field Office
Charlotte, NC

R eading people was part of Wyatt Jennings’s job, and judging by 

the look on his boss’s face, the news wasn’t good. Wyatt forced 

himself to sit still as the special agent in charge lowered his consid-

erable weight into the chair behind his battle- scarred desk.

In his midforties the SAIC’s bull- like build matched his no- 

nonsense demeanor. He intimidated the tar out of Wyatt. The 

fluorescent lights gleamed off his bald head and did nothing to soften 

his nearly black eyes. He shuffled some papers, his lips set in a firm 

line. Did a soft side exist beneath that stone- cold face?

“What’s going on with you, Jennings?” Burke’s gruff voice 

boomed across the small space. He folded his beefy arms and propped 

them on the desk. “Talk to me.”

What was going on? Plenty, if Wyatt was honest. But he thought 

he’d done a stellar job of hiding his issues from Burke’s eagle eyes.

Wyatt cleared his throat. “Well, sir, I took a bullet in defense of 

Senator Edwards.”

“Bull hockey. Don’t pull that with me. You’ve worked under me 

four years with never a problem. First to step up, no matter the job. 
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Work tirelessly like some kind of robot, not a word of complaint. And 

now this.”

“Now what, sir?” Wyatt eyed him despite the way his heart 

knocked against his ribs.

“I’m not blind, Jennings. You’ve been slipping the last few weeks. 

Ever since the incident. You’re distracted, short- tempered with your 

coworkers, zoned out on the job.” His boss pinned him with a look. 

“And I found you asleep at your desk yesterday.”

Wyatt hid a wince. That wasn’t the half of what was going on 

inside. He’d always been an expert at managing his emotions, but 

the disquiet roiling inside since the shooting had taken on a life of 

its own.

“I apologize, sir. It won’t happen again.”

“You’re right, it won’t. That last assignment messed you up a little. 

Seen it before.”

“I got shot, sir.” He didn’t know what else to say. And he’d do it 

again, throw himself in front of a bullet to save a protectee. It was his 

job. His calling. And he was good at it.

“Surface wound. It’s not the physical damage I’m concerned with. 

You need to take some time, get yourself together. I’m talking about 

a leave of absence.”

White speckles danced in Wyatt’s vision, from lack of sleep 

and desperation. “All due respect, sir, I don’t need a leave. I have an 

exemplary record with the Service.”

“No question. Let’s keep it that way.”

“I’ll be fine. I just need a decent night’s sleep.”

“No doubt. Question is, why aren’t you getting that? I know you 

have higher aspirations, and I aim to see you reach them.”

It was true he was gunning for Presidential Protective Detail. But 

a leave wouldn’t get him closer to that goal. Wyatt opened his mouth, 
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searching for some explanation for his recent behavior. Some excuse 

that would make Burke reverse his decision.

“I’ll leave you with this, Jennings. After your performance on the 

Edwards assignment, the higher- ups have you in their sights.” His 

gaze sharpened. “You’ll be moving up soon.”

Wyatt straightened in his chair. “To PPD, sir?”

Burke gave a sharp nod. “You don’t want anything to mess that up.”

“No, sir.”

“Four weeks,” his boss said firmly.

“Four weeks, sir!”

“For starters. Then we’ll reassess. Do a psych eval.” Burke gave 

him that hard- eyed stare that had earned him a nickname no one 

said to his face. “I suggest you use the time wisely. A little coun-

seling wouldn’t be out of order. We got people for that.” He shuffled 

some papers and rolled back from his desk. “Effective immediately, 

Jennings.”

There was so much Wyatt wanted to say. Was desperate to say. 

But the Academy had trained him better. Like it or not, he was on a 

four- week leave. And even then he wasn’t guaranteed reentry. A psy-

chiatric evaluation. The thought brought bile into his esophagus. But 

then he’d be called up. Wyatt would finally get what he’d been working 

so hard for.

In the meantime where he’d go or what he’d do, Wyatt had no 

idea. He’d been training for the Service one way or another since 

he’d studied criminal justice at Northeastern. Before that even, high 

school— Hargrave Military Academy.

He couldn’t even remember who Wyatt Jennings was outside of 

the Service.

But he was about to find out.

“You’re dismissed, Jennings.” Burke frowned at him.
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He’d zoned out again. Wyatt rose to his feet with reluctance and 

said the only thing he could. “Yes, sir.”

The familiar road twisted and turned around the Blue Ridge 

Mountains, following the shoreline of Bluebell Lake. Sunlight flashed 

on the water’s surface, making Wyatt squint behind his sunglasses.

It had only taken twenty- four hours to realize he’d better tackle 

this problem like a foreign threat to one of his protectees. The Secret 

Service was all he had, all he wanted, so he’d better get his act together 

and quick. A few nights’ sleep would be helpful, but the nightmares 

had been relentless.

Since he wasn’t one to spill his guts to a stranger, he’d packed a 

bag, hopped in his Audi, and pointed it toward the place where his 

problems had begun. Probably should’ve booked a hotel, if there was 

such a thing around here. But it was September, off- season, so he 

should be all right.

The road curved to the left, and he passed the sign for the state 

park. Back in the early nineties, his father had set aside this piece 

of land. Before this place had been spoiled for him, Wyatt had fond 

memories of hiking and camping in those woods, thick with ever-

green trees and night sounds. Bluebell had always felt more like home 

than Raleigh had.

After a few more curves he emerged from the mountains and into 

the town proper. Bluebell hadn’t changed much. Someone had turned 

the fire station into a coffeehouse, and a few stores had sprouted up. 

He had fond memories of walking these streets, ice cream runs to the 

Dairy Bar, fishing off the pier in Pawley Park with his dad. He didn’t 

remember the colorful canopies or the tidy row of trees lining the 

streets, but he’d only been twelve his last summer here.

His respiration grew quick and shallow at the thought of that 
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summer, his mouth going dry. He wiped a palm down the leg of his 

jeans. Out of habit he pushed back the memory. But he would have to 

stop doing that. It wasn’t working anymore, not since the shooting. It 

was as if everything he pushed down during the day bubbled to the 

surface as soon as sleep left him unguarded and vulnerable.

His phone buzzed with a call. Ethan. He took it on his Bluetooth. 

“Hey, what’s up, man?”

“You left Charlotte? You’re on leave? What happened?”

“Wasn’t my choice, believe me. Burke called me into his office 

yesterday.”

“And I have to hear about this from Drewsky?”

Ethan had been Wyatt’s best friend since they’d gone through 

twenty- eight weeks of intense training. You didn’t make it through 

that hellish experience without forming lifelong bonds.

“Sorry, should’ve called.” Wyatt progressed through town. He 

almost mentioned the promotion, then held back for some reason. 

“How’d your last assignment go?” Ethan had a temporary assignment 

protecting the pope during his stateside visit.

“Uneventful. You doing all right? I hate to tell you, but word 

around the office is you’re losing it.”

“Just a little trouble sleeping is all. I think I need to take a break 

from my routines. Chill out. I’ll get it settled and be back before you 

know it.”

Ethan knew better than to suggest sleep aids. Men who were 

trained to be on constant alert weren’t about to render themselves 

helpless. At least Wyatt wasn’t.

“Where’d you go?”

“Not far. A little lake town called Bluebell, tucked away in the 

Blue Ridge Mountains.”

“Sounds cute.”

“Used to spend summers here with the folks when I was a kid.”
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“Ah. Does the Gov still summer there?”

“Not anymore. He stays in Raleigh year round.” The trauma of 

that last summer had spoiled the place for both of them.

“Maybe this is just what you need. A little R & R. Come back 

refreshed. You’ve been hitting it pretty hard for a long time. And that 

shooting . . .”

“It’s what we’re trained for.”

“Sure, but not many agents actually find themselves taking a bul-

let. You did good, Jennings.”

“Thanks, man.” He rolled his left shoulder, the pain more a nui-

sance than a worry.

He was almost to the end of town when his family’s old summer 

home came into view. It was as big and white as he remembered with 

a wide, welcoming front porch and neat lawn.

Only one thing was different: a sign reading Bluebell Inn. His eyes 

lingered on the words for several seconds before he pulled into one of 

the diagonal slots in front of the building.

“Listen, Ethan, I gotta run. I’ll call you in a few days.”

He ended the call, unable to take his eyes off the familiar sight. 

It appeared he’d get to see the inside of his old summer home. But did 

he really want to face the memories it might dredge up?
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W ould this meeting ever end? Grace Bennett stifled a yawn as 

her brother, Levi, droned on about the inn’s finances. Beside 

her, Molly’s phone buzzed. Her sister tucked a strand of her long, 

dark hair behind her ear and sneaked a peek. Probably her husband, 

Adam. The two had been married in June, bought a beautiful lake 

home, and were pretty much joined at the hip.

The siblings gathered in the inn’s library as they always did for 

Death by Numbers. These days money wasn’t so much a worry, but 

spreadsheets still weren’t Grace’s sweet spot. So she humored Levi 

while he did his thing.

“And that about covers it.” Levi’s blue eyes narrowed on them. 

“Now if you could both just pull your heads out of the clouds for a 

minute, I think it’s time we talk about the inn’s future.”

They’d gotten the place up and running after their parents had 

passed away unexpectedly four years ago. It had been their retirement 

dream to turn their historic home back into an inn, and the siblings 

came together to fulfill that dream. At the time Grace was heading 

into her junior year of high school, Molly was almost finished with 

her hospitality degree, and Levi was putting his degree to work in 

Denver with a commercial construction company. Their parents’ 

death had changed everything.

“What do you mean?” Molly asked.
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“I mean, it’s time we put the inn on the market.”

That had always been the plan. With the influx of money they’d 

had two years ago, running this place had gotten easier. The restau-

rant was now full menu, much to Molly’s delight, and they’d employed 

a few part- time employees to help manage it.

Molly cleared her throat. “Do you think we’ve been profitable 

long enough to appeal to buyers?”

“I think so.” Levi started talking numbers again but stopped 

when he must’ve realized he was losing them again. “So now’s as good 

a time as any. What do you think?”

Grace smirked. “Someone’s missing his honey bunch.”

His fiancée was the popular actress Mia Emerson— Grace still 

wasn’t sure how he’d managed that— and they’d been together two 

years now.

“I understand completely,” Molly said. “And I think putting the 

inn on the market now makes sense.”

“But what about my business?” Grace had started Blue Ridge 

Outfitters last year at age twenty, running it out of the inn and stor-

ing her equipment in the shed out back.

Levi hitched a shoulder. “You always knew you’d have to move it 

eventually.”

“But I won’t be able to afford rent yet. I’m still building.” Plus 

whoever was running the front desk also handled the rentals. In a 

retail space she’d need to hire extra staff.

“By the time the inn sells, it’ll probably be next spring or even 

summer. And we should all come away nicely from the sale.”

“That’s true.”

Technically Grace’s outfitter business was already turning a 

profit, but that was because her overhead was almost nil. She was 

using her profits to purchase equipment: kayaks, tents, climbing 
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gear, paddleboards, bikes. They weren’t cheap. But the influx from 

the inn’s sale would be a nice cushion.

“If you’re both on board,” Levi said, “I’ll have Pamela Bleeker 

come out and appraise it, then she can list it.”

Molly frowned. “Why can’t we sell it ourselves and save the 

Realtor fee?”

“It’ll take a lot of time and effort since our market reach needs to 

be national or at least regional,” Levi said.

“Well, Grace is good with online stuff, and I can handle the 

showings.” Molly blinked dramatically. “Some say I have amazing 

social skills.”

Levi rolled his eyes. “That’s up to you two. My plate’s full with 

wedding stuff.”

With Levi’s wedding here at the inn less than three weeks away 

and Mia filming in LA, he’d had no choice but to step up to the plate.

Molly looked at Grace. “We’ve got this covered, right, Sis?”

“Sure, I’m game.”

The chime on the front door alerted them to an arrival.

“Meeting adjourned. You’re on deck.” Levi nodded to Grace as he 

stood and gathered his papers. “I have errands to run.”

Molly rose, addressing Grace. “I’ll be out back weeding if you 

need me. Try not to.”

Her siblings slipped out the back door, and Grace made her way 

down the hall. They weren’t exactly booming with business, it being a 

weekday and off- season. In fact they had only three rooms full at the— 

Her thoughts halted at the sight of the man in the lobby. Though 

her approach had been silent, he was already staring at her as she 

came into view.

It wasn’t his good looks that arrested her attention— though he 

had those in abundance— but his air of intensity.

AutumnSkies_content.indd   9 3/16/20   1:55 PM



D E N I S E  H U N T E R

10

“Hi there. I’m Grace, one of the innkeepers.” Her words wobbled. 

She slipped behind the desk, glad for the buffer. “How can I help you?”

“Saw your sign as I was passing by. Looking for a place to stay.” 

His voice was low and pleasantly rumbly.

He appeared to be in his thirties. She scanned his face and altered 

her opinion. Midtwenties with the confidence of someone older.

“I think we can help you out.” Grace opened the appropriate win-

dow on the computer.

“It’s probably too early to check in.”

“The rooms have already been cleaned, so it’s no problem. How 

long will you be staying?”

“Not sure. A few days, maybe a few weeks if possible.”

She tried to act unaffected, but it was hard when he was sizing her 

up with emotionless eyes. She was suddenly conscious of her messy 

ponytail and freshly scrubbed face.

“We’re all clear except the weekend of October third. We have a 

private wedding scheduled.”

“If I’m here that long, I’ll figure something out.”

“Great.” She quoted the weekday and weekend rates.

“That’s fine.”

Grace took his card and information. Wyatt Jennings, nice name. 

She tried to keep her eyes on the screen, tapping the keys with fingers 

that were oddly clumsy. Her heart, too, seemed to be doing some weird 

kind of flutter, and the discomfort left her hoping Wyatt Jennings 

might limit his stay to a few days.

He stood a few feet from the desk, hands at his sides, posture 

rigid, gray duffel bag at his feet. He was dressed casually, but his 

clothes were crisp and neat, not a wrinkle in sight. He wore that 

tucked- in black T- shirt like a second skin, the short sleeves molding 

an impressive pair of biceps. A tattoo peeked out from beneath one 

of the sleeves.
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Stop staring.

“What brings you to the area?” she asked, by way of making 

conversation.

He ran his fingers through his short, almost- black hair. “A little 

R & R.”

She paused a moment, waiting for him to expound, but he didn’t. 

If she were Molly she’d keep at it until she knew the man’s city of ori-

gin, marital status, and social security number. But she wasn’t Molly.

“Well, this is a great place to rest up, especially this time of year. 

The weather’s still nice, but the trails and lake aren’t swamped with 

tourists.”

She clacked away, hitting wrong keys and backing up to delete 

her mistakes. She was vaguely aware that his gaze shifted around the 

lobby and the connected living room. She had a feeling if she asked 

him to close his eyes and recount the visual details of the rooms, he 

might score better than she did.

“All right, Mr. Jennings,” she said when she finished. “We’re 

all set.”

“It’s just Wyatt.”

When his eyes returned to hers the full impact of his attention 

made her lungs empty. His brown eyes were set deep beneath a pair 

of masculine brows. He was neither frowning nor smiling. She won-

dered briefly what that might look like. The smile, not the frown. She 

already knew she didn’t want to see him unhappy.

She slid his key across the desk. “Wyatt, then. I’m Grace, one 

of the owners. Maybe I already said that.” She paused, but when he 

simply slid the key into his back pocket she went on. “Let me give you 

a little tour before I show you to your room. You can leave your bag 

behind the counter if you’d like.”

He didn’t really seem like the tour type— or the inn type for that 

matter— but he followed her down the hall anyway.
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“The Bluebell Inn was built in 1905 and was the town’s very first 

inn. It featured ten bedrooms. Early on it was a stagecoach stop, then 

for years it housed the post office, till it was sold in 1978 and turned 

into the governor’s summer home.” She nearly added that he shared 

a last name with the governor, but that seemed like the kind of triv-

ial detail he wouldn’t care about. “My parents purchased the home 

when my siblings and I were young, so we had the pleasure of growing 

up here.”

Unlike Levi and Molly she always skipped over the part about 

their parents’ deaths and their desire to fulfill their parents’ dream. 

She could do without the pity.

The hallway’s walls closed in, the space almost buzzing with 

Wyatt’s presence. She was grateful to enter the more open space of 

the library.

“My brother, sister, and I run the place now, and I also run an 

outfitters business in my spare time.”

He gave her a long look, which she felt to the tips of her lime- 

green toenails. Her gaze fell to the duffel bag he’d carried with him.

“Um, this is our library, obviously, and you’re welcome to use it 

and borrow books if you like. Let me show you the restaurant.” She 

gave him a smile— unreturned— as she passed him on the way back 

out. A clean masculine scent wrapped around her and, unwittingly, 

she drew in a deep breath.

She gestured toward the back door. “The lake’s out that way, of 

course. We have a small boat that’s available on a sign- out basis and 

a pier with a bench, a favorite spot to watch the sunset.” He did not 

seem like the sunset type.

“I’m not sure if you’re familiar with the area’s natural attractions, 

but pamphlets are in the lobby, and someone is almost always at the 

desk. We’re happy to help with recommendations, directions, or any-

thing else you need.”
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As they passed through the lobby she gestured toward the small 

glass dome on the desk. “Our cook, Miss Della, is famous for her 

sweets. Every afternoon you’ll find complimentary cookies here.” 

Remembering his stellar physique she added, “And also, fresh fruit.”

They proceeded through the living room, and she stopped at the 

French doors leading to the restaurant.

He scanned the space, still saying nothing.

She headed back toward the lobby. “Breakfast is included in the 

cost of your room, and we also have a lunch and supper menu, which 

comes in handy. You’ll find a lot of restaurants close during the week 

or on rainy days or, you know, when the owner has a hangnail.”

Very professional, Grace. She winced.

“If you’ll follow me upstairs I’ll show you to your room.”

When she made the turn to the second floor, she paused, mostly 

to make sure he was still there. “Any questions so far?”

“Is there a workout room?”

“Um, no, but we have an arrangement with Jim’s Gym. You can use 

it since you’re staying here. Also the yoga studio in town.”

His eyebrow arched, he gave her a long, steady look.

Okay, no on the yoga. “There’s a pamphlet downstairs with 

details.”

She continued up the stars, then down the hall and stopped at the 

first door on the left, room seven, tucked into a little alcove.

She gestured toward the door, giving her best professional smile. 

“And here we are.”

He slid past, almost brushing her in the tight space.

Her smile wobbled as her breath caught. “Um, please let me know 

if I can be of any assistance.”

He gave a nod.

Grace turned away, fighting the strange urge to scurry back down 

the hall.
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G race had two tasks in mind as she hunched over the laptop’s key-

board. Okay, three. One, she needed to find an affordable space 

for her business, preferably in downtown Bluebell. Two, she needed 

to know at which sites to list the inn. Three, she had to distract herself 

from the noises coming from Wyatt’s room overhead. She’d already 

figured out from the repetitive noises he must be working out. She 

briefly considered bringing him that gym pamphlet, but there was 

a line between helpful and overbearing, and she liked to stay on the 

right side of it.

Why was he at the inn? He wasn’t their usual customer. They 

catered mostly to couples from young to elderly, or sometimes fam-

ilies with small children. Maybe he was here to hike— there were 

certainly plenty of trails to keep him busy. Maybe he hadn’t wanted 

to bother with an Airbnb. Maybe he liked starting his day with a full 

stomach.

And maybe it was time to get down to the real question at hand: 

Why was she so fascinated with him? It wasn’t just his pretty face. 

She’d come across many of those. Perhaps it was the confidence he 

exuded. Or the way he seemed so at ease— not with his environment 

necessarily but with himself.

And how could she even know these things from their brief 

meeting?
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Grace scowled at the screen. She was failing monumentally at 

number three.

She slipped off the stool and wandered into the dining room 

to see if Miss Della needed help in the kitchen. When the siblings 

decided to open the inn, Mom’s best friend graciously offered her 

outstanding cooking skills— and occasionally, some unsolicited 

advice. But that was mostly reserved for Grace, the baby of the 

family.

She found Miss Della rolling out a lump of pie dough, her dark 

hands working the roller with expert precision. Her short, wash- 

and- go hair called attention to her wide- set brown eyes and high 

cheekbones.

“Need help with lunch, Miss Della?”

“You’re just in time, sugar. I need your steady hands. Wash up.”

Grace did as asked and joined her at the floured- up counter where 

a flat circle of dough awaited.

“Grab the pastry cutter and make me some nice strips for the 

lattice top.”

Grace took the fluted wheel by the handle and started slow, pre-

cise lines through the dough, listening to Miss Della talk about a new 

roast recipe she was trying out for supper tonight.

The wheel in Grace’s hand swerved out of line, and she winced at 

the crooked path. She wanted to fix it, but reworking the dough would 

make the crust tougher. She’d do it anyway, except Miss Della would 

disapprove.

When Grace finished the job, she carefully wove the strips into 

latticework while Miss Della buzzed around the kitchen, stirring 

pots, whisking gravy, and checking the oven. Grace made sure the 

strips were evenly placed across the cherry pie filling. Four strips in, 

the dough ripped and Grace gritted her teeth as she gently pinched it 

back together. But there was no making it perfect again.
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When she finished, she surveyed the uncooked pie with a scowl. 

“All finished.”

“Thank you, honey, that looks splendid.”

“It looks terrible.”

Miss Della surveyed the pie from the stove where she was stir-

ring the green beans. The imperfections were so obvious Grace didn’t 

bother pointing them out.

“Honey, it’s just the way I wanted it. If it was perfect it’d look like 

it came from a Sara Lee box.”

“If you say so.”

“I do.” Miss Della scooped up the pie and placed it in the oven. 

“And now, it’d be a big help if you could fold napkins for me. Jada got 

held up at her other job.”

When Grace slipped into the dining room Molly was already set-

ting the tables.

She looked up as Grace began working alongside her. “Oh, good. I 

could use the help. Did you get a chance to look into listing the inn?”

“I found some promising sites. It’ll probably take hours to do the 

listings. We should set up a few more professional shots too. We’ve 

made updates.”

“Good point. I can write something up for the listing. It’s hard 

to believe we’ve finally reached this point. In one way it seemed like 

forever, but in retrospect, it went quickly.”

Their parents’ deaths had forced them to make a decision: sell the 

house and move or finish the remodeling their parents had started 

and open the inn. It had been a monumental task, and they’d all sac-

rificed a lot to make it happen.

Grace folded a cloth napkin with military precision. “Now you can 

spread your wings and fly— all the way to Italy. Is Adam still on board 

with your plan?” Molly’s dream of running a bed- and- breakfast in 

Tuscany went back a long way, but there were two of them now.
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“He supports my dreams 100 percent. He can write from any-

where, and he can fly back for book tours.”

Adam Bradford was a writer of love stories, perennial bestsellers, 

with one of his novels made into a movie so far. He was also one of the 

most down- to- earth people Grace knew. And he really brought out 

the best in Molly.

“It’s been quiet around here this afternoon,” Molly said. “Anyone 

check in?”

“Just the guest who arrived as our meeting was winding down.”

“How long are they staying?”

“It’s only one guest— and he wasn’t sure how long. A few days or a 

few weeks. He’s leaving it open- ended.”

For the dozenth time in the last hour, an image of Wyatt Jennings 

flittered into her mind. Those dark eyes, so serious and observant. 

Did he make everyone feel like an ant under a microscope? She tried 

to tell herself it had been an unpleasant sensation, but that wasn’t 

entirely true. Otherwise Grace wouldn’t be anticipating their next 

meeting, now would she?

“That’s interesting,” Molly said. “What brought him to the area?”

“He didn’t really say.” But judging by his well- used duffel, the 

tennis shoes, and yes, the physique, she guessed his idea of R & R 

included a lot of exercise.

Molly was staring at her, head tilted in that knowing way.

“What?” Grace asked.

“How old is he? Is he married? Single?”

“I don’t know. I didn’t ask.”

Molly gave a smug grin. “So, young and single.”

Grace gave her a wry look.

“That blush told me everything I needed to know.”

“I’m not blushing.” Grace ignored the heat flaring in her cheeks 

as she grabbed another starched napkin and started folding. What 
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had gotten into her? And who was this man who’d had such a ridicu-

lous effect on her?

“A blush and a vehement denial.” Molly was studying her face. 

“Very interesting. I gotta get a load of this guy. I’ve never seen you 

react like this to someone you’ve barely met.”

“I’ve had boyfriends,” Grace said a tinch defensively. She was 

twenty- one after all.

“I’m not saying you haven’t. I’m just saying no one’s really swept 

you off your feet yet.”

“My feet are firmly on the ground and will remain so. There’s 

only room for one romantic in the family, and that spot’s already 

taken. And now Levi has joined the ranks of the happily- ever- after 

crowd and that’s fine. But leave me alone. I’m happily single, and I 

want to focus on getting my business off the ground.”

“So what’s he look like?”

“Did you hear a word I just said?”

“What’s his name? You have to know that at least.”

“Wyatt Jennings.”

“No wedding band? Or telltale white line around the ring finger?”

Grace spared her a glance.

“What? That’s important information.”

“I don’t think so,” Grace finally said. “Not that it matters.”

“What’s he like?”

“We exchanged all of fifty words, Molly.” And about forty- nine 

of those had been hers.

“Well, your first impressions then. Come on, dish. We never get 

to talk boys.” Molly’s intense look told Grace she wasn’t letting this go.

“Fine. I don’t know. He was quiet.”

“Ooh, the strong, silent type. Did he ask any questions about the 

area? That can tell you a lot about a person.”

“He asked about using the gym.”
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Molly waggled her brows. “So he’s fit then?”

The image of his muscular biceps leapt into Grace’s mind, complete 

with the little bit of ink peeking from his sleeve. What was the tattoo?

“Eye color?”

“Brown.” Grace let that slip before thinking twice.

Molly’s eyes gleamed with glee. “You noticed.”

“You can’t help but notice.” Grace turned her attention to the nap-

kin. “You’ll see.”

The silver stopped clinking as Molly stilled. “Okay, you can’t not 

explain that comment.”

She was like a lion chewing on a bloody carcass. Grace expelled a 

breath, trying to formulate what it was about him. “I don’t know, he’s 

very . . . intense, I guess. He takes in everything.”

“Including you?”

Grace ignored her.

“So he’s an observer?”

“Yes, but not just that. It’s like he’s, I don’t know, wired for 240 

or something.”

“What does that even mean? He’s hyper?”

“No, the opposite. Wired on the inside, like super alert or some-

thing. He’s actually kind of eerily still and quiet— and maybe a little 

guarded.”

Molly arched a brow. “That’s a lot of impression from fifty words.”

Grace started to reply just as Molly’s gaze darted past Grace to 

the doorway.

Just as a throat cleared. A very male throat.

Grace sucked in a breath. Please no. Her eyes widened on Molly, 

hoping against hope it was their brother with a frog in his throat or 

something.

Molly’s eyes, equally wide, swung back to Grace. Her expression 

told Grace everything she needed to know.
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How long had he been standing there? How much had he heard? 

And why, for the love of God, hadn’t they shut the door? Grace’s face 

heated a degree or ten. It had to be a veritable beacon by now.

“Is the restaurant open for lunch?” he asked, in that low, yummy 

drawl.

Molly gave Grace an Oh! look before her eyes swung back to Wyatt, 

her lips curving into a professional smile. “Of course. Come on in and 

have a seat anywhere. I’ll let Miss Della know you’re here.”

Grace gave her sister a pleading look, nuanced with desperation. 

Don’t you dare leave me! But Molly raced for the kitchen as if a swarm 

of bees were on her heels.

Thanks a lot, Grace telegraphed to the back of Molly’s head.

Grace resumed folding the napkin, her fingers now trembling. 

She messed up and started over. She kept her back to the doorway, 

giving the flame in her face time to extinguish. She heard a chair 

scrape the floor in the corner of the room. Heard it squeak as his 

weight settled into it.

She glanced toward the kitchen door, willing Molly to return 

quickly.

She didn’t.

Long seconds ticked by. One napkin folded. Two. Finally, the last 

one. She placed it on the table and turned to leave, lifting her chin a 

notch and arranging her expression into a bland smile.

Wyatt was facing the entry, so she could hardly avoid eye contact 

without being rude.

“Have a nice supper,” she said as she scuttled from the room.

“Will do.”

She could’ve sworn the corner of his lips twitched before the 

menu came up to block his face. When she’d dreamed of seeing his 

smile before, this wasn’t at all what she’d had in mind.
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