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Prologue 
 
Victor Cates staggered out of the bar in Reno—not the usual tourist traps with bright 

lights, show-stopping music, and dance girls, but a local watering hole.  And he was broke again.   
Slowly, he glanced up and down the street searching for his car.  He always parked close 

by so he could locate it easily.  A couple of times the police had towed it, but now he was usually 
sober enough to stay clear of fire hydrants and no-parking signs.  Maybe he should call a cab.  
He scanned the area again before he remembered he’d bought a new ride.  A navy Jeep.  And 
there it was, almost a block away.  What a beauty, he thought as he headed in that direction. 

He almost tripped over a bottle and thought of his father, the great Griffin Cates.  Why 
did the old man come to mind?  Griffin Cates would definitely disapprove of his wastrel son.  
Always nagged him to death.  When are you going to grow up, son?  Don’t squander your life 
away. Be more like your brother.  Do something constructive.  Something positive. 

The only positive thing in his life was his son, Griff.  It bewildered him that he’d actually 
named the boy after his own father.  Victor laughed.  He certainly hadn’t planned that.  It had 
just happened. 

He’d done one smart thing.  He’d written a will giving the family’s properties to his 
niece.  At least that was a practical move.  She was like his dad.  If anything happened to him, 
his son would be taken care of.  Everyone in his family but him always took the right road, no 
matter what. 
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He got an e-mail from his boy a couple days ago.  Griff was spending Thanksgiving with 
a friend but he wanted to spend Christmas with him.  How long had it been since he’d seen the 
boy?  Time flew.  Maybe he’d rent a room in a hotel near that high-priced private school.  They 
always had fun together, didn’t they?  

Victor frowned, remembered that he was broke.  Another thing his father would ream 
him out for.  Then he smiled.  He wouldn’t be broke for long.  At the end of the month, he’d get 
his stipend.  Daddy might not approve of its source, but the money kept coming and that was all 
that mattered. 

Of course he wouldn’t want his kid following in his footsteps.  Maybe that was the reason 
he named Griff after the old man.  So the boy would amount to something.  He gave up trying to 
measure up decades ago. 

Victor sighed and stopped in his tracks.  Something weighed on his conscience.  A wrong 
he should have righted fifteen years ago.  But, somebody had to look out for Griff, and if it 
wasn’t him, then who?  Still at odd times, he worried that he hadn’t come forth with the truth. 

He’d done Allison wrong, too.  He frowned, started walking again.  Would his niece 
refuse to take care of Griff because of it?  He hadn’t considered that when he made out his will.  
Maybe he’d turn over the properties to her now, before he died.  He’d appear generous instead of 
having an angle.  He’d give his lawyer instructions first thing Monday morning.  Then he’d go to 
the old house and get rid of the will his father had made out.  Why had he saved it all these 
years?  It had been so easy using the one he’d forged.  

He heard footsteps behind him and sidestepped to let the person pass.  Someone was also 
approaching from the opposite direction.  He teetered close to the edge of the sidewalk.  The 
footsteps slowed.  Never mind, he’d be at his Jeep in a few seconds. 

He reached in his pocket for the key, and missed by a mile.  He had a keyless system.  He 
laughed out loud.  All he had to do was get near the Jeep and the door would magically unlock 
for him.  He knew he’d bought it for a reason.  Didn’t even need a key to start the motor.  He 
loved his new gadget. 

Victor heard the sweet sound of the lock release and reached for the door handle.  His 
fingers hovered in the air when he sensed someone standing close behind him. 

Turning, he recognized the face and stared at the ghoulish looking rain slicker.  Rain 
hadn’t soaked the area for weeks and none was forecast. 

Realization hit him when he saw the knife.  He backed into the door.  He had unfinished 
business.  He couldn’t go out like this.  Not now.  Not until he saw his lawyer. 

“Wait.  We can...”  The knife plunged forward, twisted.  A sharp pain stabbed his middle, 
robbing his breath.  He felt only blinding pain.  Astonished, he looked down.  He tried to catch 
the knife to pull it out.  It eluded his fingers because it was pulled out.  Before he could gather 
his wits, it struck again.  Blood, his blood, gushed as the knife impaled him again and again 
and... 

 
Chapter 1 

 
“You’re quitting?”  Allison Cates stared at her stable manager as if he were a stranger.  

The snow drifted down steadily and had already piled to four inches.  “In the middle of a snow 
storm?”  The question was redundant, but she was buying time, struggling to come up with 
something, anything that would convince him to change his mind. 

Impatient to be on his way, Samuel Louis stood beside the open door of his ancient Ford 
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pick-up glancing down at his feet.  The truck was packed with all his belongings, the motor 
coughing out black smoke.  Allison saw a thermos ostensibly filled with coffee and another bag 
crammed into the passenger seat. 

“Sorry,” he said, thrusting out a bony hand.  “The keys to the house and barn.” 
Allison’s hands remained at her sides. 
“Can’t you give me enough time to find a replacement?  Two weeks.  That’s all, just two 

weeks.” 
“I’m leaving now.”  He took her hand and thrust the keys into her glove.  He seemed 

unduly nervous. 
“But why?  It’s snowing hard.”  Allison didn’t understand.  He’d worked for her uncle for 

years and now out of the blue, he was leaving her in the lurch.  “What happened?” 
“Personal business.  I’ve gotta go,” he said, ducking his head. 
Anyone leaving in a storm must have an emergency.  The proper thing to do was ask if he 

needed help.  But it wasn’t always easy to do the proper thing.  Nevertheless, she found herself 
doing so.  “Can I do anything to help you?” 

“I’ve got it covered.”  He pulled his hat lower over his forehead and climbed into the 
truck. 

She nodded.  “Thank you for your help the last three months and for what you did for 
Uncle Victor.  Have a safe trip.” 

“Just did my job.  You were easy to work for.” 
“Did you feed the horses?” Allison asked. 
“I...Don’t have time.” 
“If you need time off, I’ll...”  One more attempt.  She hoped she didn’t sound as desperate 

as she felt. 
“I’m not coming back.”  He slammed the door quickly as if he had to go before he 

changed his mind.  Did he really have an emergency?  And if so, why the secrecy?  Not that it 
was any of her business. 

He gunned the motor and Allison moved back.  The wheels spun before they gained 
traction and proceeded slowly down the path. 

She rubbed her cold hands together, felt the keys pressing into her palms.  The snow was 
coming down hard.  She was covered, and cold to boot.  

Okay.  She still had some daylight left.  The snow made it seem later than it actually was, 
but if she got to work immediately, she’d finish before dark. 

Still in shock, she headed to the barn before she remembered her meeting with the mayor 
at the town’s only decent restaurant.  He was probably stationed at a table at Hayley’s, bringing 
in the people he wanted to schmooze, one by one.  Allison guessed it was her turn. 

Since she moved here, she’d been plagued by one problem after another.  She was 
surprised that Victor had left all the ancestral land and properties to her and not to his son.  Until 
Victor’s death, she was unaware the boy even existed or lived at an exclusive boarding school.  
Victor’s lawyer had told her he’d named her as guardian for his son. 

The mayor had cornered her after the funeral.  He wanted her to get the rundown tourist 
properties up to date.  Since she’d lost her school librarian job due to California’s massive 
teacher cutbacks, she had time on her hands.  Shortly after Victor’s death in November, she’d 
moved here, but she did not plan to stay. 

She’d feed the horses later.  She wasn’t helpless.  She’d done it before.  Of course that 
was fifteen years ago when she visited her grandparents as a teenager and she still remembered 
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what a pain it was. 
Allison drove the Jeep the short distance to Hayley’s restaurant, The Lady L.  Back in the 

1800s it had been a bordello run by her great-great aunt.  The pastor tried to convince her to 
change the name, but Hayley had a wry sense of humor and refused.  As a restaurant it was 
completely respectable, but still slightly run down like everything else in town.  And it was the 
best eating establishment around.  The only other choices were burger joints. 

Allison was surprised she couldn’t find a parking space in front.  In most cities, this was 
expected, but in Nugget City, Nevada, where business was perpetually slow, this was 
newsworthy.  She had to walk two whole blocks, the wind pushing her each step to the front 
door. 

She should have told the mayor to wait until the snow melted.  This was the high desert, 
after all.  Most of the snow would likely melt in a day or two. 

Allison struggled to open the door.  In the foyer a six-foot portrait of Hayley’s ancestor in 
mid-swing, wearing a lively green dress with black fishnet stockings, one leg bent, the other 
straight, hung on the wall.  Allison was used to it, but some people hated that picture.  Hayley 
refused to take it down.  It was history and good or bad, it was her ancestor, the one who made it 
possible for her to have that building now. 

The restaurant was full.  The unexpected snow prompted a boost in the economy.  
Travelers actually stopped for the night.  The hotel’s owner had to call in out-of-work maids to 
clean and supply fresh linens in rooms that hadn’t been used in a couple of years. 

Hayley swiped back tendrils of red hair that had escaped her ponytail.  Judging by her 
smile, she was grateful for the deluge. 

“Take any seat you can find.  It’s pretty full,” she told Allison as she rushed by with a 
tray laden with food. 

Clark Garrison, the new mayor, seated at a window table, motioned Allison over with a 
wave.  Last fall he’d run and won on a ticket that promised to revitalize the town, and he was 
doing his best to see that it happened.  Anyone who owned a business was summarily asked into 
his office and encouraged to bring their tourist traps up to date.  Allison had gladly complied 
because she couldn’t wait to return to her home in San Francisco.  She planned to sell everything 
here except for the house, and she intended to keep the lease for the silver mine. In the town’s 
present state, she’d definitely suffer a loss if she sold.  Nobody was going to sink money into a 
dying town.  Her life just wasn’t here. 

Clark stood to pull out a seat for Allison.  He was sixty, with gray and white hair, that had 
begun to thin on top.  Tall and medium built, he was always in campaign mode.  Allison took the 
chair across from him, hoping to get the meeting over quickly. 

“I ordered you the squid you like so much,” he said as he resumed his seat.  “Should be 
here any second.” 

“This must really be something if you ordered the calamari.  I thought you hated them.” 
“I’m not going to eat it.  I ordered myself a nice juicy steak.” 
Allison chuckled.  Clark was a steak and potato man.  Skip the fancy stuff. 
“How are things coming along at your museum?” 
“The workers are almost finished with the renovations.  They’ll start on the ice cream 

parlor next week.”  
He nodded.  “Good.  I tell you it does my heart good to see this place so busy,” he said 

with pride as if he, not the weather, had precipitated the deluge of diners. 
“I hate to burst your bubble, but I wouldn’t hang too much hope on a freak snow storm,” 
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Allison said, glancing around as the bell on the door announced yet another customer who 
happened to be another stranded traveler. 

Clark sighed.  “I’m not.  But you know you can burst a bubble quicker than a pin in a 
balloon.  This is what this town used to look like.  We were a major tourist destination.  
Vacationers stopped by on their way to Reno, but not anymore.  For the last few years, they just 
sail through without giving the town a thought.” 

“I’m sorry, Clark.”  Feeling contrite, Allison reached across the table and patted his hand.  
“You’re doing a wonderful job and everyone knows it.”  She considered herself a realist not a 
pessimist and Clark had invested a lot of time and energy in the town’s revitalization effort. 

But like it or not, the snow would melt in the morning and the guests would move on.  
Gone was the era when tourists planned a stop in Nugget City.  And who could blame them? 

“Nevada has more than three hundred ghost towns.  This will not be one of them,” he 
said adamantly. 

“Is this the reason you brought me out in the snow?” 
Clark leaned toward her with elbows on the table.  “If only.  You’re not going to like 

what I’ve done, but I had no choice.” 
He stopped when the waitress delivered their plates. 
Allison began to eat.  “The calamari is delicious.  I might just forgive you.” 
“I guess that’s my cue.  Just before Christmas, after I won the election, a couple of us 

went to meet with Jason Mann.” 
Allison’s fork clattered to her plate.  “Why on earth would you do that?” 
“If there was any other option, we’d use it, but there isn’t.  The town’s dying.  His mom’s 

okay with selling pretty trinkets and fashion, but beyond that, she doesn’t have a lick of business 
sense and you know it.  Jason has been working in mines since he graduated from college.  He 
knows the business inside and out.  He’s been managing things here from a distance, but now 
that his mine is due to reopen he’s coming home to take over.  We’ve held off this long because 
of respect for you and your late grandfather.” 

“Me...” 
“We knew you were going to balk.  You still think Jason killed Griffin, but a lot of us 

don’t.  Besides, it all happened fifteen years ago, when he was little more than a kid.” 
“Since when did time make a difference with murder?” Allison snapped. 
“Allison, be reasonable,” he said tiredly.  “Your grandfather treated him like a son.  Jason 

respected him, loved him as if he were his own kin.  Now, why would he kill the man?” 
“That’s what I want to know.” 
“It just doesn’t make sense.  I’m asking you to leave the past in the past.  People are 

leaving town as soon as they can find a job somewhere else and taking their families with them, 
sometimes other relatives, too.  Tourists don’t give us a second thought.  I want this town the 
way it was when you were a little girl and your grandfather and Jason’s were running things,” he 
said.  “The place was alive with people.  The restaurants were packed, even in the winter just like 
this place is today.  The hotels were full.  The stores couldn’t stock the shelves fast enough.  It 
thrived.”  He leaned back in his seat.  “Unless you want this town to die, you’ve got to get on the 
bandwagon and accept the fact that Jason needs to be here.  He can save this town.” 

Allison wanted to object and object strenuously.  She wanted to rail at Clark for his 
thoughtless act.  But she knew he spoke the truth.  Catherine Mann couldn’t run the mine.  
Catherine failed to see the rift between her son and Allison.  She was always telling Allison 
about the mines Jason was managing in various places around the world, as if Allison wanted to 
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know.  Allison even knew he was in Canada now. 
“If Jason doesn’t come back, all the refurbishing you’re doing will be for nothing.  You 

won’t be able to recoup even the amount you’ve spent.  And where will that leave you and 
Victor’s son?  Unless of course you find your grandmother’s stashed gold.” 

“You know that’s only a myth.  Whatever gold might have existed generations ago is 
long gone.” 

“Whether you admit it or not, you need Jason here as much as the rest of the town does.” 
She’d invested everything and borrowed the rest to refurbish her family’s businesses.  

There were only a handful of locals trying to hang on, trying to make the town work.  But what 
did they have to hold on to? 

“This town has been struggling for more than ten years.  People were discouraged, but 
now there’s hope.  It’s not just miners who have jobs.  The mine needs supplies.  He’s hired a 
geologist, dump truck drivers, and everybody else he needs.” 

“I know, I know.” 
“I appreciate the way you took over your family’s properties after Victor died.  I’m 

surprised he left everything to you instead of to his son.  Victor never made improvements.  
Could care less about what happened to the town.”  He patted Allison’s hand.  “I know your 
grandfather would want you and your cousin here.” 

Allison shook her head.  Then why didn’t he leave her at least a portion of what would 
have been her father’s share of the businesses had he lived?  Her grandfather had left everything 
to Victor.  Victor was a drug addict.  He knew Victor wasn’t going to care for his heritage.  
Griffin Cates never invited her to be part of the family, and now she didn’t want it. 

She couldn’t get away from this place fast enough.  If she had to put up with Jason to get 
out of here, so be it.  She was going back to San Francisco where she belonged, and pick up her 
life there.  Besides, Griff hated it here. 

“I’ll go along with your decision, but don’t ask me to like it.” 
“Good.”  Clark gave her a crooked smile that didn’t quite light up his face.  “He’s 

arriving tonight.” 
 

*** 
 

When Jason Mann’s brand new Suburban shot over the summit narrowing the gap 
between him and Nugget City, his gut tightened.  His apprehension had nothing to do with the 
weather.  In Canada, this amount of snow was only a teaser, but not so for the locals here.  They 
might get a couple of snows like this a year. 

Fifteen years.  He’d been away for fifteen years.  He’d spent so much time tying up loose 
ends at his old job that he hadn’t let himself think about how he felt about returning.  Besides, 
he’d forced himself to stop feeling, to stop craving things that were out of his reach.  Now he had 
to contend with a range of new emotions, uncomfortable, and unwanted.  Nostalgia, loss, anger 
for what he’d been forced to leave behind.  And then there was love.  Love for his heritage.  The 
place where he’d grown up.  That love, whether he forced it from his mind or dwelled on it, was 
always close to the surface. 

Home. 
At one time these roads were familiar.  Now everything was different.  There were 

highways and freeways that weren’t in existence fifteen years ago. 
He and his friends had gone skiing, boating, fishing, and chasing city girls in Reno and 
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Lake Tahoe. 
His life had changed completely when Griffin Cates, his best friend and role model, had 

been murdered.  Everyone thought he’d done it.  He was never prosecuted, mostly because of a 
lack of evidence, but also because he’d inherited most of the businesses in town.  Even so, his 
mother and stepfather had forced him to leave. 

Up ahead faint lights from the town flickered in the snow and he leaned forward.  Even 
with a coating of snow the place appeared abandoned and uncared for.  His heart sank.  The town 
had never looked so dilapidated.  Not when his father and Griffin had run it. 

He drove through town to the old Victorian bordello his great-great grandfather had built 
for his mistress.  The place had been abandoned even before he left.  The mayor told him it was 
now a restaurant and that he’d be waiting for him there. 

Jason wasn’t going to slink into town like a criminal.  Luckily someone was pulling out 
of a parking space in front.  He parked the Suburban and donned his sheepskin coat and Stetson.  
Minutes later he stepped into the restaurant’s foyer.  

The volume of conversations decreased and travelers glanced around to see what caused 
the tension.  They all starred at him. 

“Jason,” Clark called out and waved.  “Over here.” 
The older man stood as Jason approached.  “Glad you made it,” Clark said, extending a 

hand to clasp Jason’s in a handshake.  “Some weather to have to travel in.  Thought you might 
hole up somewhere tonight.” 

“I’ve seen worse,” Jason said, shrugging out his coat and hanging it on the back of his 
chair.  

“Bet you have.  Take a seat.  You remember Allison Cates, don’t you?” 
Jason cut his gaze to the woman sitting across from Clark.  She was absolutely gorgeous.  

Allison had been plain and her features hadn’t quite developed when he last saw her as a 
teenager.  But now, even though she downplayed her attractiveness, she was stunning.  It was 
obvious she tried, but she couldn’t subdue the sensuous shape of her mouth, or the pretty wide 
eyes, or the beautifully sculptured face.  Her hair hung in attractive waves to midway down her 
back.  With a graceful sweep, she brushed it from her face. 

The shock of seeing her for the first time in years hit him full force.  He had expected a 
lot of things—to be snubbed by the locals, outright rudeness—but he hadn’t expected to run into 
Allison the moment he returned.  She’d hated him even before her grandfather’s murder. 

 
Chapter 2 

 
Allison sat there, blank, amazed and very shaken.  This was Jason, the man who’d stolen 

her teenage heart.  The one who’d broken it time and time again when he brought his beautiful 
model-thin, skimpy-clad girlfriends to her house when he wanted to talk to her grandfather.  The 
one who’d made her so jealous because her grandfather approved and loved Jason, but had little 
feelings or time to spare for his own granddaughter.  She was a woman, and very much ignored.  
But that was then. 

Funny thing about life.  Some people, like fine wine, improved with age.  At thirty-three 
Jason had aged extremely well, Allison thought as he settled his tall form into the seat and raked 
his fingers through his dark-blond hair.  She’d forgotten about those amazing hazel eyes. His 
chiseled good looks were marred with fatigue, but he still moved with a confidence that was so 
attractive on him Allison’s breath caught in her throat. 
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The years melted away and she felt like an unattractive teenager again. He was just so 
overpowering.  So many emotions were vying for attention.  Clark was right that Jason had loved 
and respected her grandfather, but there was a story to be told there.  Allison closed her eyes 
briefly.  She had not expected this.  She had a hard time adjusting to his presence.  Clark should 
have given her more time.   

I have to pull myself together.  I can’t sit here like an idiot.  She took a deep breath and 
squared her shoulders.  She wasn’t a teenager any longer.  She was an adult faced with the man 
who may have killed her grandfather, not some hero.  He might be deemed the town’s hero, but 
not hers. 

There had always been this....She couldn’t quite label the connection.  She couldn’t 
discern where her intense dislike came from, and right then she didn’t want to solve the puzzle. 

“Jason?” a strident voice arrested everyone’s attention.  “Is it you?  Tell me it’s you,” 
Rose Nicholson, Allison’s housekeeper, asked, charging toward him.  “My word, it is you.” 

Jason’s smile lit his entire face as he stood and opened his arms wide.  Rose fell within 
his embrace, her eyes glassy with unshed tears.  After a good squeeze she leaned back and 
clasped his face in both her hands.  “It’s so good to see you.  Look at you.  You’ve grown into 
quite a man.  A handsome one, too,” she teased.  “Just like I knew you would.” 

“Rose, it’s good to see you, too.” 
“Sit, sit and tell me about yourself.  But first I know your mama’s happy to see you.  

When did you get here?  How long will you stay?” 
“Haven’t seen her yet.  I came straight here.  But what are you doing out in this 

weather?” Jason asked as he held a chair for Rose and took his seat again.  He avoided telling her 
he was here to stay. 

“It’s Friday, my night off, so I ordered supper out.  Just came to pick it up.  I won’t keep 
you.  I know you’re anxious to see your mom.  But come to supper on Sunday.  We’ll have a 
nice long chat.  I’ve been telling people for years if they want to save the town, they had to bring 
you back.”  She eyed the mayor.  “Somebody finally listened.  I voted for the right one this 
time.” 

“That you did,” Clark agreed.  Despite his perpetual campaign mode, Clark was making 
an effort to get things done. 

“Where’re you staying?” Jason asked. 
“Same place.  Allison owns Griffin’s house now.  And good thing, too.  We’ll love to 

have you, won’t we Allison?” she asked, but didn’t wait for a response.  “Dinner’s at four.  Be 
on time.” 

“I will.” 
“Are you married?  Any little ones?” 
Jason chuckled.  “No.” 
“Good.” 
Jason slid a glance toward Allison before his gaze settled on Rose again.  It was so good 

to see her.  But she’d aged.  She had been Griffin’s housekeeper and was now in her sixties.  
She’d held up well.  Although her hair was white, her cheeks were still plump and rosy.  Her 
black eyes were bright and she still spoke her mind.  He hesitated.   

“We’ll see about dinner.” 
“Call me,” she said.  “Bring your mama, too.  And...,” she glanced around and reached 

back.  “Come here, Griff.” 
For the first time, Jason spotted a gangly kid hanging in the background.  He moved 
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forward. 
“Look who I brought.  This is Griffin’s grandson.  Victor’s boy.  He’s living with 

Allison.” 
The boy, tall and thin with brown hair, looked more like his grandfather than his father. 
“Jason was good friends with your grandfather,” Rose said to the boy.  But since Griff 

was too young to even know his grandfather, Jason reasoned he wasn’t very impressed at 
meeting him or the conversation.  Chances were all he wanted to do was go home and have all 
the attention off him. 

Jason spoke to him. 
“My order should be ready,” Rose said.  “I’ll see you when you get home, Allison.  Take 

your time.” 
“I won’t be long,” Allison said. 
“Drive carefully in that snow,” Clark said. 
“Isn’t this good news?  Worth coming out in the snow for.”  Rose made her way to the 

cashier. 
Allison wasn’t as certain.  She heard snatches of negative conversation from some of the 

locals.  Not everyone was happy about Jason’s arrival.  How much backlash was the mayor 
going to get from that? 

Instead of approaching their table, the waitress hovered at another table.  Everyone in the 
restaurant had been served except Jason, yet the waitress still hadn’t approached them. 

They heard Rose talk about Jason to Hayley.  As soon as Rose left, Hayley rushed over.  
“So it is true, Jason.” 

He stood again and gave Hayley a warm hug.  Hayley returned it more exuberantly.  
“It’s been too many years,” she said. 
“And look at you, the one who couldn’t boil water.” 
“All that has changed.  I started working in a restaurant in high school.  Couldn’t wait to 

get back here and open my own place.” 
“You’ve done well.” 
“We’ll see.  Can I get you something to drink?  Your waitress will be here shortly.” 
“Coffee, please.” 
When Hayley approached the waitress, they all heard her say, “I’m not waiting on him.” 
“May I see you in the kitchen?” Hayley said to the woman. 
A minute later the woman bustled out the kitchen with a menu tucked under her arm, a 

cup was in one hand and a coffee pot in the other.  She plunked the cup on the table in front of 
Jason and sloshed coffee into his cup.  He had to jump back when more of the hot liquid landed 
on his hand than in the cup. 

Jason grabbed her hand. 
“Watch what you’re doing,” Clark said.  “Are you crazy?” 
Jason looked up at her.  The venom from her eyes was toxic.  “That had better not happen 

again,” he said before he released her.  Jason wasn’t a pushover when he was younger, he 
certainly wasn’t one now. 

Hayley bustled over, swiping the spilled coffee with a dish towel.  “Leave,” she said to 
the waitress.  “I’m so sorry, Jason.  Did she burn you?  Doc is still in her office if you need to go 
to the clinic.” 

“I didn’t mean…” the bad tempered woman started. 
“You no longer work here,” Hayley said, her temper barely held in check.  Hayley’s 
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temper was as fiery as her hair.  The waitress’s hatred had nothing on Hayley. 
“Do I need to take you to the clinic?” Hayley repeated.  “If it’s not too bad my ointment 

might work.” 
“I’m okay.  Don’t worry about it.” 
“Let me get you another cup of coffee.  Dinner’s on the house.” 
When Hayley left, Allison started digging in her purse.  Griff was always getting scraped 

and she kept a small tube of ointment and Band-Aids in her purse. 
“Put some of this on it.  If the burn isn’t too bad, this should stop it from blistering and 

ease the pain.” 
“You do that, Allison.  Hayley keeps that coffee good and hot,” Clark said.  “I know it 

hurt like the dickens, Jason.  I’m glad Hayley fired that crazy woman.” 
He seemed surprised when he extended his arm to Allison.  “Thanks.”  His hand was 

already turning red. 
By the time Hayley returned with the coffee he’d moved it to his lap.  “The special is 

stuffed pork chops.  I only have a couple left.” 
“I’ll take it.” 
“I have to get home and feed the horses.  Sam quit today,” Allison said.  “Welcome 

home, Jason.”  She slid the tube of ointment under his napkin.  He was definitely going to need it 
later tonight. 

“Don’t forget the trip to Lake Tahoe in a week,” Hayley reminded Allison.  “I’m so 
looking forward to it.  You’re still going, aren’t you?” she asked hopefully. 

“I haven’t forgotten.”  Allison made her way outside and to her car.  She didn’t attend 
events with the ladies often, but when Hayley and Catherine asked her to join them for a ski trip, 
she decided she would.  She could use some time away. 

As Allison drove slowly through the snow, she revisited the shock of Jason’s arrival.  He 
still carried an air of authority.  She believed he was quite capable of turning things around.  Her 
grandfather had taught him well.  And the experience of the last few years had developed and 
honed his skills. 

But at what price was his arrival?  What effect would it have on the town?  Especially 
those who had long memories and resentment?  People who hated looked for any excuse to do 
so. 
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