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   If you enjoy stories full of entertaining characters, human and animal, loads of sexual tension and sensuality, and an entertaining plot, this is one book you shouldn't miss."  Jacquelyn R. Ward, The Romance Studio, 5-Heart Read
 
    
 
   "This was a wonderfully charming and sweet story from beginning to end!  The twins are adorable. Robin is lovely and understandably cautious. The hardest thing is she cannot believe in a happily-ever-after for herself. Chad is kind, hardworking and male! This is a wonderfully sweet romance that can be read in under three hours." MarthaE, The Book Reporter 
 
    
 
   Chad is the stuff of "happy-ever-after" and I wanted to tell Robin to believe. And, I have to admit: I got the sniffles, just a bit, at the end. If you're looking for a good autumn romance, I highly recommend giving The Daddy Spell a try." Poppy, Long and Short Reviews, 4-Book Read
 
    
 
   The Sweetheart Dance
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   I loved The Sweetheart Dance and can't wait for more of this author's works. I loved that Patti Ann Colt brought back the whole family in this enchanting tale. Melinda, Night Owl Reviews
 
    
 
   I quickly fell in love with the town of Echo Falls and the family of Meg Applegate, a high school teacher who longs for police officer Bret Cara...The Sweetheart Dance is a wonderful story that I have no reservations about recommending. The cast of interesting characters come together with an intriguing plot to make for one great read!" Lilac, Long and Short Reviews, 5-Book Read
 
    
 
   This book is a definite keeper that you'll enjoy the first time you read it and rereading it and dip in with all elements of a perfect romance:  a hot romance, a good mystery, and family seeing the couple through the rocky course of true love. Patti Ann Colt has definitely aced with this book." R.  Suryaprakash, WRDF Reviews, Top Read Excellence
 
    
 
   If you enjoy stories full of remarkable characters, smoking hot love scenes and an entertaining plot, you should give this book a try." Jacquelyn Ward, The Romance Studio, 5-Heart Read
 
    
 
   Kiss Me Goodnight
 
    
 
   Kiss Me Goodnight is an excellent contemporary romance with a bit of a suspense element. Ms. Colt created such believable, intriguing characters that readers are sure to fall in love with. I sure did. Summer and Tom's story grabbed me by the heart and held on. Reading about such a family as Tom's kept a smile on my face. I loved this book and want to go back and find the others that belong in the Echo Falls Series. I hope that the author weaves more tales in this wonderful Texas town. My heart has been stolen by Echo Falls and it's charming people, but that's all right with me. I don't mind a bit! - Long and Short Reviews
 
    
 
   "...but it was the romance of Tom and Summer that was most endearing. Each one of them had to learn to give up what they wanted in order to be together. Kiss Me Goodnight is a fantastic read filled with romance, small town charm and interesting characters. You will fall in love with Echo Falls and Kiss Me Goodnight!" Sizzling Hot Book Reviews
 
    
 
   Parson Corners, Colorado
 
    
 
   The Rock Star’s Sheriff
 
    
 
   The Rock Star’s Sheriff is an absolutely charming story that pulls the reader deep into the heart of the Murphy family. And luckily for us, it is the first installment of Patti Ann Colt’s new series, Parson Corners. I am eagerly anticipating the stories Ms. Colt has planned for Zach’s brothers Beau, Wyatt and Ryder!" - Book Reviews and More by Kathy
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
   This Book Includes
 
    
 
   From Echo Falls, Texas Series, Book #1 (Full Novel):  The Daddy Spell
 
                 
 
   From Copper Canyon, Texas Series, Book #1 (Novella):  Cowboy’s Heart
 
    
 
   From Copper Canyon, Texas Series, Book #2 (Full Novel):  Cowboy’s Sweetheart
 
    
 
   From Parson Corners, Colorado, Series, Book #1 (Full Novel):  The Rock Star’s Sheriff
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
   [image: ]
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
   The Daddy Spell
 
    
 
    
 
   by
 
    
 
    
 
   Patti Ann Colt
 
   


 
  
 
  
 
 
   
    
 
    
 
    
 
   ~~Excerpt~~
 
    
 
   Robin’s eyes bulged at the salary Chad named.
 
   Even including the antique sorting agreement, nobody paid such a ridiculous amount for someone to cook—not just cook, anyway.
 
   Robin rose from her chair and pointed to the family room. “Could I talk to you for a minute, in there?”
 
   “Sure.” Chad picked up his coffee cup, winked at the twins and followed her. His clothes were rumpled, his hair mussed and his light morning beard looked roguish against his tanned skin. He could tempt her heart with just the heat from his blue eyes.
 
   She forced aside her attraction to him. Men flirted with her. Men rubbed up against her. Men propositioned her. They did not offer her jobs. Careful to keep her voice down, she went on the attack the minute he stood in front of her. “What are you up to?” 
 
   “Six-foot-one.” He grinned, quirking an eyebrow when she didn’t laugh.
 
   “Old joke. Not funny.” Robin backed up to keep him at an arm’s length. “If you think all these promises are just going to make me fall into bed with you, you have another thing coming.”
 
   “I believe I invited you to cook. C-O-O-K. You want to forget the whole deal, fine by me. No cook, no sorting through the antiques and no paying me back for the clock. It’s that simple.” Chad smiled, giving the appearance of just a friendly, ordinary neighborhood farmer. He didn’t succeed. He was too sexy. “I pay my debts.” She ground her teeth.
 
   “Then, I just hired a cook.” He rubbed his hands together, his expression gleeful. Closing the distance between them, he leaned to whisper in her ear. “By the way, Robbie, when I invite you to my bed, the words will be M-A-K-E L-O-V-E.”
 
    
 
   


 
  
 
  
 
 
   
   ~~Dedication~~
 
    
 
   My inspiration for The Daddy Spell came from two things, my love of fall and pumpkins and my father—two seemingly unrelated ideas that collided into a wonderful story. My father believed in family and made certain in all he did that family came first. The Applegate family is near to my heart, then, because they represent his strength of purpose and immeasurable love.
 
    
 
   Thanks to my family for knowing they come first for me even when my head is wrapped around a story.
 
    
 
   Also, my heartfelt thanks to my Circle Girls—Kelly Schaub, Carrie Lofty, Isabel Martens, Diane Drew—who critiqued multiple versions of this story. Without their friendship, mentorship, wicked editing pens and persistent nagging to submit, Robin and Chad’s story would still be gathering dust in the bottom of the drawer. Kudos, ladies!
 
   


 
  
 
  
 
 
   
   ~~Chapter One~~
 
    
 
   Tummy down in the packed dirt near the backyard fence, Boo Harmon scooted next to her twin sister, Lindy. Cicadas buzzed in the tall trees behind their house, a good magical sound. She bent her head close to her sister’s and began the chant. “Shasta, masta, lasta, poo.”
 
   Lindy joined in. “Frogs legs, bat wings, black cat scratch, snatch us a daddy, just like that.” Lindy snapped her fingers. Boo tried a couple of times, but her fingers wouldn’t make the sound. Huffing, she rolled to her back.
 
   “Bibbity, bobbity, boo,” Lindy whispered.
 
   Boo got to her knees, glaring at her sister. “Don’t add that. It won’t work. We need a daddy, not a fairy good mother.”
 
   “That’s fairy godmother, ya silly head, and it worked for Cinderella. She got a gigantic pumpkin to ride in and a pretty dress and Prince Charming kissed her.” Lindy stuck out her tongue.
 
   Boo returned the gesture. “I’m not a silly head and we don’t want a daddy to kiss us. Well, maybe we do, but we want him to kiss Mommy more.” 
 
   “Are too a silly head.”
 
   “Am not!”
 
   Next door, an engine roared. Mr. Pearson pushed his rusted, brown mower back and forth over the dead lawn and dandelions. With his shirt off, his fat rippled like strawberry Jell-O and his fierce scowl made Boo want to run and hide. On the turn, the lawn mower died in a puff of blue smoke.
 
   Mr. Pearson kicked the tires and swore.
 
   Boo sucked in a breath. “Lindy, maybe we’d better not use our spell here. I don’t want him to be our daddy. He says too many bad words and Mommy wouldn’t like that.”
 
   “You’re right.” Lindy got to her feet.
 
   Boo rose, too, and brushed off her favorite shorts.
 
   They wanted a daddy. Mommy refused to look. Santa didn’t deliver daddies. The Easter bunny and the Tooth Fairy didn’t either. So, they were going to get one themselves by using the spell from the story Mommy read them.
 
   Lindy remained quiet for a minute, chewing on her lip. “He’s too fat anyway. I want our daddy to give us piggyback rides without getting red in the face and snorting like he does.” She snorted like a pig in imitation.
 
   Boo shrieked, giggling until her stomach hurt.
 
   Mr. Pearson approached the fence, pointing a finger at them. “Git.”
 
   Scared by the big man, Boo grabbed her sister’s hand and raced to the back porch, sitting on the top step. The hot wind tossed brown leaves across the sidewalk below them. “I want our daddy to chase the icky things out from under my bed.”
 
   “I want our daddy to read Green Eggs and Ham and have a nice, warm lap.” Lindy sighed.
 
   “And he’ll be big and strong and won’t yell and will like hot dogs and peanut butter and jelly and not broccoli.” Boo’s stomach squished. “Blek.”
 
   “He has to be somebody Mommy really likes and he has to kiss her like they do on TV.” Lindy twisted the strand of hair until her finger turned red.
 
   Boo released the hair, rescuing Lindy’s finger. There had never been a daddy around their house, not even one. On TV, a daddy looked like something pretty special. “So where do we look next? We need a daddy.” 
 
   Boo balanced her elbows on her knees and watched the rolling, gray clouds cover the sun while she thought of an answer. Mommy was great. Except for broccoli, she gave them good things to eat, took them for car rides in the country and gave the best hugs and kisses.
 
   But there were some things only a daddy could do. Boo frowned, remembering just that morning. A daddy could make Mommy not cry.
 
   Lindy shrugged her shoulders. “We have to use the spell someplace else.”
 
   Boo pulled Lindy up from the steps and they linked hands.
 
   “Girls?” Mommy came around the side of the house. “You want to go for a drive?”
 
   Boo looked at Lindy and grinned. “Sure,” they yelled together.
 
   Mommy walked to the car. “Let’s go, then, before it rains.” Boo and Lindy hurried to catch up.
 
   The grocery store. The library. The park. Everywhere Mommy took them they’d try the spell for a daddy.
 
   They needed him. Mommy needed him.
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   An hour later, Robin Harmon listened to her daughters whispering in the backseat and peeked in the rearview mirror to watch their faces. They were such a joy and today she needed their good cheer. She had submitted job applications at three different places with uncertain, depressing prospects.
 
   She turned the corner and started down the next country road highlighted on her map, intent on learning her way around the area. They wouldn’t go far, but she didn’t want to return home yet. Their shabby house wasn’t located in the best neighborhood and the atmosphere kept her nerves at a fingernail biting edge. If she hadn’t been so naïve and idealistic about the girls’ father, she’d be in veterinarian school now instead of single and locked in financial distress. A little detour through the country would shake off her doldrums.
 
   Turning her head, she listened to them exchange secrets and smiled. She wouldn’t trade her daughters for an education or for money, but sometimes her mood shifted like Texas weather. Lifting her foot off the gas, she slowed the car, determined to settle her disposition with a slow and easy drive.
 
   Her twenty-year-old, compact Toyota sped along for several miles. Cool air blew across her elbow, propped in the open window. The temperature drop felt good after the intense heat of the mid-September afternoon. The sky darkened and a cascade of pelting raindrops hit her windshield. She pulled her arm inside the car and rolled up the window. Thunder rumbled in the distance, as if the brunt of the storm was hitting south of Echo Falls, Texas—her new home.
 
   A dog came out of nowhere. The large size blob of black-and-white fur blended so well with the steady rain that Robin didn’t see it until she was almost on top of the animal. She stomped her foot on the brake. Her car skidded on the wet pavement, but didn’t stop. The dog bounced against the bumper, stumbled for a few steps and collapsed on the ground with a pain-filled yelp.
 
   Robin cringed, her stomach lurching into queasy. Hands shaking, she pulled her car to the shoulder. She turned off the ignition, set the emergency brake and flashers and got out. The tempo of the rain increased, soaking her T-shirt.
 
   The wet fabric clung to her skin, making her shiver.
 
   The dog lay stunned, its chest and stomach heaving.
 
   “Mommy, what happened?”
 
   Robin looked over her shoulder. Lindy had slid from the back seat into the driver’s side and opened the door. “Stay in the car, Lindy.” She watched until her daughter shut the car door again.
 
   The dog struggled to its feet, cried out and plopped back to the ground, deflating like a balloon. Robin laid her trembling hands on the animal’s side. The mutt growled.
 
   “Easy. Let me see how bad it is.” Having lived and worked with a veterinarian in her foster home, she made a quick search for broken bones or injuries and didn’t find any. Robin gently felt the animal’s stomach, but the mutt twisted around and nipped at her. Sighing, Robin scratched the dog’s ears to calm her. The dog’s belly was full of puppies and she appeared close to delivery.
 
   Scruffy. Dirty. Thin. Pregnant.
 
   Probably mistreated, too, judging from the scabs around her throat.
 
   No collar.
 
   Robin nibbled on her lower lip, weighing her options.
 
   “Mommy?” Lindy hung out the now open car window. “Is the doggie all right?”
 
   Boo pushed out next to her. “Did we hit it, Mommy?” Boo’s head tipped to the sky. The slowing raindrops bathed her face.
 
   “Yes, honey. It was an accident. I didn’t see her until it was too late to stop. You two get back inside the car before you get soaked.”
 
   “I love the rain, Mommy. It doesn’t hurt to get wet.” Boo grinned.
 
   Robin shook her head. Her sweet daughters—they loved rainy days and walking in puddles. Both of them loved animals, too.
 
   “Can we take it home, Mommy?” Boo’s tone of voice begged for a positive answer. 
 
   Robin groaned, her head pounding.
 
   “Is it a girl or a boy?” Lindy asked. Robin’s heart stalled.
 
   “It’s a girl and no, honey, we can’t take it home.” Robin snapped her mouth shut before the girls noticed the quiver in her voice.
 
   Her conscience rebelled at the choices open to her. She wouldn’t leave her and she couldn’t take her. The dog was too big for the front seat. Even if she moved one of the girls’ car seats to the front, the backseat wouldn’t hold the other girl and the dog. Plus, her landlord, Mr. Pearson, barely tolerated her girls, let alone a pet. She wasn’t sure if Echo Falls had an animal shelter, she had no cell phone to call and she certainly didn’t have the money to pay for the dog’s care herself. Deposits and first month’s rent for their dismal house had depleted her savings; the girls didn’t understand she could barely keep a roof over their heads, food on the table and the car running. One more mouth would be too many.
 
   Looking down the road both directions, she checked for a house or another car. Instead, she found wide-open fields of corn crops and an empty stretch of pavement. The dog struggled to its feet, held for a few moments, then a spasm in her belly made her drop to the ground. She needed some good food, rest and a warm place to have her puppies.
 
   A strong gusty wind plastered her shirt to her frame. The rain slowed to a mere drizzle, the replete hush from the sudden change unsettling. Lindy and Boo got out of the car and tiptoed toward her. She stifled a smile, appreciating the humor in their sneaky attempt. She didn’t have the heart to send them back to the car. The girls went down on their knees beside her.
 
   “Be careful.” Robin stroked the dog gently around the neck. “Injured animals don’t always understand that people are trying to help them. They can bite.”
 
   “She won’t bite us.” Boo’s little hands imitated her mother’s stroking of the animal’s fur. Lindy’s reach was a little more hesitant, but she soon was petting the animal, too.
 
   A set of headlights pierced the drizzle, catching Robin’s attention. Looking back toward her car, she saw a truck approaching.
 
   “Get to the side of the road and stay there.” “But, Mommy,” Boo whined.
 
   “Go!” She watched until the girls were safe by the edge. Walking back to her car, she waited for the truck to pull alongside.
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   Chad Applegate appreciated the soothing rhythm of the rain plopping on his windshield. After enjoying an impromptu dinner with his grandmother—her savory cooking served alongside another grilling about getting a girlfriend—he was grateful for nature’s noise and nothing else.
 
   Shifting in his seat, he groaned from his over- full stomach. “Grandma’s cooking beats mine hands down. Again, as always.”
 
   He smiled. His truck tires slid a bit on the pavement as he rounded a curve. He gripped the wheel, slowed a little more and concentrated on the ten-mile drive from town to his farm. The rain was much needed. It fed the thirsty ground, settled the Texas dust and hopefully signaled the start of a cooler fall. His pumpkin crop could stand some relief from the blistering summer heat.
 
   Up ahead, Chad saw a car parked at the side of the road, its blinkers flashing. He pressed the brake to slow his truck and snapped off the wipers, now dragging on an almost dry windshield. A slender woman waved him down. Neither the woman nor her car looked familiar. Chad stopped his truck several yards from the vehicle.
 
    She started toward him. Tight blue jeans molded to trim, long legs and a curvy, tight bottom. A wet, yellow T-shirt clung to well-rounded breasts.
 
   Sweat pooled at the base of his spine. “Man, oh man!”
 
   She walked around the front end of his truck.
 
   He hit the switch to roll down the window, cataloging the wet auburn hair, the hurried grace of her movement. When she reached him, he lost himself in brown, doe eyes.
 
   All thought process ceased.
 
   The air whistled out of his lungs.
 
   His vision blurred.
 
   When he was a kid, he’d gotten this same feeling during an asthma attack. It hadn’t been accompanied by this dizzy sensation—like someone turned the earth sideways for a minute.
 
   The woman crossed her arms, rubbing the goose bumps on her forearms. She backed away, her expression guarded.
 
   Great, Applegate. Scare her why don’t you.
 
   He straightened in his seat. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to stare. It’s just…I wasn’t expecting…” Chad stopped to take a full breath, slapped both his hands on the steering wheel so she could see them and started again. “What’s the problem?”
 
   “I hit a dog. I didn’t see her in the rain. She’s not hurt too bad, but she needs attention.” She stayed at arm’s length, poised for flight, an expectation of deer-to-hunter.
 
   Chad stepped out of his truck. The storm moved east with a final rumble, the clear sky and cool air rolling in behind more than welcome.
 
   The woman took another step backwards, before stopping herself. “This way.”
 
   Chad tried to shrink his six-foot-one frame into a non-threatening slouch—an impossible feat for a man his size. He tried, anyway, not wanting her scared of him.
 
   He followed her around her car and was stopped cold by the presence of two tiny fairies. Shaking his head, he moved forward and tried to clear the double image from his vision. Distracted, his boots slid on the wet, muddy pavement. He landed on his backside in the road, the jar radiating up his spine. The dog lifted its head, gave an unfriendly bark and dropped back. The two diminutive fairies tittered behind little fingers.
 
   “Are they real?” Chad groaned. Of course they’re real, idiot.
 
   Two identical, red-haired girls openly giggled at him.
 
   “These are my daughters, Belinda and Bonnie, who owe you an apology. They are being extremely rude for grownup five-year-old girls.” The giggling stopped.
 
   He turned to look at the woman. “Identical twins?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   Chad pushed to his feet. The dog growled at him. Early evening light brightened as the clouds moved off. He eyed the two little girls, soaked through like their mother.
 
   “So which one is which?” He tried to ignore their mother’s wet T-shirt and instead searched for a wedding ring on her hand, finding none.
 
   “I’m Lindy.”
 
   “I’m Bonnie. But everybody calls me Boo. Are you married?”
 
   He smothered a laugh in the back of his throat.
 
   “Bonnie Sue!” A light blush spread across her face. She reached her hand to shake his. “Robin Harmon.”
 
   The softness of Robin’s hand backed up the air in his lungs. The world tilted on him. Again.
 
   Reluctant to release her hand, he watched the expression in her eyes. “Chad Applegate. And no, Boo, I’m not married.”
 
   Robin broke eye contact and pulled her hand away, leaving a tingling in his fingers. The girls’ heads swiveled back and forth watching the two of them.
 
   Boo and Lindy gave him matching toothy smiles, full of satisfaction. “Neither are we.”
 
   Chad grinned and covered his mouth with a hand. No way in hell would he open that can of worms.
 
   Robin groaned. “My car isn’t big enough for my girls and an injured dog. Besides, she may belong to someone around here. Could you take her? Do you live around here?” She finally looked him in the eye.
 
   The distrust he saw there bothered him in ways too numerous to count. Setting that aside for another time, he knelt to examine the dog. A sharp growl made him pull back his hands. Whoa. Robin wasn’t the only one with trust issues.
 
   She quickly knelt to pat the dog. The growling stopped. She did have a way with animals, though. “I have a farm four miles up the road.” Chad rose to his feet.
 
   “Well, could we take her to your farm? I don’t think she has any broken bones, but she needs to rest.”
 
   “We should call the animal shelter.” 
 
   “Nooooo!” Boo and Lindy cried out.
 
   Remorse streaked through him, pounding on his sense of right and wrong.
 
   Robin squatted down between the twins and stroked their hair. “Sweeties, that may be the best thing.”
 
   “Mommy, we could take her home with us.” One girl begged, while the other desperately stroked the dog’s fur.
 
   Robin shook her head, teeth chewing her lower lip red.
 
   The sight of so much misery on three faces made Chad’s gut churn. “Help me get her into the bed of my truck. I’ll take her to the farm.” There were three indrawn breaths of surprise. “You’ll have to follow me. She obviously doesn’t like me.” 
 
   “Yea, Mommy! She’ll have a home.” Both girls clapped, delight spreading over their faces.
 
   Chad walked to his truck, questioning his sanity. Taking an old blanket from behind his seat, he spread it in the back over the wet truck bed. Lindy and Boo watched his every move like mother hens. Back by the dog, he gently shooed them out of the way. Robin stood motionless, staring at him. “Come on. Help me out before she takes a chunk out of my hand.”
 
   Robin hustled to comfort and help lift the dog. “Get in the car, girls. I’ll be right back.”
 
   Once settled on the truck bed, the dog quieted.
 
   Chad closed the tailgate, then looked over at Robin. “I’ll go ahead and you can follow.” He waited while she helped Boo and Lindy into their booster seats and struggled with seatbelts. Then she got in herself and started her old car. He drove past her and set a slow pace down the road.
 
   Finally, the long driveway to his farm appeared. Chad turned and then checked his rearview mirror to be sure Robin stayed behind him. The dog lay quiet in the bed of the pickup and seemed to not mind the ride. Up ahead, the driveway forked. The left fork went to storage barns and the open-air market where he sold his pumpkins to the public. The right went toward the house.
 
   The wind had stacked the clouds on the western horizon where the setting sun splashed them with fiery red, orange and pinks. Unfortunately, there wasn’t time tonight to pull up a chair on the front porch and enjoy the evening sunset—one of his favorite activities.
 
   Relief flowed through him when he saw Robin still followed. He wouldn’t have blamed her if she’d kept on driving past. She didn’t know him from Farmer Ted. When he’d first seen her in that T- shirt, wet and molded to her luscious breasts, he’d been attacked by a surge of lust. His farm schedule didn’t allow him to meet many women and lately he’d made no effort to change that. He was twenty-seven-years old and his last girlfriend left him to marry his best friend, an act he should have seen coming. Fortunately for him, they’d moved to Dallas or the small-town gossip would have been unbearable. The engaging presence of this woman and children emphasized his solitary lifestyle. Not wanting to examine that emptiness, he turned right on the gravel road leading to the house.
 
   In front of the shed where he kept the riding lawn mower and garden hoses, he backed up to the door and stopped the truck. The outside security lights popped on just as the sun sank below the horizon. He stepped out and waited for Robin to pull up. The dog whined, but stayed stretched out on the blanket. When Robin came to a stop, he walked to her car. If anything, four miles had increased the caution in her eyes.
 
   The minute he opened the back door for the twins, they bounced out like Mexican jumping beans. Jabbering a mile a minute, their concern for the dog was momentarily sidelined by the five-acre field of pumpkins bordering the driveway.
 
   “Are those pumpkins yours? It must be hard to carve them all in time for Halloween.”  One girl gave him a toothy grin.
 
   “Does the Great Pumpkin visit your patch?
 
   Can we say hi when he comes?” asked the other girl.
 
   “Do you have lots of witches?”
 
   “And goblins?”
 
   “Whoooaaa.” Chad laughed. He could not tell them apart. Squatting, he looked closely at them both, trying to sort out the difference. Robin got out of the car, stiff and wary. He turned to the pumpkin patch across the road, ignoring her. The girls followed his gaze, their eyes shining and big grins on their faces.
 
   “First, I grow all these pumpkins so little ones just like you can find the most special jack-o-lantern in the whole wide world.” Chad whispered the truth that kept him working the farm, a truth he didn’t tell many. “I’ve been out in the patch lots of Halloweens and I keep missing the Great Pumpkin. Maybe this will be the year I see him. “Maybe I need a couple of good luck charms.”
 
   “What’s a good luck charm?” It might have been Lindy who asked.
 
   “It’s something you have that makes good things happen.” When they both beamed at him, Chad stopped to swallow, reeling against the punch those matching grins gave his heart. He glanced at Robin who had come to stand by the girls. She frowned, but didn’t speak.
 
   “As for witches and goblins, there aren’t any here.”
 
   “Why not?” Boo and Lindy asked the question together.
 
   “It’s because this is a powerful, magical place—a place of sunshine, laughter and happiness. It’s caused by the pumpkins. And witches and goblins can’t stand that kind of magic.”
 
   The girls’ eyes widened.
 
   Chad rose to his feet. “Be extra good while your mom and I take care of the dog and I’ll take you to pick out your own pumpkins.”
 
   The girls nodded in unison.
 
   Chad opened the tailgate and motioned for Robin to help him. The dog lifted her head and snapped at him.
 
   “Shush.” Robin took a moment to stroke and calm her. “He’s just trying to help.”
 
   He lifted his end of the blanket and together they carried the dog into the shed.
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   Boo and Lindy stood shoulder-to-shoulder and stared out at the pumpkin patch.
 
   “Lindy.” Boo pulled Lindy to the side of the truck. “I think our spell will work here. He said that the pumpkins have powerful magic.”
 
   “So, should we do it?” Lindy licked her lips, eyes round.
 
   “Yes.” Boo smiled. “The magical pumpkins will help us.” They moved closer together and clasped hands.
 
   “Shasta, masta, lasta, poo. Frogs legs, bat wings, black cat scratch, snatch us a daddy, just like that,” they chanted.
 
   “Bibbity, bobbity, boo,” Lindy added.
 
   Disgusted, Boo whispered. “I told you not to use that.”
 
   “I figure we need all the help we can get, even from Cinderella’s godmother.”
 
   The two girls repeated the spell three times, then closed their eyes and blew the spell across the pumpkin patch. Magic mingled with hope and wishes met prayers where the patch joined the sky.
 
   


 
  
 
  
 
 
   
   ~~Chapter Two~~
 
    
 
   Chad pulled an old blanket from the cupboard and, skirting the moaning dog, started to make a bed for the animal in the corner of the shed.
 
   “I think I should tell you…” Robin’s voice trailed off.
 
   “Tell me what?” He shook out the blanket.
 
   “She’s pregnant and going to deliver soon.”
 
   He dropped the edge of the blanket and turned to stare at her. Panic clawed through him. “What did you say?”
 
   Robin bent down and coaxed the animal to the blanket. “You heard me.”
 
   Chad watched the dog settle on the blanket and twist to her side, the bulge of pregnancy now obvious. She gave off a high-pitched keening sound, rolling back her lips in a grimace of pain. Chad backed away from her. “Now? No. No. No! You can’t leave me with this…this dog.”
 
   Robin fidgeted, guilt written on her face. “This is a farm.”
 
   Chad swallowed once, twice. “This is a pumpkin farm and I don’t do animals. I’m not Old McDonald.”
 
   “Ei-yi-ei-yi-o!” Boo and Lindy sang from the doorway.
 
   Robin glared at the girls. Their voices died mid-tune. “All she needs is a warm, dry place to deliver. You don’t need to do anything.” 
 
   “And you know this how?”
 
   “I used to work for a veterinarian.” Robin bit her lip.
 
   Chad backed a couple more steps away from the dog. “Great. Let’s compromise.”
 
   “What kind of compromise?” The suspicion in her eyes hit him, pricking his conscience.
 
   Chad wrestled with panic versus generosity. 
 
   Panic won. 
 
   “I don’t have a wife or a cat or even the mouse with the cheese and I definitely don’t do pregnant dogs. You were qualified enough to figure out she’s pregnant. You’re qualified enough to help her deliver.”
 
   Chad turned to leave, but his path was blocked by two munchkins.
 
   “That’s Farmer in the Dell,” one of the girls said. Their awe at his knowledge of nursery rhymes made him squirm.
 
   “Yeah, well, I’m not him either.” Chad turned back to Robin.
 
   Her hands dropped to her sides and she squared her shoulders, ready to do battle. “Look, Mr. Applegate.”
 
   “Chad.”
 
   “Chad. The girls are wet and tired and should be in bed already. The dog can deliver by herself. If she needs any help because of her injuries, just call a qualified veterinarian.”
 
   “Why don’t I call the animal shelter now and get her off my hands?” His stomach churned with nerves. His eyes darted to the dog to assure himself that she wasn’t ready to drop her puppies in his lap, yet.
 
   The twins flanked their mother and all three glared at him like he’d kicked the dog. One of the girls pulled on her mother’s hand. “Mommy, we want to see Bessie’s puppies.”
 
   “Bessie?” Robin bent down to the girl.
 
   “Yeah, dontcha think Bessie is a great name for a dog?” The other twin joined the group huddled near the dog.
 
   Robin held up her hands. “No. No. We can’t have pets.”
 
   The girls’ faces crumbled like cheap cookies.
 
   Tears rolled down their cheeks and landed on their still damp clothes. Tears filled Robin’s eyes, too. She stroked their faces in commiseration.
 
   Chad ran his hands through his hair, totally frustrated. He couldn’t take one woman crying, let alone three. “Okay. Okay! I give. She can stay. We
 
   can call Doc Rucker if she starts having problems.” 
 
   Robin wiped her girls’ tears away and took a deep breath about to speak.
 
   Chad stopped her before she could say a word. “Oh, no. You’re not off the hook. You got me into this mess and you have to see this through.”
 
   Robin shook her head, but Chad closed his heart. He would not, could not handle a pregnant dog. The thought made creepy crawly terror slither
 
   across his skin. “I’ll back my truck up into the shed and bring an air mattress and a couple of sleeping bags out here for the girls. You and I can mind the
 
   dog while they sleep.”
 
   Robin blew out a breath. “They’re soaking wet and don’t have any pajamas.”
 
   “I have T-shirts they can sleep in. They’ll be warm and dry and they can sleep until the puppies are born. Once that happens, you can all go home. I’ll take care of the rest.”
 
   “And we can come back tomorrow and tomorrow and lots more tomorrows to see the babies.” One twin grinned at him, then the other.
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   Chad’s laughter destroyed what little remained of her reserve. Robin tried to keep her guard up, but something had shifted inside when he’d knelt in the dirt to talk with her daughters about magic.
 
   From out of nowhere came the wish for him to hold her.  
 
   Once upon a time, she’d had the same want with another man. That man had broken the wish—shards of pain were embedded in its place.
 
   She’d tried to squash this newfound desire, twist it back into the heart niche where it was lurking. Instead, it expanded with each whisper to her girls about sunshine, laughter, happiness and the magic in the pumpkin field. Those things had been denied her as a child and she couldn’t find it in her heart to deny her girls more time on the farm.
 
   “Ok, you can come back to see the puppies, but not every day. Maybe on the weekend.” Robin swept the hair out of Lindy’s face.
 
   “You’ll stay?” The relief in Chad’s expression made her want to laugh.
 
   “I’ll stay.” She bent to stroke the dog’s flank and refused to stare at the way Chad’s jeans clung to his long legs and backside. Refused to analyze the tenderness that lodged in her throat at his kindness. Refused to acknowledge his terror at having a pregnant dog dumped in his lap.
 
   Chad stopped in the doorway and looked back at her.
 
   “Can we go with Mr. Applegate? We want to see his house.” Boo’s face formed a mock, begging pout. Lindy and Boo bounced from foot to foot, unable to contain their energy.
 
   Chad grinned. “Can they come with me? I’m just going to the house for the sleeping bags. I’ll be right back.”
 
   “We’ll all go.” Robin took the girls’ hands, their warmth grounding.
 
   The red brick house sprawled in front of her, the peaks and valleys of the roof giving away its grandness. The colorful setting sun reflected off the windows. The beveled glass of the cherry wood front door shouted money and security. Envy
 
   pricked like the quick jab of a needle. 
 
   Her place consisted of a living room, a kitchen, one bedroom and one bathroom. It was boxy. It was tiny. It was decrepit. No green shutters framed the windows. No sweet-smelling yellow climbing rose, heavy with rain, weighed down a white fan trellis by her front door. The only scent that clung to the air near her little rental was the stench of Mr. Pearson’s garbage.
 
   Chad skirted the sidewalk leading to the front door and strode down a narrow walkway to a side door near the carport. She followed him, releasing the girls’ hands when the walk proved too narrow for all three of them to walk side-by-side. The girls lagged a step behind.
 
   Robin heard Boo whisper to Lindy. “Looks like a fairy princess castle, doesn’t it?”
 
   “I told you bibbity, bobbity, boo would work,” Lindy answered.
 
   Puzzled, Robin turned in time to see Boo stick her tongue out at Lindy. “Enough, girls.”
 
   “Problem?” Chad stood on the back steps holding the door open.
 
   Robin pulled Boo ahead of her, separating the girls. “An attack of the crabbies. I told you they were tired.”
 
   “Come on in and let’s get them settled. Go on through the laundry room into the kitchen.”
 
   Robin batted down her envy of his house, striving for a confident, casual walk. She passed the washer and dryer in the small laundry room and stepped into the kitchen. Mid-stride, she stopped. The breath escaped from her lungs. Mouth
 
   open, Robin turned in a slow circle to eye the oak cupboards, the long span of white counter tops and the forest green quarry floor.
 
   It looked like a page from a glossy home decorating magazine. Over the end of the counter, she glimpsed a cherry table and chairs in a quaint breakfast nook, the morning paper spread out on its surface. Knives cluttered the counter along with a half-full bread sack and jars of peanut butter and jelly.
 
   Her girls exchanged a wide-eyed look, near enough to her own awestruck reaction to make her smile, although the object of their attention was far different from hers.
 
   “Peanut butter and jelly, Boo!”
 
   “Shh.” Boo poked Lindy into silence.
 
   Robin resisted the urge to turn pirouettes in the middle of his kitchen floor. She ran her fingertip over the countertops instead. Such a beautiful home, and here she stood—feeling like a Cinderella who’d crawled out of the fireplace ash.
 
   She looked down at herself, acutely aware of her wind-tangled hair and the T-shirt that had dried into a wrinkled mess. Awareness shivered over her and she turned. Chad watched her from the doorway. She ran a nervous hand through her hair. He coughed and cleared his throat before coming further in the room. The tension between them shattered when Boo spoke.
 
   “Where does that hall go Mr. Chad?” Boo walked to him and stood with her hands behind her back. Robin saw his eyes soften and then he squatted to bring himself to Boo’s level.
 
   “That hall goes to my bedroom and the bathroom.” Chad pointed. “That doorway over there goes into the family room where I watch TV.  The other hallway over there goes to the front door, the dining room and the back bedrooms.”
 
   Surveying the room, Boo nodded and took Lindy’s hand.
 
   Chad rose, flipped on the hallway and family room lights, then turned back to Robin. “I’ll get the munchkins dry shirts to put on and find the sleeping bags.” His gaze dropped to her clinging, filthy T-shirt and he hesitated. “Would you like a
 
   clean shirt, too?”
 
   An embarrassed flush swept over her face. She might as well be naked. The dirty shirt had molded itself to the exact curvature and shape of her breasts. Her nipples were clearly visible through the thin material and bra she wore underneath it. Her heated flush swept from her cheeks down to her throat. She crossed her arms to cover herself and nodded.
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   In his room, Chad walked to the highboy and pulled two of his college T-shirts from one of the drawers. Opening the closet, he looked over his choices, wanting something for Robin that would make her feel comfortable.
 
   One of the girls skipped into the room and slid to a stop. “Wow. This is the biggest bed I’ve ever seen!”
 
   He grinned, pulling a short sleeve, blue- striped shirt off the hanger and closing the closet. “Where’s your mom?”
 
   “Helping Lindy wash her hands. We got all muddy from helping Bessie.” She showed him her clean hands, then measured her height against the four-poster king pedestal bed. “Is this all yours?” “Yep.” He scooped up dirty clothes off the floor, stuffed them in the hamper and straightened the pile of books littering the floor.
 
   “I’m Boo. You can tell by the freckles across my nose. Lindy doesn’t have those.”
 
   “Thank you for telling me.”
 
   “You probably won’t get it right away. Most people don’t.”
 
   He laughed. “Probably not.”
 
   Boo studied the bed, walked from one side to the other and stopped to climb the two-stair stool at the side. “Does it hurt when you fall out?”
 
   “I don’t know. I’ve never fallen out.” Chad laid the shirts on the bed.
 
   Boo looked suspiciously at the long bed skirt.
 
   “Do green slimy things live under there?”
 
   “No. Just a few dust bunnies. They’re like pumpkin magic. They tickle your toes and make you smile.”
 
   Boo scrunched her nose and studied his face with narrowed eyes, judging his trustworthiness. Lifting the bed skirt, she looked under the bed.
 
   Chad waited until she looked up again. “Like I said, a few dust bunnies.”
 
   “Lots of dust bunnies.” She dropped the bed skirt. “Mommy doesn’t let dust bunnies live under our beds.”
 
   He smiled. “That’s probably a good thing.” “Who sleeps with you?”
 
   Chad bit his lip to stifle his laughter. “Nobody. I sleep alone.”
 
   “You sure nobody sleeps in there with you? It’s awfully big.” Boo pounded the mattress. 
 
   “No. Only me.”
 
   “Could my mom sleep with you?”
 
   Chad choked, caught by a blast of pure lust that rolled through his body. “I don’t think so, honey.”
 
   “Why? She’s nice, she’s cooks good and she could clean up your dust bunnies, too, so you wouldn’t have to.”
 
   Chad lifted Boo off the stair steps to the floor. “I’m sure your mom is nice, but a man and woman don’t share a bed, honey, unless they care for one another. At least I don’t. Your mom and I don’t even know each other. And I can clean my own dust bunnies.”
 
   “Bonnie Sue, where are you?” Robin walked into the room.
 
   Boo jerked, panic and guilt streaked across her face.
 
   “She’s right here.” Chad reached for the striped shirt and threw it in Robin’s direction. “You can change in the bathroom.”
 
   Robin eyed the door to the room in question, hesitating. She looked at Boo, then at Chad. Chad waited for her to weigh whatever decision she was making.
 
   “Boo, go sit with your sister. She’s in the kitchen. And don’t touch anything.” Boo nodded, then shot out of the room yelling for Lindy.
 
   Robin waited until Boo left the room. “Would you wait for me here?”
 
   Chad’s hackles rose. She obviously didn’t want him alone with her daughters.
 
   She read his irritation. “I’m from a big city where you don’t leave your kids alone with strangers. I know this is a small town and this is your house and maybe things are different here, but that’s what I would like. Will you wait for me here? Please?”
 
   “Sure.” Chad let his temper fade. She was right. One hour together over an injured dog didn’t define trust. Robin flipped the light switch in the bathroom and closed the door enough to have privacy.
 
   Chad leaned back against the bed and waited. Lindy had said they weren’t married. Did that mean there wasn’t a boyfriend either? Where was the girls’ father? Why wasn’t he in the picture? Were they divorced or had he walked away before marrying her? Chad tapped his lip, musing. Questions multiplied, but answers wouldn’t be forthcoming. Not enough trust. Yet.
 
   The bathroom door opened. Robin emerged, long fingers clawing through her disheveled, brown hair. Her gaze darted to the prints on the walls, the highboy and the four-poster bed. Even the carpet got a good look. She looked at everything but him.
 
   He swallowed all his questions and tried for casual conversation. “That looks good on you.” The blue of the shirt gave her skin a rosy glow.
 
   “You didn’t have to give me a new shirt.” 
 
   “Meg gave it to me. I never wear it.”
 
   “Meg?” Her eyes shot to his ring finger. “Is she your girlfriend?”
 
   Sparks flashed from the depths of her eyes. If he’d been standing closer to her, he’d have been charred. Fascinating. “No. I don’t have a girlfriend. Meg’s my sister. She gave me the shirt for my birthday. It never fit and I didn’t take the time to take it back. You can have it.”
 
   Her mouth firmed. “I’ll wash it and give it back to you.”
 
   “You don’t need to.” Chad gritted his teeth. 
 
   “I will anyway. I don’t accept charity.”
 
   “Suit yourself. Here’s a couple of my T-shirts for the girls.” Chad handed her the two shirts for the girls and returned to the closet to search for the sleeping bags, throwing them out to the floor. Robin fascinated him. She was like a cat trapped in a tree— couldn’t get down, but hissing at anyone who offered to help.
 
   Robin turned off the bathroom light. “Let’s join the girls. I don’t like to leave them alone for long.”
 
   Before she finished her sentence, a resounding crash and breaking glass made them rush from the room.
 
   


 
  
 
  
 
 
   
   ~~Chapter Three~~
 
    
 
   Robin rushed to the kitchen, Chad at her heels. The girls stood in the dining room gripping hands. A dainty grandmother clock lay in a shattered mess of ivory porcelain on the hardwood floor. Only the timing mechanism remained intact.
 
   After Robin checked the girls for cuts, they scooted around and cowered behind her legs. Dread settled in her stomach. “I’ll pay for it.” 
 
   “Don’t worry about it.” Chad twisted the dimmer switch to increase the lighting. He reached for the wastebasket in the corner and used a folded newspaper to sweep the shards into the trash.
 
   “I’m sorry, Mr. Chad. I just wanted to look at the pretty clock.” Tears tracked down Lindy’s face. Similar tears pooled in Boo’s eyes.
 
   Chad knelt on one knee at Robin’s feet. He held out a hand to Lindy. Robin stood poised to pull Lindy into her arms, uncertain of what he planned.
 
   She remembered a broken teapot from her childhood, her mother’s anger, the screaming lecture and spanking.
 
   Chad’s face was calm and measured, though, with no hint of anger. Lindy reached for his hand and he propped her onto his knee and wiped her tears.
 
   He didn’t yell or scream at her, but whispered assurances instead. He gave Lindy a sturdy hug and set her back on her feet.
 
   “Can I make payments on the damages?” Robin’s mouth was so dry a simple swallow gagged her. Lindy slipped a hand into hers. Boo moved to stand in front of Robin and grabbed Lindy’s other hand.
 
   Chad rose. “No payments. It was an accident.”
 
   Robin found herself inches from his calm, blue eyes. Temptation sat on her conscience. It would be easy to take advantage of his generosity, but she never ducked responsibility. “I don’t take charity. Lindy broke it. I’ll pay for it.”
 
   “It isn’t charity, Robin.”
 
   “I’ll pay for it. I have my purse in the car.” Perhaps his pumpkin magic would stuff hundreds of dollars in her checkbook instead of only two weeks of grocery money. With no paycheck coming on Friday, she’d just have to tap into her allotted savings for next month. Regardless of her need, she always paid for her own mistakes, financial as well as emotional.
 
   Chad gripped her elbow to stop her move to the door. Robin looked down at the hand clasping her arm, the brush of his callused palm against her skin a reminder of exactly how long it had been since she’d allowed a man to touch her.
 
   She glared at him and he dropped his hand. “How about a compromise?”
 
   “What kind of compromise?” Robin studied him. Her experience proved any time a man suggested a compromise, she was in trouble. One part of her heart prayed for a legitimate offer with no strings attached. The other part—the one burned too many times—screamed at her to doubt every word.
 
   “Keep your money. Instead, I’ll hire you on a salary to itemize the antiques and clean out the house. You can make payments out of your salary.” Chad’s hand swept the room, his even tone reassuring. “This is only the beginning. There are four other bedrooms crammed full. You could work part-time, full-time, or on weekends. However you want to arrange it. The girls can come with you.”
 
   Robin checked out the room. More concerned about Lindy and Boo, she hadn’t looked when they’d rushed in. The dining room table dominated the room with its eight claw-footed chairs. One wall consisted of built-in bookshelves. The other walls were crowded with a buffet, a china cupboard and several curio cabinets. Porcelain teacups, collectable thimbles, crystal figurines, china and clocks crowded every open surface. When the girls had been little and confined to a stroller, she’d spent enough time browsing through antique shops to know the uniqueness and value of the collection. Several layers of Texas dust coated the table and the shelves. If the other rooms were as full as this one, she would have several weeks of full-time work. Being able to set her own hours would make things ideal.
 
   Robin narrowed her eyes, trying to gauge his sincerity. “Are you serious?”
 
   Chad nodded. “Totally. I’ve been meaning to do something about this, but by the time I come in from the field, I’m too tired to tackle it.”
 
   “How much is that clock worth?” Robin looked at the pieces in the wastebasket.
 
   He shrugged. “I’m not sure, but I’d consider us even if my house got squared away.”
 
   “Why pay me, then? I sort and dispense with the extras around here and you get reimbursed for the clock?”
 
   Chad’s face hardened. “I pay for a day’s work. Just like you don’t take charity.”
 
   She mulled his answer over for a minute. Hope escaped its binding and lodged in her throat, making it hard to breath. Her fingers itched to explore all the cupboards and closets and her checkbook was begging for input. This offer would
 
   give her time to find a decent job without having to worry about running out of money.
 
   “Some of these are expensive pieces. Why get rid of them?” Robin released Lindy’s hand and wiped her palms on her jeans. She wasn’t sure she was qualified to judge the physical or emotional value of any of the collections. The scope of the task—what to sell, what had merit, what deserved to be left in his home—overpowered her. But hope clung like plastic wrap. “Surely you’ll want to keep some of it.”
 
   “Like I said, it isn’t mine. It came with the farm.”
 
   “Why did they leave it all behind?” Robin spied a big piece of the clock they’d missed. Bending down, she picked it up, careful to not cut herself and tossed it in the trash. The movement put her near him. His warmth and spicy scent washed over her.
 
   “I bought the house from Hap Bradley after his wife died. He had no other family and no heart to sort through the things she’d collected. He sold everything to me—the land, the house, the furnishings and equipment.”
 
   “Why did you keep it when you moved in? You could have cleaned then.”
 
   Chad sighed, exasperation in the line of his mouth. “I bought a two-hundred acre pumpkin farm. The land is my primary focus and takes a lot of energy. I haven’t made time to sort through any of it. When I moved in three years ago, I got as far as transferring stuff from the master bedroom, family room and kitchen to make it livable for me. Those are the rooms I use. The rest hasn’t been a priority.”
 
   Robin stared at him, unsatisfied with the answer. “But this is your home.”
 
   “Yes, it is. Hence, the reason I want to hire you to finally straighten it out.” Chad walked to the kitchen and came back with a broom and a dustpan. He swept the floor, double checking to be sure he didn’t miss any shards. Boo bent down and
 
   held the dustpan. Lindy clung to her mother’s leg.
 
   “Are you interested in the job? You can work it in with your other job, however you want to.”
 
   Boo rose from the chore and wrapped her arms around Lindy. “We don’t have another job. Mommy lost it. We just moved here.”
 
   “Downsizing.” Robin struggled to be matter-of- fact. “Seemed like a good time to change. I wanted a smaller town, smaller schools for when the girls start next year.”
 
   “Then you could work full-time.” Chad took the broom and dustpan back to the closet, cutting off her opportunity to respond.
 
   Robin reluctantly took the girls’ hands and led them to the kitchen. “I’ll think about it.”
 
   “Fair enough. Why don’t you take the girls back out to the shed and check on the dog? I’ll get the sleeping bags squared away.”
 
   Returning to the kitchen, Robin picked up the shirts from where she’d dropped them on the counter and took the girls to the bathroom to change. As she made her way to the barn, she considered Chad’s offer. Simple solutions didn’t ever bounce her way. There was a catch in there somewhere.
 
   She just wasn’t able to find it in the middle of his plain, logical speaking.
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   Robin dreamt. Warm and safe, a gentle hand caressed her face. The sense of being cherished healed something in her care-starved soul. Snuggling closer, she tightened her arms. This time, whoever it was would keep her. He wouldn’t
 
   disappear like her parents had or dump her like the girls’ daddy before he even met his precious daughters. This time it would be different.
 
   “Robin.”
 
   No! I don’t want to wake up. If I do, this beautiful feeling will go away.
 
   “Wake up. Bessie had her puppies.”
 
   The deep voice rolled over her, doing funny things to her dream. Safety turned to an inferno.  Passion blasted over her skin like sun on black pavement. Who in the heck was Bessie?
 
   “Come on sweetheart. We have an audience.” Robin sighed. She knew the minute she cracked an eyelid, the fantasy would die. She kept her eyes tightly closed.
 
   “Robin.” His voice was insistent.
 
   She pried open one eye and glared at the metal roof over her head. For a long minute, she couldn’t remember where she was. Turning her head, she snuggled closer to the warmth, blinking her eyes.
 
   “I take it you’re not a morning person.” Chad’s chin came into focus.
 
   “That would be a safe bet.” Robin closed her eyes to go back to sleep, but reality finally registered.
 
   Oh, my God! 
 
   She was using Chad Applegate for a mattress.
 
   She struggled to stand, but the sleeping bag tangled around her feet. Out of balance, she tipped toward the ground. Chad grabbed her arms, rising to his feet with her pulled against his chest to steady her. Panic and agitation sizzled, raw
 
   memories churning through her.
 
   “Let go of me.” She slapped his hands away. 
 
   “Relax, will you? You’re tangled up in the sleeping bag and about to fall on that pretty nose.” 
 
   “Exactly how did I get into your sleeping bag?” Robin clamped her mouth shut on further accusation.
 
   “It was a little chilly waiting for Bessie, so I covered us up. I didn’t figure you’d object since you were already using me as a pillow.” Irritation turned his eyes the deepest shade of sky blue with sparkles like fireflies in the night. “For the record, I’m not a morning person until I’ve had at least two cups of coffee.”
 
   Robin studied his grumpy expression while he shook out the offending sleeping bag. “Aren’t farmers up at the crack of dawn?” Robin straightened her clothes and ran jittery fingers through her tousled hair.
 
   “Before we continue this little battle, I say again—we have an audience.” Chad pointed to the back of the truck.
 
   On the tailgate swinging their legs, Boo and Lindy watched the verbal volley with bright-eyed interest. Taking a deep breath, she glared at him to let him know he’d taken the coward’s way out. He rolled his eyes.
 
   Robin walked to the tailgate. “Good morning, sweeties.” Robin hugged both girls, then dropped a kiss on each proffered cheek.
 
   “Good morning, Mommy.”
 
   “Good morning, Mr. Chad.”
 
   “Good morning, girls.” Chad cleared the rasp from his throat.
 
   “Bessie had five puppies.” Boo’s grin made Robin wary.
 
   “We named them.” Lindy pointed to the squirming masses. “Cookie, Cream, Pistachio, Chip and Peanut. Do you like them?”
 
   The girls beamed at her, then at Chad.
 
   Robin and Chad groaned in unison. “Girls…” Robin began.
 
   “Don’t.” Chad touched Robin’s arm to stop her words. When she flinched, he yanked his hands back. “Let’s have coffee first. Please. Then we’ll tackle the puppy problem.”
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   After throwing his sleeping bag into the back of the truck, he lifted a girl in each arm and headed for the house, not daring to see if Robin followed. The night before, after the girls settled in their sleeping bag, she’d told them a story. He’d listened to the rhythm of her voice, the soft melodic tones easily conjuring thoughts of intimate pillow talk. He’d doused his desire by talking about farm details as soon as the kids fell asleep. Given the circumstances, it was the best strategy he could come up with to keep his hands to himself.
 
   She’d bushwhacked him, though. She’d listened, really listened. She’d asked questions and exhibited an interest he hadn’t found in his last girlfriend. Since his family had money, most people assumed he wasn’t serious about his farming. He combated the gossip with hard work and reliability. Robin’s interest soothed feeling he didn’t know had been hurt.
 
   While they waited for Bessie to deliver, Robin had started the night next to the pickup wheel. As the hours wore on and she’d fallen asleep, she’d snuggled a little closer and a little closer and a little closer, until she was all but sleeping in his lap. It had been two years since he’d been so near a woman. In fact, he’d sworn off women altogether the day Gwynne’s wedding invitation arrived in the mail.
 
   When he’d awakened to find Robin’s soft, sweet heat nestled close, a lustful sensation blazed through him like a flame to dried pumpkin vines. The urge to kiss her awake and then explore the smooth, silkiness of her skin, to give in to the flame, taunted him. Then he’d looked up into two sets of identical eyes and his libido came to a screeching halt. He hadn’t been sure whether to thank God or to curse his fate.
 
   He set the girls down on the walkway. They each grabbed a hand and swung his arms. Trotting along, they chattered about the puppies. Whether from a child or a full-grown woman, the implicit trust was humbling. Thankfully, he’d controlled his impulse this morning. He coveted Robin’s trust, wanted it with a longing that was ridiculous given the fact he’d only met her yesterday. According to his grandmother, though, feelings knew no time boundaries.
 
   Chad stopped at the steps. Robin trailed behind, so he went on into the house. In the kitchen, he lifted the girls to the counter and studied each face, searching for freckles.
 
   “Lindy.” The twin on his right pointed at herself.
 
   “Got it. No freckles.” He tweaked her nose. 
 
   Boo gave him her best persuasive grin. “Can we have some peanut butter toast?”
 
   Chad shook his head. “Why not?”
 
   “I much prefer Captain Crunch—Peanut Butter Captain Crunch.”
 
   “Yeah!” They high-fived his raised hand.
 
   He lifted the girls off the counter and handed them bowls and spoons, pushing them toward the breakfast area. Taking the milk from the refrigerator, he grabbed the soon-to-be devoured box of Peanut Butter Captain Crunch. The timer had started the previously prepared coffee pot at the usual early morning hour and he inhaled the intoxicating smell. He stopped to pour the brew into his favorite blue mug and joined the twins at the table. The back screen door slammed on his third mouthful of cereal. Robin hovered on the threshold of the kitchen, a sleepy flush across her cheeks.
 
   “I hope you don’t mind.” Chad pointed her to the mugs by the pot. “The girls were hungry and didn’t want to wait.”
 
   Robin took an orange mug and poured herself a cup of coffee. She stood at the counter, turning carefully, apparently still dazzled by his kitchen. The lower cupboard was ajar and she reached to close it. She stopped, opening the cupboard wider. 
 
   Chad tensed.
 
   “Trix, Frosted Cheerios, Froot Loops, Captain Crunch, Honey Comb, Berry Berry Kix, Frosted Flakes and Lucky Charms.” Robin turned a raised brow his direction and grinned. “What? No Coco- Puffs?”
 
   “I’m out.” He couldn’t stop the growl. His sister constantly lectured him on the contents of his cupboard and how much sugar he inhaled, claiming he was ruining his health from consuming so much crap. He didn’t care. It was quick and easy and he hated healthy cereals. Spoon halfway to his mouth, he waited for Robin to do the same. After all, she was a mother.
 
   “That’s quite a collection.” Robin smelled her coffee. The sigh escaping her lips was likely from the aroma, but the sound tensed Chad’s gut.
 
   He dropped his spoon back in his cereal. “Self- defense. I don’t cook.”
 
   Her brow crinkled at his defensive tone. “Is that a problem?” 
 
   “Only for my family who are trying to run my life.”
 
    She walked to the table to sit across from him.
 
   “I promise I’m not trying to run your life. I have enough trouble taking care of my own.” Robin pointed at the two little girls. They were sucking up Captain Crunch as if the cereal was a scarce commodity.
 
   Chad fiddled with his spoon, an idea blazing to life. “You cook?”
 
   “Some. I used to do short order in a restaurant in Oklahoma.”
 
   He smiled, a self-satisfied smirk. “You’re definitely hired, full-time.”
 
   “What?” Robin straightened in her chair.
 
   “As part of your job, you can cook for me. I get tired of driving to town to my Grandmother’s or buying takeout and my microwave hates me.”
 
   Chad sat back in his chair and watched her expression. Then, he offered the one thing guaranteed to make her say yes.
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   Robin’s eyes bulged at the salary Chad named.
 
   Even including the antique sorting agreement, nobody paid such a ridiculous amount for someone to cook—not just cook, anyway.
 
   Robin rose from her chair and pointed to the family room. “Could I talk to you for a minute, in there?”
 
   “Sure.” Chad picked up his coffee cup, winked at the twins and followed her. His clothes were rumpled, his hair mussed and his light morning beard looked roguish against his tanned skin. He could tempt her heart with just the heat from his blue eyes.
 
   She forced aside her attraction to him. Men flirted with her. Men rubbed up against her. Men propositioned her. They did not offer her jobs.
 
   Careful to keep her voice down, she went on the attack the minute he stood in front of her. “What are you up to?”
 
   “Six-foot-one.” He grinned, quirking an eyebrow when she didn’t laugh.
 
   “Old joke. Not funny.” Robin backed up to keep him at an arm’s length. “If you think all these promises are going to make me fall into bed with you, you have another thing coming.”
 
   “I believe I invited you to cook. C-O-O-K. You want to forget the whole deal, fine by me. No cook, no sorting through the antiques and no paying me back for the clock. It’s that simple.” Chad smiled, giving the appearance of a friendly, ordinary neighborhood farmer. He didn’t succeed. He was too sexy.
 
   “I pay my debts.” She ground her teeth.
 
   “Then, I just hired a cook.” He rubbed his hands together, his expression gleeful. Closing the distance between them, he leaned to whisper in her ear. “By the way, Robbie, when I invite you to my bed, the words will be M-A-K-E L-O-V-E.”
 
   Robin’s face burned. Her heart pounded in her breast, stirring up a mountain of agitation and causing her breath to come in short gasps. “It’s Robin, not Robbie.”
 
   “Whatever you say.” Chad returned to the kitchen before she picked up on the when not if.
 
   The trembling started in her hands, then shot to her knees. She slumped to the sofa. There was never going to be a man in her bed again. Ever.
 
   After several deep breaths, she rose and marched to the kitchen, refusing to look at Chad who poured himself another cup of coffee. She picked up the overused sponge from his sink, efficiently gathered the girls’ dishes and rinsed them, then wiped the table.
 
   Chad leaned against the counter, sipped his coffee and watched her.
 
   She tossed the sponge back into the sink. “Girls, we have to go.”
 
   “But, Mommy, we wanted to go see the puppies again.” Boo stuck her lip out.
 
   “We have to go, Bonnie. I’m sorry. We’ll be back tomorrow and you can see the puppies then.
 
   Say goodbye to Mr. Applegate.”
 
   The girls ran to Chad for hugs which were gladly returned. Robin trembled with anxiety, her knees barely holding her upright. She’d come back tomorrow and rip through the rooms of this house. It shouldn’t take long to work off the clock. She would cook for him as part of the job, if that’s what it took, but she wouldn’t be around for making love.
 
   Robin picked up her keys. “We’ll see you in the morning. Around seven a.m.?”
 
   “That’s fine.” Chad put his cup in the sink and walked to the door, opening it for them.
 
   Not trusting herself to speak, she herded the girls to the car. Chad followed close behind, stopping to put on a Texas Ranger baseball hat.
 
   She’d go home, take a hot shower, nap with the girls and by evening this insidious panic would be gone. When she came back tomorrow, she’d have herself under iron control.
 
   Chad helped Lindy buckle her seatbelt while she helped Boo. She ignored him when he opened her door. She ignored his smug smile, too. “See you tomorrow,” Chad said.
 
   Robin jammed the key in the ignition and turned.
 
   The starter ground, but the motor didn’t turn over.
 
   Twisting the key again, she prayed. The starter whined, then silence.
 
   She put her head on the steering wheel.
 
   Please, not one more problem.
 
   On the next try, the engine barely hiccupped. Desperation made her try one more time.
 
   Nothing. The silence strangled all hope.
 
   Her car was dead.
 
   


 
  
 
  
 
 
   
   ~~Chapter Four~~
 
    
 
   Chad tapped on the hood of her car, silently asking Robin to pull the lever to pop it open. Through the windshield, her eyes accused as if he had purposely sabotaged her car. A lesser man would have retreated. Stifling his irritation, he waited, a headache building at the back of his skull.
 
   Robin got out of the car. “May I go back in the house and use the phone to call a tow truck?”
 
   “Open the hood, Robin. Let me take a look before you spend that kind of money.”
 
   Her face tightened. “I solve my own problems. I don’t need you to solve them for me.” Fury flooded her eyes, mixed in equal measures with despair.
 
   Boo and Lindy pushed out the back windows and looked at Chad. He took a deep breath, striving for calm.
 
   “Let me take a look.” With his hands on the hood, he swore silently at the woman and prayed for a little cooperation.
 
   Robin’s face hardened, her hands gripped tightly in front of her. Finally, she reached inside the car and pulled the lever to open the hood. She refused to look at him, her mouth set, her back poker-stiff. “Girls, go see the puppies.”
 
   Their excited clamor filled the air as they escaped the car and ran to the shed. After a half an hour tinkering with the battery cables and connections, Chad set the wrench to one side and rubbed a greasy hand across his forehead. Even after using his truck for a jump, it still wouldn’t start.
 
   “Had trouble with it lately?”
 
   The morning sun glinted off her hair, the tousled disarray distracting him for a minute.
 
   Robin chewed her lip. “Yes. I’ve had a few days where it wouldn’t start. My landlord had to jump it.”
 
   He wiped his hands on a rag. “Texas heat is rough on batteries. This one is past resuscitating.” Robin nodded and started for the house, yelling for the girls. They tore from the shed and raced after her.
 
   Chad followed them. The girls went inside, the back door slamming. Robin stopped at the door and turned to him. “I’ll call a tow truck.”
 
   Chad ground his teeth. “That’s not necessary.” 
 
   Robin glared. “That’s not your decision to make.”
 
   While she was right on that one, he knew damn well her jobless state meant she didn’t have money for a tow to town. Since her car had died in his driveway, he felt obligated to help. Her refusal was about more than pride. He saw fear in her blue eyes. What kind of man did she think he was anyway?
 
   In the kitchen, she turned her back, crossed her arms and stared at the family room where the girls had gone. Chad eased around her, went in the other room and pulled out one of the many movies he kept for his niece and nephews when they visited. Putting it in the DVD player, he started Rodgers and Hammerstein’s Cinderella.
 
   The girls beamed. Their mother scowled.
 
   Boo perched on the beige, flowered sofa, tapping her foot to the music as soon as it started. Lindy claimed the green recliner, stacking all the magazines from the coffee table at her side, then taking the first one in her lap and turning the pages.
 
   Chad returned to the kitchen and reached for the coffee pot to keep from wrapping his hands around Robin’s pretty neck.
 
   “You must know a reputable tow truck and repair shop.” Her glare could have fried chicken at thirty paces.
 
   “Sure. Buddy’s Service and Repair. However, I’ll get killed if I let you take it there without first calling my grandmother.”
 
   Robin swiped her hair from her face. “What on earth has your grandmother got to do with this?” Chad poured some coffee into his mug.
 
   “Everything. Her father, my great-grandfather, owned the first gas station and repair shop in Echo Falls. The shop was in our family for years. After my great-grandpa died, his brother sold the shop to Buddy’s father, against the family’s advice. My grandmother was furious.” Chad lifted the coffee pot and offered to pour her a cup.
 
   She shook her head, indicating for him to continue his explanation.
 
   He put the carafe back on the hot plate and turned off the machine. “I’m going to catch enormous amounts of grief if you call him. Besides that, I’m already going to be in trouble for tinkering with it without calling her to get in on the fun. She hates being left out of a good vehicle repair. If truth be told, her talents in that department have kept Hap’s old tractor running for the past four seasons. Your car would be a snap.”
 
   She studied him for a moment, an internal debate plain on her face.
 
   He tipped the black brew in his coffee cup to his lips, swallowing a chunk of rage and frustration along with the black liquid. “Instead of blowing seventy-five bucks on a tow and another hundred having a new battery installed, I can save you some money and the hassle. I’ll just call my grandmother, tell her the make and model and she’ll be right over with her tools and a new battery. She’ll be thrilled. But you do what you want. Just tell me.”
 
   Chad wanted to rub the tense set of Robin’s shoulders and wrap his arms around her in a soothing hug. He didn’t dare, though. Her posted ‘No Trespassing’ signs disturbed him to the depths of his soul. It shouldn’t mean so damn much that she let him do this little thing. His feelings shouldn’t be hurt if she decided to pick up the phone and call that tow truck. He shouldn’t worry whether or not she had the money. He’d just met her and she’d dumped a dog and a litter of puppies in his lap. This wasn’t his problem.
 
   Like hell!
 
   Robin chewed her lip. “Your grandmother is really a mechanic?”
 
   “Best in town, including Buddy.”
 
   “I guess it wouldn’t hurt to let her take a look at it.”
 
   The air blasted out of his lungs. Careful not to say anything that would make her change her mind, he nodded and slipped his cell phone out of his pocket.
 
   Robin went to the family room to check on the girls.
 
   Several minutes later, he had relayed the information to his grandmother and, as predicted, she was delighted. Walking to the back door, he stared out across the landscape. The lawn needed mowing and a car sped down the lane to the open market. Marveling, he realized he hadn’t given the market a thought this morning. Trudy Givers, his manager had, though. Her truck was parked alongside the building.
 
   “Maybe while we’re waiting, you could give me a tour of the house.” Robin’s soft voice settled in his gut, inciting and enticing. He turned to face her, judging her mood. Her lip was chewed beet-red raw. Her expression was defiant, yet contrite. He accepted her words as a peace offering.
 
   “Okay.” He led the way to the dining room. “You’ve already seen this room. This is just the start.”
 
   She looked over the collections again and then they proceeded through the foyer into the living room. The same scene greeted them. Curio cabinets and bookshelves covered the walls. Dozens of items filled every possible spot. Robin wandered the room, stroking a finger over an item here and there.
 
   “There are four bedrooms and a bath on this end of the house.” Chad led the way down the hall.
 
   “No curio cabinets, but every table and dresser is jammed with stuff.” He opened the first bedroom door and stepped back to give her space.
 
   She scooted by, careful not to brush against him and stood in the room, rubbing her hands together as if they were cold. Even though they’d just met yesterday, the gesture made Chad want to warm them—against him.
 
   The bedroom was crammed. Furniture and boxes were stacked floor to ceiling, everything covered in a fine layer of dust. Light seeped through the brittle, age-yellowed roller blinds.
 
   Chad wrinkled his nose at the musty, closed up smell. He should have aired out the rooms before he brought her in here.
 
   She carefully avoided coming near him as she inspected the room. Irritation spiked again, making his head throb. She smelled like the yellow roses blooming in his yard—the aroma on her hands and her throat imprinted on his senses from hours of holding her while she slept. He veered away from those potent memories, took several deep breaths and did multiplication tables in his head to ease the problem behind his zipper.
 
   The bathroom and each bedroom got a thorough inspection. When she was finished, he shut the final bedroom door. They were at the end of the hall with nothing left to inspect.
 
   “It’s quite a mess, isn’t it?” She rubbed her hands over her arms, then crossed them at her waist. She had a backed-into-a-corner look.
 
   Chad shook his head, taking another deep breath to block his bruised pride. She’d slept on top of him and he hadn’t so much as rubbed her ass— even though he’d wanted to. The look in her eyes bugged him past reason. He deliberately blocked the route back to the family room. He wanted to push her, needed to see how far this envelope stretched, confirm how nervous of him she really was.
 
   Finally, Robin dropped her hands, straightened and tried to push past him. There wasn’t enough room and she brushed against him, stopping in mid-stride. She stared at his lips, her hesitation telling. Heat snapped between them like downed electrical lines. She licked her lips. The moisture clung to them, tempting and taunting.
 
   Chad bent his head.
 
   One taste. Just one.
 
   “Yoo-hoo.” His grandmother’s voice echoed through the house.
 
   Robin twisted away. Disappointed, Chad clenched his hands and let them drop to his side. Leaning back against the closed bedroom door,
 
   Robin shut her eyes and groaned. Her face flushed and then paled.
 
   Even though her eyes were closed, Chad kept the foolish grin off his face. It wouldn’t do for her to see how pleased he was. Damn if he hadn’t been that close to a tender, well-executed kiss.
 
   Now he knew she was interested. Knew he could push a little. Knew she’d stand her ground. He had to work on getting past those trespassing signs and that meant earning her trust. That wouldn’t be accomplished by pulling her into one of the back bedrooms and locking the door.
 
   Leaving her to regain her composure, Chad hurried down the hall and waylaid his petite grandmother at the edge of the family room. A twin grasped each of her hands.
 
   “I found these little darlings in the family room. They told me a wonderful story about magic pumpkins. I wonder where they got that, hmm?” His grandmother’s eyes twinkled in delight.
 
   “Haven’t a clue.” Chad bent and kissed her cheek.
 
   “Yes you do, Mr. Chad. You told us.” One twin danced up and slipped her hand into his. He studied her face for a moment and decided it must be Lindy.
 
   “Oh yeah, I did trust you two with my secret.”
 
   Chad winked at his grandmother.
 
   “So, it’s official then?” Olivia looked down at Boo.
 
   “What’s official?” Chad looked back to the hallway.
 
   Olivia squeezed Boo’s hand. Lindy jumped back and took hold of Olivia’s other hand. “That these are the official princesses of the Applegate Kingdom.”
 
   “I take it you’ve met?” Chad led them back to the family room, giving Robin enough time to feel comfortable before joining them.
 
   “Yes, Boo and Lindy introduced themselves.” Olivia sat in the recliner.
 
   Chad sat down on the sofa and relaxed into a slouch. The girls beamed, planting themselves next to him.
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   Robin heard the drama unfold from her position in the hallway.
 
   Her daughters were getting attached.
 
   She’d almost let him kiss her!
 
   Alarm careened across her nerves. How could this have happened?
 
   A man had no place in their lives. Involvement led to a loss of control. It goaded her insecurities about letting her daughters down, abandoning them as her mother had her—for a man. Staying in control, making choices that were best for her girls and for herself and staying away from relationships were key to their survival as a family unit. Tears clogged her throat, but she swallowed hard, putting them back in their place.
 
   She stopped in the family room doorway. It was even worse than she’d feared. Chad sat on the sofa, her girls curled up at his sides as if they belonged there. Chad’s grandmother teetered on the edge of the green recliner leading the girls as they sang out of key with the scene in the movie.
 
   The lyrics of the song made her stumble and she paused, gripping the door frame. Because you couldn’t be whatever you wanted to be.
 
   Because the world wouldn’t open its arms. Because dreams that you dared to dream never came true.
 
   They never had for her.
 
   Chad looked at her. His gaze stirred, his eyes burning with memory of their almost kiss in the hall. He slipped from between the twins, stopped the video and turned off the television.
 
   Chad indicated Robin with a sweep of his hand. “Grandma, this is Robin Harmon. Robin this is my grandmother, Olivia Applegate.”
 
   “It’s nice to meet you, Mrs. Applegate.” Robin stepped into the room and held out her hand to the short woman. She had silver hair and the same deep blue eyes as her grandson.
 
   “Olivia, please.” Something in her warm smile made Robin relax. She had wrinkles in all the right places and smelled of Ivory Soap and chocolate chip cookies. Her bright yellow overalls were imprinted with white daisies that matched the T-shirt she worn underneath. On her dainty feet were white flats. She didn’t look like any mechanic Robin had ever seen.
 
   “Is that your Toyota out front? Chad says your battery’s gone bad. Life is just full of pesky car problems, isn’t it? I think we can take care of it.” She headed for the back door. “My father owned the first gas station in Echo Falls. I spent many, many hours in the grease pit. Drove my mother crazy. Wasn’t a proper place for a young lady. Not in the forties anyway.”
 
   “I’ll bet.” Robin followed her, not able to think of one other thing to say.
 
   “What’s a grease pit?” Boo grinned up at Olivia.
 
   “A place where you can get very, very dirty.” Olivia’s laughter tinkled. “Come along girls. You can hand me tools.” She marched off like Patton on the way to the war front.
 
   Robin watched dumbfounded as Lindy and Boo skipped after her. For one terrifying moment, she felt abandoned. It took a moment to settle the sudden leap in her stomach, to conquer the dark feelings. For so long the twins had only her to depend upon. Now they held Chad’s hands any chance they got and followed after this tiny woman as if they’d know her all their lives.
 
   Chad started to follow, but turned back to her instead. “They’ll be all right with her. She’s the best.”
 
   “No offense, Mr. Applegate, but I’d like to find that out for myself. They are my daughters, after all.” Disgusted she’d displayed even that much jealousy, Robin went around him to the kitchen. She stopped at the sink for a drink of water.
 
   Sip. Breathe. Sip again. Pull back. Settle down. Act like a responsible adult, not a nervous little twit. Chad stood in the family room doorway. He watched her, for once not offering opinions or crowding her.
 
   She put the glass in the dishwasher and looked over at Chad. He raised an eyebrow, his lips turned up in a half smile. Anxiety shivered down her back, but she stopped it at the base of her spine like a beaver damming a stream.
 
   She ignored his solid build, the attraction in his expression, his masculine heat and walked out the door. Her feelings were bred from too many happenings—the dog, the clock, waking up flush against Chad Applegate. Now her car. Too many surprises. Too many variables. She refused to include the temptation of the almost kiss in the hallway.
 
   Lord, she hated surprises. She needed time to think.
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   Boo watched Chad’s grandma walk to her car and open the trunk. Pulling her sister to a stop by the rear bumper of their car, she checked to make sure they were out of hearing range. “Psst. Lindy. Doesn’t she look just like a fairy good mother?” Lindy rolled her eyes. “That’s fairy godmother, Boo.”
 
   Boo shrugged. “Yeah, whatever. Doesn’t she? This pumpkin magic is awesome.”
 
   Olivia put on a pair of greasy overalls, covering her yellow and white clothing. Lindy elbowed Boo to quiet her down.
 
   “Shh, Boo. She’ll hear us. We don’t want to jinx it.”
 
   “Yeah, but if she is a fairy good mother, she makes wishes come true. She could help us make sure that our daddy spell worked.”
 
   “But if she isn’t our fairy godmother, it’ll spoil everything.” Lindy scratched her nose. “We know the pumpkin magic is working ’cause Mr. Chad already slept with Mommy.”
 
   Chad’s grandma walked to the hood of their car and bent over the hood.
 
   Boo lowered her voice even more. “Yeah, but that was out in the barn with Bessie’s puppies. I want Mommy to sleep with Mr. Chad in his big bed, ‘cause he said that a man and a woman didn’t share a bed unless they cared about each other. So we gotta get Mommy to care about Mr. Chad. Then he can be our daddy.”
 
   The back door opened. Boo saw her mother storming their way.
 
   “We’re going to see the puppies, Mommy.” Boo waited for her mother’s permission, then dragged Lindy in the direction of the shed.
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   When the back door swung shut behind her, Robin resisted the urge to check and see if Chad followed, instead trusting the raised hairs on the back of her neck to indicate he was. She stopped by the fender and watched Olivia use a wrench to release the connections to the battery. Robin turned to watch Chad’s approach.
 
   Chad stopped at his grandmother’s car and lifted out the new battery, carrying it to Robin’s car and setting it on the ground.
 
   “Let me take the old one out, Grandma.” He reached in before she answered and removed the heavy battery from under the hood. After he deposited it in Olivia’s trunk, he placed the new one into the waiting spot.
 
   “I’ll have this hooked up in two jiffs.” True to her word, five minutes later Olivia backed from the hood of the car. “Go try it, honey.”
 
   For a second, Robin was afraid—afraid it still wouldn’t start, afraid she’d be left with another expensive repair to be made. But her need to escape, to get back to normal, superseded her fear.
 
   She got behind the wheel, turned the key and the engine kicked over and started. Relief made her limbs turn to overcooked noodles. She sagged against the steering wheel. Boo and Lindy came streaking from the shed clapping their hands, delighted by her success. Robin got out of the car.
 
   “You need new spark plugs, though.” Olivia wiped her hands on a rag. “This baby’s running too rough. Chad said you’d be out tomorrow to start sorting out the house. I’ll come out about noon and put them in for you.”
 
   Robin shook her head. “I can’t ask you to do that.”
 
   “You didn’t. I offered.”
 
   Robin opened her mouth to argue, but Olivia cut her off. “Please, give an old woman something to do.”
 
   Robin pressed her lips together and looked at Chad. He studied her with an intensity that left her reeling. She looked back to Olivia, trying to get back to level ground. “Thank you, Olivia.”
 
   Olivia slipped out of her overalls, handing them to Chad. “I’ll see you tonight.”
 
   “Yes, ma’am.” Chad loaded her tools and slammed her trunk.
 
   The woman patted Robin’s arm as she left, the gesture soothing all but one of her chaotic thoughts.
 
   God, now she really owed him.
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   Chad arrived late for the weekly family dinner at his grandmother’s. He parked next to his brother’s police car at the end of driveway. Behind his Grandmother’s Caddie, the cars lined up, making the wide concrete driveway look like a car lot. Being late had its advantages, though. He could be the first to leave.
 
   Not that he didn’t love to visit his grandmother or eat her cooking. He did. He ate more at her house than he did at his own. But word had no doubt spread about his adventures with Robin and the girls and he wasn’t up to the grilling he was sure to get. Sighing loudly, he got out of his truck. He could have stayed home, but that would only have put off the inevitable.
 
   A rowdy football game was in progress on the front lawn. Chad listened to the laughter. Yells echoed down the street. His brother, Rick, and his sister-in-law, Tara, had somehow tangled with each other in their struggle for the ball and were making no attempt to rise from the ground where they had fallen. Rick’s three kids piled on top of them, laughing their heads off. Meg tried to tackle Tom, an action that ended with his diminutive sister lifted over his cop brother’s shoulder.
 
   Lindy and Boo would love this.
 
   The thought had him slipping his hat off, prepared to join the ruckus. Before he could even get his hands dirty, his mother came out on the porch and called them all in for dinner. He slipped his hat back on his head and started for the porch.
 
   His grandmother’s white, two-story house dominated the large corner lot in one of the oldest sections of Echo Falls. Built at the turn of the century, the structure had green shutters and a wrap-around sitting porch. Staring at the captain’s
 
   perch on the second story, he wished he could sneak up there and just sit. That tiny room right at the front of the house offered the best view of the stars at night. He could use some time in that room, balanced on a stool, using the telescope to watch the night sky.
 
   Wasn’t to be. The porch was jammed with more chairs than the driveway was with cars. The evening would be warm enough for the after dinner conversation and relaxation to end up on the porch. He would no doubt be tonight’s main topic. He shrugged. It was nothing he could stop. Maple trees lined one side of the driveway, a few yellow leaves drifting to the ground. His parents lived one block over, so he’d spent a lot of his childhood here. It was a solid neighborhood. A nosy and a noisy one, but still home.
 
   “It’s about time you got here.” His mother’s accompanied her complaint with a swift hug.
 
   Helen Applegate was a beautiful woman in her early fifties. Her silver hair and quick smile made many underestimate her killer instincts in the courtroom. Since being elected mayor last fall, her time was at a premium. The weekly dinners let
 
   both her and his grandmother catch up on the family’s activities.
 
   “I figured you weren’t done talking politics, Madame Mayor.” Chad grinned, pleased when amusement flood her face.
 
   “Save time for me later. I want to hear all about this young woman.”
 
   Chad groaned. And so the grilling begins.
 
   “Helen, let the boy in the door.” Bill Applegate stood in the dining room doorway, his tall frame clad in a dark jacket, an unlit cigar in hand. The laugh lines around his eyes were deep with exhaustion. He had taken over the majority of his wife’s caseload at their law firm since her election and was working too hard.
 
   Chad got past his mother and into the house. “Thanks, Dad.”
 
   “They’ll interrogate you later. Can’t save you from that, Son. Sorry.” His father’s smile erased the tiredness. Despite his words, the gleam in his eyes said he looked forward to participating in the questioning. Before Chad could muster up a no- comment statement, the chaos of getting everyone seated at the table overtook him.
 
   Amid finding seats, saying grace and dishing up plates, the subject was dropped. When his mother questioned Tom on some city police procedure, a hot political debate started. He smothered a grin. With Tara, Rick, his father and his mother all being lawyers, these types of conversations took all sorts of twists. Tom, as a cop, and Meg, the high school teacher, only fueled the debate further. Chad, the farmer, didn’t usually try to participate. This time was no exception. If he played his cards right, he could avoid the Robin questions all together.
 
   His grandmother watched him from her seat at the head of the table.
 
   Damn it.
 
   She had an uncanny way of reading his mind and she never gave up. Robin had left his farm only a few hours ago with the twins. Even though he knew she was coming back in the morning, he’d had an overwhelming urge to chase her car down the driveway and beg her not to go. There were any number of ways to dodge the impending conversation and he should use one. He wasn’t ready to talk. He was irritated, lonely and had a hefty dose of sexual frustration pounding its way through his body. That was something he sure as hell wasn’t going to discuss with his family.
 
   “Grandma says she’s pretty.”
 
   Meg, of all people, opened the gate. The whole room went quiet waiting for his answer.
 
   Realizing she’d put her foot in it, Meg telegraphed an apology to Chad with her eyes.
 
   “She has two kids?” Tara tried to prod the conversation forward.
 
   “Yeah, twins.” He couldn’t help smiling. “Those two have genius IQs and a stick of dynamite in each pocket.”
 
   “They sure liked you.” Olivia folded her hands and laid them at the edge of the table, in for the long haul. “And their mother certainly set you off.” Chad shoved the mashed potatoes around on his plate.
 
   “What did I miss, little brother?” Tom studied him as only a cop could.
 
   Chad knew he wasn’t going to get away with anything less than full disclosure. “I helped a woman who’d hit a dog on the highway out by my place yesterday. She had two kids.”
 
   “They stayed the night.” Olivia looked fully prepared to expand on his story if he didn’t.
 
   With exaggerated care, Chad set his fork on the edge of his plate. If he kept it in his hand, it would end up sticking out of the wall and ruining his grandmother’s wallpaper. “You’re not going to leave it alone are you?”
 
   “No. We love you too much.” Placing her hands gently in her lap, his grandmother matched Chad stare for stare and waited him out.
 
   His father looked at Olivia’s expression and turned to Chad. “You aren’t going to win this round, Son.”
 
   His mother nodded, giving him an expectant look.
 
   “Might as well get it over with.” Rick’s gripped his arm, offering commiseration. His brother had endured much the same thing when he’d met Tara.
 
   Taking a deep breath, Chad gave a cliff notes version of the events. “She hit a dog on the highway out by my place. The dog was pregnant. We took her to the farm. Robin and the twins stayed because they wanted to see the dog deliver. Then one of the girls broke an antique clock. Robin insisted on paying for it, but she hasn’t found a job yet. Then her car wouldn’t start. I called Grandma to fix it. To clear her debt, she’s going to itemize all that junk that came with the house and help me get rid of it. I’d prefer she didn’t pay me at all, but she insists.”
 
   Chad leaned back in his chair and glanced around the room.
 
   Silence.
 
   “That’s all there is.” He looked at his grandmother.
 
   Her eyebrows rose, hoping for more. She wasn’t going to get it.
 
   “Sounds reasonable.” Tom rose to take his plate to the kitchen. Rick did, too.
 
   Bless his brothers for having his back.
 
   Chad rose and followed them to the kitchen, essentially breaking up the dinner. Chad spent a few dutiful minutes on the porch chatting and then bid everyone goodnight. His mother stopped him on the driveway as he was leaving and gave Chad ‘the stare’.
 
   “Okay. So, I like her.” He admitted, hoping to stall the cross-examination. “She’s very pretty.
 
   Stubborn as hell. Wary. Broke. Are you happy now?” Chad rubbed his hands over his face
 
   “Who is she? Where does she come from? Is she divorced? Where is the girls’ father?” His mother fired questions at him like she was in a courtroom.
 
   “Geez, Mom. I don’t have a life history. I just met her, helped her out. What was I supposed to do? Leave her and that dog stranded in the rain? Make her spend money she didn’t have to pay for the clock and get her car fixed?”
 
   “No, you did exactly right.” His mother’s arms slipped around his waist. “Just be careful. After Gwynne…”
 
   “She’s not Gwynne, Mom. She’s just going to clean out the house. And maybe cook some. And that’s all.”
 
   “Mm. Hmm. Bring her and the girls to dinner next week. I think we’d all like to meet them.”
 
   “No. Our family will scare the hell out of  Robin.” He wasn’t quite sure how he knew that, but the little voice in the back of his head agreed. Chad yanked his keys from the pocket, kissed his mother’s cheek and walked to his truck.
 
   Tom stood by his vehicle ready to leave. He beat Chad in height by two inches and took after their grandfather with his dark hair and blue eyes. His handsome looks attracted women like magnets on a refrigerator, more a source of frustration for him than elation.
 
   “Still need me to help at the farm on Saturday? I’m off.”
 
   “Yeah.” The shift in topic eased the tension in his shoulders.
 
   “I might know someone who would be interested in a puppy.”
 
   “Spread the word. According to Robin, they can be weaned at around eight weeks.” Chad settled his cap on his head.
 
   “I’ll give out your number.” Tom got into his car, backed out and left.
 
   Meg leaned on the fender of his truck looking contrite. She took after their mother, a Meg Ryan look-a-like with a perky attitude and a dogged streak.
 
   “I’m sorry.” Meg shrugged. “I didn’t mean to sabotage you. But you like her.”
 
   Chad looked up at the heavens, stifling a sigh.
 
   “Is this conversation going somewhere?”
 
   “I’m glad. It’s so nice to see you finally finding someone.”
 
   “I only met her yesterday.” Putting both hands on Meg’s shoulders, he removed her from the fender. “We are not having this discussion. You are going home. So am I.”
 
   He got in and slammed the truck door, gunned the engine and backed out of the driveway. Meg waved goodbye, a definite we’ll-talk-later intention in the finger movement. With a frustrated growl, he pitched his baseball cap on the floor of his truck.
 
   God help him. His family was dangerous when in matchmaking mode.
 
   


 
  
 
  
 
 
   
   ~~Chapter Five~~
 
    
 
    “Now I lay me down to sleep, I pray the Lord my soul to keep. Watch me through the long, dark night. Wake me with the morning light. God Bless Mommy. God Bless Mr. Chad. God Bless Mr. Chad’s Grandma. Amen.”
 
   Robin watched as both girls kept their eyes closed a moment longer and mouthed something along the lines of “daddy”. She rolled her eyes, but kept silent.
 
   “Into bed, both of you.” Giving each girl a hug, she tucked the sheet and light blanket around the two. The twinkle in their blue eyes was identical.
 
   “Mommy, are we really going to be visiting Mr. Chad’s house every day?” Lindy licked her lips.
 
   “For a little while.” Robin fussed with the covers, worry about her arrangement with Chad surfacing for the umpteenth time tonight. “And you have to be especially careful to not break anything else. Okay?”
 
   Lindy nodded solemnly. Boo did, too.
 
   Robin kissed them goodnight and turned off the lights. “Sweet dreams, girls.”
 
   She walked into the tiny bathroom, straightened their bath towels and rinsed the tub.
 
   The girls whispered to each other for a minute then all was quiet. Sighing in relief, she walked to the kitchen and continued with the dishes. After scrubbing the last of the macaroni and cheese out of the pan, she set it on the rack to dry with the rest of the dishes. She shoved her hair back with a wet hand and pondered what she’d gotten herself into.
 
    Chad’s job offer and attractive salary dangled like a golden charm in front of her. Yes, she would be giving some of it back to him to clear the debt for the clock and her car. But it would also provide income until she could find something else in Echo Falls. She’d hoped to get hired by the local veterinarian, but he’d been fully staffed. She was also qualified to be a restaurant cook, to house clean and to cashier. There were no openings any of the places she’d applied. Something else would turn up. God help Chad Applegate if he wasn’t on the up and up about the salary and the job details.
 
   A solid ball of nausea settled in her stomach. The downside to this whole arrangement was the attraction to Chad. Remembering their almost kiss, Robin’s hand shook. Nice men didn’t appear in her life offering solid jobs and good salaries. They didn’t like her girls and feed them Peanut Butter Captain Crunch for breakfast.
 
   Robin wiped down the kitchen table. Unbidden, an image of Chad’s spotless kitchen came to mind. Their small one bedroom rental house with its used furniture didn’t hold a candle to Chad’s house and all its acres. In fact, Robin had never actually been in a house like his before. Her background led her more to the cracked linoleum, the watermarked ceiling and the sagging wallpaper of this place.
 
   The similarities this house had to the rundown trailer she’d lived in with her parents made a chill run across her skin. She had distinct memories of the smells and sounds from that trailer even though she’d only been five or six. The screaming arguments her parents had and the stink of her mother’s perfume in the bathroom were as vivid as if they’d just happened. The thoughts of the day she’d come home from school excited about reading her first book and no one had been home, her mother’s drawers empty, still scraped a raw sore. Even though she scrubbed and scrubbed this place, sometimes the smell here flashed her back to that realizing moment. It left her aching and determined never to do that to her girls—not to this day understanding how the woman could have left her child like that.
 
   An image of Chad’s wheat-colored hair, warm blue eyes and lean, muscular body made a hot ball of need settle in her lower abdomen. Robin’s mind skittered for just one moment remembering the feel of his hard length against her when she woke this morning. His mouth was a firm, sensual shape. Shaking off the image with disgust, Robin doubled checked the lock on the back door, propping a chair under the knob for good measure, then shifted the remaining chairs at the table.
 
   She switched off the kitchen light and straightened up the living room. The children’s books they’d gotten from the library were spread across the floor, so she stacked them on the small lamp table. In front of the television, a pile of coloring books were scattered with the crayon bucket tipped over. She bent over and picked them up, pushing the pile against the wall with the girls’ Barbie doll basket. After testing the front door to be sure it was locked, Robin put on the chain and adjusted the fan so it would blow her direction. She spread her blankets out on the sofa, then rubbed her back, massaging the tightness there. She quickly checked on the girls and found them fast asleep. In the bathroom, she brushed her teeth and washed her face, rubbing on some inexpensive face cream.
 
   The night had quieted and the usual run of noisy cars, engine backfires and shouting wasn’t present in the surrounding area. A quick twist of the lamp knob threw the room into darkness. Robin lay on her side on the lumpy couch. She thought about Chad Applegate and lectured herself on how to act the next morning—professional, competent, aloof. She drifted off before the lecture strengthened her resolve. Instead, the remembered warmth of his body lulled her to sleep.
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   The next morning, Robin parked her car next to Chad’s truck and took a deep breath. After a restless night spent debating the wisdom of honoring her word, she was worn and worried. There was danger here, danger in letting down her defenses and losing control, danger in tempting betrayal again. She considered not showing, but she’d promised and her conscience beat down her fear. Licking her lips, she turned to her girls and pointed a strict finger. “What are the rules for today?”
 
   “Ask before we do anything. Don’t touch stuff that doesn’t belong to us. And always let Mommy know where we are.”
 
   Boo and Lindy’s recitation made her smile. Both girls wore denim shorts, but Boo’s shirt was yellow, her hair in a ponytail. Lindy’s shirt was green and she’d wanted her hair in a clip, not a matching pony, insisting that they were dressing to help Mr. Chad tell them apart. Stifling a small, defeated laugh, she suppressed the uneasiness in the depth of her stomach at their growing attachment. She turned off the engine.
 
   Boo bounced on the seat. “Mommy, can we go see Bessie and the puppies?”
 
   “Yeah, Mommy, can we?” Lindy bounced too.
 
   The car rocked on its suspension.
 
   Robin looked across the lawn to the house. Chad stepped out on the back porch. The light morning breeze blew the hair across his forehead. Worn jeans hugged lean, long legs. A white T-shirt molded to the muscles in his torso. He gripped a coffee cup with long fingers, lips puckering slightly as he sipped the contents. The girls’ question faded somewhere between hearing and thought.
 
   “There’s Mr. Chad. Let’s go ask him.” The girls’ loud squeals and door slams brought Robin back to reality. What was she doing? Lloyd had stunned her at first glance, too. But he’d been like everyone else. He hadn’t stayed.
 
   Closing her eyes, she gripped her hands in her lap and sat for a moment longer, trying to control the nervous edge to her mood. The girls raced past the car to the shed. Irritation replaced nerves. It seemed Chad had granted permission to visit the puppies without asking her.
 
   “Good morning. Are you going to sit there all morning?”
 
   Robin looked through her open car window into the blue heaven of Chad’s eyes. All the outgoing air jammed in the back of her throat. 
 
   “Getting out?” Chad opened her door in invitation.
 
   Robin snatched her keys from the ignition, slowly forcing herself to breath. Purse in hand, she stepped out of the car on wobbly knees. Robin noted the twinkle in his eyes and gritted her teeth. It didn’t matter that he smelled sinfully of Old Spice or that the warmth radiating from his skin made her remember how delicious he’d felt against her.
 
   “Good morning.” Robin spoiled her cool, professional tone by catching her purse on the door handle and dumping its contents onto the driveway. Keys, wallet, change, tampons, Pokemon cards, lipsticks—her stuff flew across the pavement.
 
   Chad stooped at the same moment she did and swept the scattering objects back her way. As she tucked wallet and keys into the sagging purse, he scooped a handful of coins mixed with Barbie shoes and handed them to her. He reached for more of her random belongings, but hesitated over a tampon. Robin flushed, grabbed it and shoved it into her purse. He gave her a cocky grin, then reached for the girls’ Pokemon cards. Finally finished, she rose to her feet.
 
   Chad stood, still grinning. “Not having a good morning, huh? Would a cup of coffee help?”
 
   He turned the handle of his cup her direction.
 
   Robin froze, a hot blush sweeping her from head to toe. Her lower abdomen clenched with hot, edgy need. Emphatically shaking her head, she took a deep shuddering breath. She would not put her lips where his had been. “I had two cups at home. I think I’d rather get to work while the girls are occupied.”
 
   “Suit yourself. I’ll be down by the market if you need me. If the girls stay on the lawn around the house, they should be safe enough.”
 
   Robin looked at the acres of green lawn surrounding Chad’s house and couldn’t help but compare it to the brown weedy patch in her rented front yard.
 
   “They’ll be fine. Did you have breakfast or do you need me to make something?”
 
   Chad shook his head. “Captain Crunch is my breakfast of choice.”
 
   Robin grimaced, but couldn’t help smiling at the boyish enthusiasm on his face. She zipped her purse, trapping the wayward contents.
 
   “Lunch would be good though,” he added. “Make me a list if you think I need some more groceries and I’ll get them.” Chad put two fingers to his cap.
 
   “I’ll have lunch ready around eleven thirty.” Robin watched him walk away.  He really had a nice butt. She forced her eyes another direction and bit her lip until it hurt.
 
   After a check on the girls and a reminder about the rules, Robin made her way to the house.
 
   Inside and alone, she walked from the kitchen to the family room to the four bedrooms, fingering many precious items, lost in a memory.
 
   When she’d been about Boo and Lindy’s age, before her mother had abandoned her, they had often visited Mrs. Ike, a Japanese lady who did her mother’s hair. Her little shop had been full of knickknacks just like this house. Robin loved to make a circuit of the room and look at each delicate antique teacup, vase, or figurine.
 
   Her favorite had been a ladylike delicate teapot of cream porcelain with lush green shamrocks. She had just wanted to touch it—to feel it in her hands to see if it was real. She’d picked it up, the glass cool against her skin. Her mother had shrieked and Robin had dropped it, shattering the tiny pot on the linoleum floor.
 
   Her mother had never let her forget how much the thing had cost and how hard she’d had to work to pay Mrs. Ike back for the piece. Worse, Robin was never allowed to go to there again. A few years ago, she’d surfed the Internet and found the teapot from her memory—a Belleek Shamrock Teapot valued at over two hundred dollars. The realization that maybe her mother had been justified still didn’t take away the sting.
 
   The instant she had heard the clock break on Chad’s floor, the same sick feeling had washed over her. Now, she’d be responsible for touching all of this. She wasn’t a little girl anymore, but she could certainly understand what had motivated Lindy’s need to touch the pretty object. Like mother, like daughter. Her eyes swept the room again. The morning light flashed off the gold-rimmed cups, the crystal figurines, winking at her—enticing once again as if she were still that small child.
 
   Robin shook her head, locking the memories in her dead dreams file. “These pretty knickknacks aren’t mine and they never will be.”
 
   She left the room and closed the bedroom door firmly behind her. She was an employee, tasked with taking someone else’s heartfelt possessions and getting rid of them. Her heart would break a little, but she hadn’t gotten where she was today by not facing up to her responsibilities.
 
   Back in the kitchen, she glanced through the window. Her daughters ran through the yard, playing some game known only to them. Robin filled the sink with soapy water and washed Chad’s breakfast dishes. She took stock of Chad’s food supplies and started a grocery list, frequently checking on the girls.
 
   A house surrounded by a white picket fence, full of precious memories and love, was not in her future. That included this house. There was no use pretending, no use hoping. Some things just weren’t meant to be.
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   Two weeks later, Chad walked behind the pumpkin storage shed and lifted a crate of miniature pumpkins to carry to the front of the market. Halloween was a month away and the market was as busy as ever. He should be focused on work, but his mind was on Robin. Fourteen days of her presence was making him needy and irritable. Irritable because she avoided him whenever possible and needy because of the nightly dreams. Last night’s dream came back to mind and he consoled himself with the memory while he muscled the crate to the front of the market.
 
   In his dream, Robin’s breath had softly fanned his face, her brown eyes molten, her skin hot against his. Her mouth pressed into his in sweet persuasion. Shivers of delight ran from his body to hers as they wrapped themselves closer together and the weight of her generous breasts settled against his chest. Her mouth became more greedy and demanding, her tongue sweeping its way through his mouth.
 
   Lost in a haze, a fiery ache spread through him. Again.
 
   “You can take a break if you want to.”
 
   Startled, Chad bobbled the heavy crate into position by the cash register.
 
   Trudy leaned against the office door munching popcorn and grinning. A middle-aged, down-to-earth grandma, Trudy’s friend-to-every-customer approach kept the pumpkins flying off the farm at a brisk pace.
 
   “Why would I want to do that?” Chad didn’t so much as flick an eyelash at the change in her hair color. Black yesterday, it was orange this morning.
 
   Trudy changed her hair and nail color more than he changed his socks.
 
   Trudy set her popcorn on the counter and poured Chad a cup of apple cider. Parched, he swallowed the contents in one gulp.
 
   “Seems to me your attention has mostly been on those two sweet little things playing up in the yard.”
 
   Chad took off his gloves, refusing to comment.
 
   “The new tire swing is nice. It was thoughtful of you to fence the yard, too, so their mama doesn’t have to worry about them wandering off. And those little red bikes? Perfect for riding in the driveway.” 
 
   “Just stuff my niece and nephews aren’t using. And I fenced the yard to contain the puppies.” Chad stared off in the distance, determined not to look Trudy in the eye and give her a chance to read the lie or another reason to continue.
 
   “Right. Let’s not forget about their mother. When she’s outside, your attention snaps to her like a heat seeking missile.”
 
   “I’m keeping track of the girls.” Chad bit his lip, wincing at how defensive his tone sounded. He turned to look at her.
 
   Trudy raised her eyebrows and smirked. “Uh-huh. She’s not distracting you at all?” 
 
   “Nope.”
 
   “Hmm. I suppose you have a reason then for having four crates of these little pumpkins by the check stand instead of along the front where they ought to be?”
 
   Chad stared down in dismay at all the crates and swore. Wiping the sweat from his forehead with his sleeve, he tried to make up a plausible excuse. He was the boss after all. “I haven’t moved them there yet.”
 
   “Works for me.”
 
   Chad ignored her sarcasm, put his gloves back on and adjusted the fit.
 
   “They’re cute. The girls, not your gloves.”
 
   Not bothering to answer, he picked up a crate and carried it to the front.
 
   “Mother’s gorgeous too. Pretty brown hair, eyes the color God made good earth. Leery, though. Not very trusting. Bet you can get past that. I used to have a body like hers at that age. A little contentment can surely make that change.” Trudy patted her well-rounded hips.
 
   Chad gritted his teeth, wondering how to convey his displeasure at the topic of conversation without sounding as if he’d taken it too personally. Was that even possible?
 
   “Not talking, huh? Well, it’s okay. Olivia filled me in on the particulars anyway when she was over yesterday to change the lady’s oil.”
 
   He choked, his response sitting in his throat like a kernel of popcorn gone down the wrong way.
 
   If there was one thing he didn’t stand a chance against it was his grandmother working in tandem with Trudy. Still, he kept quiet and hoped.
 
   “She told me how you helped the girl, gave her a job and that you were smitten with her, that’s all. Calm down.” Trudy patted his arm. “It’s a good thing you gave her a job. I heard she applied to work a few places in town, too. Dr. Rucker’s Vet Clinic for one, but he’s got a full staff. Clem’s restaurant for another. Nothing open there either. Wouldn’t apply at none of the bars, but did get the girls enrolled in Good Shepherd Church’s preschool program.”
 
   Chad frowned, irritated. She hadn’t told him that. Of course, she was just being practical to get the girls enrolled in preschool so they could make some friends and so she could look for another job. As far as he was concerned, she could draw out her job with him as long as she wanted to. Except for family nights, he hadn’t been to his grandmother’s for meals in two weeks because Robin’s cooking was just plain delicious.
 
   “It’s about damned time you got the hots for somebody. Ever since that Gwynne girl went and married the kid you played football with in high school, you’ve been a stick in the mud.” Trudy raised her eyebrows in a suggestive fashion.
 
   “It’s not like that with Robin.”
 
   “Sure, if that’s your story.” Trudy paused a beat before going on. “Strange, though, how your attention is miles away from your job, your eyes glazed and your face hotter than a fire cracker.”
 
   He snatched off his baseball cap and wiped his brow. “Look, she needed a helping hand and I gave her one. That’s all. End of story.”
 
   “Uh-huh. Kiss her yet?”
 
   Chad glared, words failing him.
 
   “Man, you’re slow. Do something about that, would you?” Trudy sauntered away. “By the way, clean up those X-rated thoughts before we’re invaded by those two whirlwinds tearing down the road.”
 
   His face heated. His lethal stare bounced off her back.
 
   “Hi, Mr. Chad.”
 
   Chad took a deep breath to settle his pulse.
 
   Boo and Lindy each grabbed a leg and squeezed. Since that first day, they’d taken to dressing differently. He wasn’t sure whether they did it on purpose, but it sure helped. He bent to hug them both.
 
   “What have you two been doing today?”
 
   “Well, Mommy’s teaching us how to feed Bessie and we played with the puppies and we’ve been swinging on the tire and playing dress up with some old clothes Mommy found.” Boo grinned at him.
 
   “She sent us down here to tell you that lunch is ready.” Lindy squeezed his leg again. “We had to be real careful and watch for cars.”
 
   Smiling, Chad pulled off his work gloves. “Trudy, I’m going up to the house for lunch.”
 
   “Okay, boss. I’ve got it covered.”
 
   Boo laced her fingers through his. Lindy did the same with his other hand. In that moment, his heart dropped straight into the Texas dust. He was a goner. He loved these two little girls. Over the past two weeks, he’d bummed unused toys from his brother, put up the swing and bought two bikes complete with training wheels because he wanted to please them, to see them smile. Robin hadn’t liked it and had argued fervently against any changes that fused her girls into his life.
 
   Walking up the road to the driveway, Chad struggled to find his balance.
 
   Kiss her, huh? Yeah, right.
 
   Robin was more skittish around him than the mice living in the shed. In fact, she had perfected avoiding him until it drove him nuts. His house was torn apart, every room smelled like her and she treated him like a convicted felon. He should be focused on getting his pumpkin crop sold and setting up the hay bale maze for the first grade tour on Friday. Instead, he was knotted up trying to figure out a way to kiss her before he went crazy from wondering how she tasted.
 
   “Mr. Chad?” Boo kicked at the gravel on the road. “When do we get to pick out a pumpkin for us like you promised?”
 
   “Boo, Mommy said not to ask, ’member?” Lindy whispered around Chad to Boo.
 
   Chad stopped and studied Boo’s crestfallen face. Then he knelt next to the two girls. “I don’t know, Boo. Not just any pumpkin will do. It takes some serious work to pick the right one. See some are fat and some are skinny. Some come out round and some come out flat. Some you can tell right up front they deserve to get squashed into pumpkin pies for Thanksgiving. It takes a pretty special pumpkin to be a jack-o’-lantern. Usually they pick you.”
 
   He stood up. “You gotta go stand in the field until one of them tells you it wants to be your jack- o’-lantern. Think you’re up to it?”
 
   Boo nodded emphatically, but Lindy chewed her lip, a bit more skeptical.
 
   “What say right after lunch we ask your mom if we can take a special pumpkin-hunting trip out to the field and find just the right ones.”
 
    
 
    [image: ] 
 
    
 
   “It’ll only take about an hour to run out to the middle of the patch and let them choose.”
 
   “They need a nap.” Robin fidgeted with the dish towel, not looking at him. The girls hovered in the family room doorway, banished for their ‘please-please’ begging. Robin shooed them with her fingers and they plopped in front of the television. She pushed the start button on the remote and The Aristocrats began.
 
   Chad continued the argument. “We can go later. Bring a picnic basket. We can have dinner there.”
 
   “We can’t. I need to be home by six.”
 
   He tried to smother his frustration. Her mouth was saying no. But if she darted one more quick, longing look at his lips, she was going to get up close and personal with them damned fast. A picnic in the pumpkin patch at sunset, the girls hunting for the perfect pumpkin, well, it was the perfect time for a first kiss. And blast it, he could all but taste it.
 
   Chad’s patience evaporated. “Is there a particular reason why you’re treating me like I just robbed a convenience store, or is this the way you treat everyone?”
 
   Shock spread over Robin’s face. “I’m not treating you like a criminal.”
 
   “Sure you are. But the girls are looking forward to this and I’m not about to let them down just because you seem to have a problem with me.”
 
   Clamping his mouth shut. Chad ground his teeth to keep from saying any more. At the rate things were going, he would need caps on all his teeth.
 
   “I don’t have a problem with you.”  Robin straightened the chairs at the table. “I just don’t think we can do it today. How about taking them in the morning?”
 
   “They want you to go and they want to do it today. As far as I can tell, there isn’t any real reason not to do it now.”
 
   Robin wiped the kitchen counter, nervous fingers scrubbing away at non-existent dirt.
 
   “I don’t bite. What are you afraid of?”
 
   “Chad…” Robin began and then trailed off. She walked to the refrigerator to put the mustard and mayonnaise away.
 
   “Robin, I swear. Getting each girl a pumpkin is the only thing on my agenda. I admit I like you. But I’m not going to do anything about it if you don’t want me to.”
 
   “You like me?” Robin’s face paled. 
 
   “I thought it was obvious.” 
 
   “Chad, I can’t.”
 
   “Can’t what?”
 
   Robin gripped the back of one of the oak chairs at the breakfast table. “I’m a very bad judge when it comes to men. The girls’ father…”
 
   “Yes, let’s talk about him.” Chad sat down at the table, keeping his voice down. “Chad, I don’t think—”
 
   “I do. Especially if you’re judging me by him.”
 
   Robin slumped into the seat. She stared into the family room. She watched her girls position their blankets and settle down in front of the television set. She bit her lip and then sighed. Chad almost took the question back, but damn it, he couldn’t fight what he didn’t know.
 
   “Robin, everyone has been hurt by someone. Talk to me.”
 
   Robin checked to be sure the girls were out of hearing range and kept her voice low. “I met the girls’ father when I was nineteen and working at a truck stop in Oklahoma. One look at him and I couldn’t breathe. He was all smiles and charm. All of it was focused on me. I didn’t get much love or approval from my parents or in my foster home and he sucked me right in. Used to call me his darling. I thought I’d found happiness at last. I was willing to do anything to hang on to it. It didn’t take him a month before he had me in bed. Stupid me. I thought all that sexual chemistry was true love.”
 
   Chad tapped his foot to contain his reaction, knowing damn well what was coming and not liking it.
 
   Robin rose to pace the length of the table. “I was deliriously happy, building a fairy tale life. I thought he loved me, but now I know I was deluding myself. He’d wanted my body and I made it easy with my naiveté. I wanted a whole happy domestic scene for us. When I found out I was pregnant, I couldn’t wait to tell him. My dreams of a homey white cottage, picket fences and loving nights blew up in my face.” Tears glistened in her eyes. “He said that doing it with a pregnant whore and having a kid to be tied down by wasn’t anything he wanted any part of. In spite of what he said, I was sure I could change his mind over time. I never got the chance. Two days later, he was gone.”
 
   A red haze blurred his vision. Chad forced himself to remain seated and not reach out and wrap her in his arms until the hurt went away. He also wanted to mutilate the bastard who’d done this to her. He was a farmer, not a fighter, but for the first time in his life, he wanted to choke the life out of someone.
 
   “I’m sorry.” Chad winced at how trite those words sounded.
 
   “Not as sorry as I was. But I stuck it out and worked hard. I had the help of a few friends as I raised the girls. I’m here now in this small community, making it our home, so we’ll belong somewhere and not be just another face in the crowd. It’s not an original story. Gullible woman falls for charming man. Gets taken advantage of. Happens all the time, right?” Robin’s voice broke, betraying her false bravado.
 
   “More often than it should.” Chad leaned forward in his chair, clasping his hands, stretching his control to keep his voice even and his hands to himself. “But, Robin, not all men are like that. Most are honorable. Have good intentions.”
 
   “He didn’t want the girls.” Robin whispered, glancing in the family room again. Then she faced him, pulling her shoulders back. “I wanted them from the first moment I knew. I love them, do my best for them and I take care of myself. I figured out very quickly that the only person I can depend on is me.”
 
   “Okay, I get the picture.” Chad studied the determined glint in Robin’s eye. “But letting someone take over your life is completely different than sharing your life with someone.”
 
   “You’re offering to share your life?” Robin’s skeptical question hurt more than it should have.
 
   “I don’t know yet. There’s a connection between us and you know it.”
 
   Robin pointed in the direction of the twins. “I had a connection with their father, too. That doesn’t mean I have to act on it.”
 
   “You won’t take a chance?”
 
   “No. In a few weeks, I’ll have worked off what I owe you and we’ll be out of your life. There is no reason to invest our emotions in something that won’t work. I’m sorry. That’s the way it has to be.” 
 
   “Fine.” Chad rose and got a soda from the fridge, her words irritating like a swollen mosquito bite. 
 
   Robin ran from the kitchen. One of the back bedrooms doors opened, then shut.
 
   He sat for a long time, listening to the girls sing along with the movie. He was strongly tempted to back off and let Robin go. He didn’t need this. But one thing stuck like a sliver under his skin. He’d let Gwynne walk. He’d never admitted that he needed her, that she was tearing out his heart by leaving him. He hadn’t fought for her or for a life with her. Maybe he would have lost out to Greg anyway, but he’d never know now because he’d given up.
 
   This time was different. Not only were two precious little girls involved, but he’d never felt anything like what he felt for Robin, not even with Gwynne. If he ever hoped to kiss her sweet lips and hold her against him night after night, he was going to have to figure a way around her defenses.
 
   This time, he would fight and fight hard. He had to win. He couldn’t imagine a life without Robin and the girls. Somehow he had to convince her he wasn’t a bastard like the girls’ father. Show her what promises, loyalty and honor meant when put into action. He popped the top on his soda and took a sip, concocting then discarding ideas on how to get around her defenses.
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   When she didn’t hear Chad’s footsteps following her down the hallway, Robin breathed a sigh of relief. He’d apparently accepted her refusal to become involved. She needed to get back to work and finish this job as quickly as possible. Robin swept aside the navy curtains and opened the side-by-side windows, letting some fresh air into the dusty room.
 
   Painted a rich sky blue, the small room had at one time been cozy and inviting, but somewhere along the way it had become a landing place for discards. A double bed with a cherry headboard sat on a crooked frame. There were two box springs stacked on the frame, but no mattress. A wooden rocking chair sat in the corner, its seat scarred with scratches. An elaborately carved walnut dresser was pushed up against the wall. Waist high, its four large drawers were stuffed with old sheets and musty fabric. A beveled glass mirror was fastened to the top with narrow arms on the left and right. The hinges in the middle of the arms allowed the mirror to swivel up and down. The boxes that had covered the dresser surface were now on the bed and more were stacked four deep in the remaining space.
 
   Robin lifted a carton from the top of one pile and set it on the bed to sort. She still heard the movie playing, but no sounds from Chad. He said he liked her, wanted to spend time with her. Could she believe him? How could she tell the difference between truth and fancy lies designed to lower her guard? A rush of desire filled her when she was around Chad, stronger than what she’d felt with Lloyd. Was it real or another false dream?
 
   Disgusted, Robin opened the box and pulled out a pile of tablecloths, yellowed with age. In the two weeks she’d been here, Chad had never grabbed at her like Lloyd used to. In fact, he’d been a perfect gentleman, looking her in the eye and talking with her like she was a human being. There was no denying there were sparks flying between them, though.
 
   Confused, Robin shook off the apprehension and fluttering excitement in the pit of her stomach. Shoving the box of tablecloths aside, she perched on the bed and began to sort the collection of delicate porcelain thimbles she’d discovered in one of the boxes. They were obviously part of another lovingly gathered collection.
 
   Robin sighed. She should check on the girls and see if they’d gone to sleep, but she hadn’t heard the back door slam. Chad might still be in the kitchen. She’d wait a little while longer. She just plain didn’t think she could stand any more time in the same room with him. He made her warm, testy and defensive. His presence reminded her of her midnight dreams—some mundane, some enticing, some downright erotic. All of them starred Chad Applegate. Night dreams and daydreams had much in common—mainly, they never came true.
 
   They weren’t based in reality. It didn’t matter how interested he seemed to be, she had survived broken daydreams before and she never wanted to have to do that again.
 
   Robin carefully placed the thimbles back in the box and made a mental note to use Chad’s computer and research their value. The hairs on the back of her neck prickled.
 
   Frowning, she jerked around. Chad stood in the doorway studying her with a pensive expression. The air was thick with awareness of him as a man. Her insides tossed, bouncing around in rhythm with the beating of her heart.
 
   “Find something interesting?”
 
   The deep tone of his voice made her pulse skip and a shiver ran down her back. Feeling cross from the onslaught of all these emotions, she didn’t answer him. She rose and rounded the bed, placing the thimbles on the dresser and then dusted her hands on her jeans.
 
   Robin cleared her throat. “Just more of the same.” 
 
   “You’ve been busy.” Chad levered himself from the doorway and walked to the windows to look out across the fields. His blue baseball cap was pushed back on his head, his sunburned nose standing in sharp contrast to his tanned face. He was so close to her that she could see the pulse beating in his throat.
 
   “I decided it was best to do a basic look into all the rooms to see what was here, so it’s kind of messy. There’s a lot more here than I thought. Sorry.”
 
   “I wasn’t complaining. Just observing.” 
 
   “Are the girls asleep?”
 
   “Yes. We’ll have to hit the pumpkin patch another time.”
 
   If he was experiencing any letdown, she couldn’t hear it in his voice or see it in his expression. Part of her was disappointed. A trip to the pumpkin patch would have been fun. But it was for the best. 
 
   A shaft of sadness pierced her.
 
   After learning about her stupidity with Lloyd, she supposed he’d never think of her the same way again.
 
   Robin tried to move to the opposite side of the room. Chad stepped in her way and before she could stop, she gently bumped against him. His warm hands circled her waist to steady her. He reached up with one hand and lightly toyed with a loose tendril of her hair, grazing her cheek with his knuckles. The warmth, the closeness, the fresh farm smells and the maleness of his presence were her undoing.
 
   “I’m sorry for what happened to you.” His warm breath fanned across her cheek when he spoke.
 
   “It wasn’t your doing. It was mine.” Robin whispered, keeping the intimacy of the moment. She looked into his eyes. His intent was as clear as crystal in sunlight. He was going kiss her. Lord she couldn’t let him—she’d be lost.
 
   Jerking away, Robin bumped into the dresser.
 
   The beveled glass mirror swung loose.  The left side broke away from the arm. The heavy piece tipped and struck the top of the dresser. She reached out to catch it, but the aged mirror exploded, spitting brittle glass in all directions. Chad grabbed her and tried to pull her back from the scattering pieces, but his action came too late. Knifelike shards sliced the palms of her hands.
 
   Blood welled from the wounds, running in rivulets.


 
  
 
  
 
 
   
   ~~Chapter Six~~
 
    
 
   Robin froze, immobilized by the sight of her own blood dripping from her hands onto the floor, the pain nearly blinding her.
 
   “Damn, Robbie!” Chad pushed her down the hall and into the bathroom. He turned on the water and held her hands under the stream washing away the blood and shards of glass clinging to her skin. Several pieces were embedded in the open wounds. He loosely wrapped her hands in towels and bent her arms at the elbow bringing her hands level with her heart. “Hold them up. That will slow the bleeding.”
 
   Robin felt sick to her stomach and light headed.
 
   “Don’t you dare faint.” Chad put his arm around her waist, pulling her close.
 
   “I won’t.” Robin closed her eyes and took a deep breath.
 
   “You’re going to the hospital. You need a doctor to take those pieces out and get stitches.”
 
   She opened her eyes. “They aren’t that bad.”
 
   “Yes, they are. I can’t even begin to get the shards out and the cuts are deep and will never stay closed without stitches.”
 
   “But…”
 
   “No buts.” Chad pushed her hair back from her eyes, cupping her face. “Let me take care of this, Robin. Please.” 
 
   “My girls?”
 
   “Grandma can come and watch them.”
 
   Robin trembled, swaying with chill and dizziness. Chad scooped her up and carried her into the kitchen where he sat her in a chair at the table. With her elbows balanced on the table, blood trickled down her arms and onto the wood surface. Disconnecting herself from the surreal image, she closed her eyes. 
 
   Her hands throbbed.
 
   Chad grabbed his cell phone from the counter and dialed, staying close to her chair—an act she appreciated. When his grandmother answered, he made a quick explanation and hung up.
 
   “She’s on her way.” Chad quickly checked the girls in the living room. “They’re still asleep.”
 
   “I can’t believe they slept through that crash.”
 
   Chad shrugged. Robin rose and stretched her towel-covered hands over the sink. Taking a first aid kit from the cupboard, Chad pulled out some gauze pads and tore the covering off. Moving behind her, he pulled the towels off and gently covered the cuts, then wrapped her hands in clean towels to contain the blood.
 
   Robin hissed. “God, it hurts.” 
 
   “I know.”
 
   “I’m so sorry about the mirror. I’m such a klutz.”
 
   “Forget the mirror. I’m more worried about your hands and you’re not a klutz. It was an accident.”
 
   Robin leaned back against him and closed her eyes. 
 
   Chad rocked her gently back and forth. “Last spring while building a storage shed, I sliced a chunk of skin out of my thumb all the way to the bone. I remember how bad that hurt.” He pressed a little closer to her, his steadiness a comfort. 
 
   Blood seeped through the new towels and leaked down her arms. Chad released her to get another set out of the cupboard and rewrapped them.
 
   When his grandmother’s Cadillac rumbled up the driveway, she straightened and swayed, feeling woozy. 
 
   He held her close and then grabbed his keys. “Can you walk?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “Oh, my God!” His grandmother gasped when she saw the towels and the blood.
 
   “Thank you for watching the girls.” Robin’s eyes teared.
 
   “Oh, now honey, don’t worry about a thing.” Olivia hugged her. “Chad will get you all fixed up and I’ll clean this up before the girls wake up.”
 
   Chad helped Robin to his truck, got in himself and started the engine. When they turned onto the road, he sped up, well past the speed limit. His knuckles turned white where they gripped the wheel.
 
   “Do you know the doctor?” Robin shifted her arms and hissed.
 
   Chad glanced at her, then turned his eyes back to the road. “Yes. Doc Garrison delivered all the Applegate kids. He set my broken arm when I was ten and he stitched up my thumb last fall. He’s talked now and then about retiring, but thank God, he hasn’t yet.”
 
   Robin sat rigid, hands held up against her shoulders. The blood had quit dripping and the drops that had fallen on her jeans were drying. When they reached the city limits, she leaned her head against the seat and closed her eyes. 
 
   She should have just let him kiss her.
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   Half a dozen chairs were occupied in the Echo Falls Community Hospital’s waiting room. Jean Garcia, the nurse in charge, took one look at the bloodied towels on Robin’s hands and immediately took her to a cubicle and helped her lie down.
 
   Robin’s hands throbbed in rhythm with the pounding in her head. Nauseated and light-headed, she couldn’t watch while the nurse removed the towels and pulled the gauze away. Curiosity finally made her look. The blood still gently oozed from the gapping slashes, but it no longer flowed. Jean went to the counter, returning with long strips of wet gauze.
 
   “These are soaked with medication. It will numb your hands.” She wrapped each hand, careful to cover the edges of the cuts. Robin hissed through her teeth and then clamped her mouth shut, trying hard not to cry.
 
   “Sorry, honey. I know that stings. They’ll be numb in a few minutes.” Jean handed Chad a clipboard. “I need her information. I’ll be back to get her vitals after I tell Doc she’s here.”
 
   “Thanks.” Chad took a pen from his pocket, but before he could look over the forms, Jean was back to take Robin’s blood pressure and temperature.
 
   “Doc will be here in a few minutes.” She charted Robin’s information. “You get that form filled out and don’t leave her alone.”
 
   “I won’t.” Chad watched her leave, then picked up the clipboard.
 
   “I shouldn’t have grabbed for it.” Robin stared at the ceiling, counting the tiles.
 
   “Reflex. Something starts to fall, you try to stop it.” He answered her without looking up.
 
   “I can’t afford this.” Robin hadn’t meant for the anguish to slip out. Chad set aside the paperwork and brushed her hair back from her forehead. Her eyes flooded with tears at the comfort of the gesture.
 
   “This isn’t the first accident the farm has had and it won’t be the last. I have insurance.”
 
   “I can’t do that.”
 
   “Robbie, you’re an employee. The farm will cover the expense.”
 
   “But… “
 
   “Don’t finish that or you’re going to tick me off.” Chad sat back in the metal chair and propped the clipboard on his knees.
 
   Robin turned away, biting her lip to keep from arguing.
 
   “Middle name?”
 
   “May.”
 
   “Address? Never mind. I’ll use the farm address and phone number.”
 
   “Social Security number?”
 
   Robin couldn’t muster more than a monotone in answer. What was she going to do with him?
 
   Keep him, her heart whispered. Caution, her brain answered.
 
   “Favorite color?”
 
   Robin glanced at Chad in confusion. The beginnings of a smile tipped the corners of his mouth.
 
   “That’s not on there.” She searched his eyes, needing to identify what he was feeling. Caring. Empathy. Closeness. She was in this fix because he’d almost kissed her and she’d panicked. She really should have let him kiss her. Now, she wouldn’t be able to work.
 
   “Oh, my God…” Robin felt her heart drop to her stomach, her throat closed with anguish.
 
   “What?” Chad rose, dropping the clipboard.
 
   “I can’t work now!” Robin tried to raise up. “Stitches in both hands, I won’t be able to do anything.”
 
   Chad patted her shoulder to settle her back against the table. “Sure you will. You can stay at the farm with me so the girls can help me run the pumpkin patch and you can sleep and watch TV and read and rest.”
 
   “I can’t do that. I have rent and bills. I do a day’s work for a day’s pay.”
 
   “Damn it, Robbie. Everybody takes sick days. Some people have even been known to get paid for sick days. It’s part of their salary.”
 
   “It’s never been part of mine at any of the jobs I’ve worked.”
 
   Chad snapped his mouth shut, his lips twisting before he replied. “Well, it is at this one.”
 
   Robin glared at him.
 
   He sighed. “You’re staying at the farm while you recuperate and I’m looking after the girls. End of conversation.”
 
   Robin closed her eyes, breaths coming in short bursts of panic. His suggestion went against every shred of backbone she’d developed in the last five years and pricked her fear of complacency. “I can’t do that.”
 
   “Sure you can.” Chad picked up the clipboard. 
 
   The curtain pulled back and Dr. Garrison entered. He was a rotund man, his thinning gray hair neatly trimmed, his face close-shaven. His wire-rimmed glasses reflected twinkling hazel eyes. Dressed in a blue surgical uniform with a stethoscope hanging from his neck, his smile stopped their argument cold.
 
   “Chad.” The doctor reached to shake Chad’s hand. “How’s your mother?”
 
   “Hi, Doc. You probably see her more than I do, being on the council.”
 
   Doc laughed. “You’re right. Who is this?” He walked to the gurney and looked down at Robin, his eyes glancing over her hands.
 
   Chad stepped forward. “Robin Harmon, a friend and an employee of mine. Robin, this is Dr. Garrison.”
 
   Robin cleared her throat. “Doctor.”
 
   “Looks like you did a real number on these hands. Let’s see what we can do to get this fixed.”
 
   Pulling up a roller chair, he sat and lifted the gauze, tossing it on a tray. Jean came back in the room and laid out the necessary supplies.
 
   The doctor expertly injected more painkiller, removed the remaining shards of glass and then intricately sewed up each wound. During the entire process, he and Chad chatted, catching up on family affairs and community doings. An hour later Doc Garrison released her with stern instructions not to use her hands and to see him at his office on Wednesday. He handed Chad a ream of cautionary information about signs of infection and two prescriptions to go with the multitude of stitches. Chad shook the doctor’s hand.
 
   Doc Garrison patted her knee. “You do what you’re told and everything will be fine. You’re very lucky, you know. There are some major tendons in the palm and that glass somehow missed every one.”
 
   Chad helped her down from the table. Exhaustion and blood loss made her knees shake and she was glad for his hand at her waist.
 
   “Sit here.” He helped her to a bench in front of the hospital. “I’ll go get the truck.”
 
   After only a few moments, he drove to the curb and helped her inside. When he got behind the wheel, he turned to look at her. “We’ll go to the pharmacy and then to your house. You and the girls need clothes.”
 
   “You’re not going to let this go are you?” Robin rested her head against the back of the seat, too tired to hold her eyes open.
 
   “Do you honestly think you can keep track of Boo and Lindy right now?”
 
   She sighed. She couldn’t swat a fly at the moment. “You win. Take the state highway and turn left on the farm road to the canyon. My house is on the left about two miles down that road. Canyon Road.”
 
   She slumped back in the seat, asleep before he reached the end of the block.
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   She lived on Canyon Road. Geez-us!
 
   He’d known money was tight, but he’d assumed she lived in town. Pharmacy errand complete, he turned off the state highway and passed a run-down gas station, a ramshackle bar and a convenience store with a couple dozen shabby men hanging around outside. He hadn’t been down this road in ages. With his mother being mayor, he’d heard rumors about the deterioration of the area, but hadn’t actually checked it out himself. The canyon was in an incorporated part of Echo Falls, not part of town proper, much the same as his farm. The incorporation allowed the city to provide emergency fire, police and medical assistance to the town’s outlying areas. Except, this area had the highest crime rate in the community. Tom talked frequently about the questionable activities along this road, lots of details Chad now wished he didn’t have.
 
   He looked at the speedometer to track the mileage. She said her house was two miles from the turn-off. Passing one intersection, he noted a series of dilapidated houses clustered first on one side of the road, then on the other. Chad counted off the mailboxes until he came to the house number Robin had given him and pulled into her driveway. Tapping the steering wheel, he looked over the house’s peeling paint and the dead lawn and surveyed the area for any signs of trouble. Every instinct rebelled at the thought of Robin or the girls dealing with this kind of neighborhood. Carefully blanking his face, Chad shook Robin awake.
 
   “Is this it?”
 
   “Mmhm.” Robin opened her eyes. “Yes, this is it. My keys are in my purse.”
 
   He pulled her purse towards him and sorted through it until he found her keys. Again he scanned the road. All was quiet. “I’ll get the door.”
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   Inside the house, Robin stood disoriented.
 
   With the drapes closed, the dimness made her eyes struggle to focus. Fatigue overwhelmed her. Chad closed the door and stood quietly behind her. She didn’t want to guess what he thought of her home. She carefully made her way to the bedroom, desperately wanting to get this chore finished.
 
   Chad walked through the living room into the kitchen. She heard his bootsteps across the floor exploring every inch of her house. The heavy, dark green drapes were pulled against the heat of the afternoon, but instead trapped the stifling warmth in the house. She never left the air conditioning on when she wasn’t home, though. Too expensive.
 
   He came back into her line of sight and lifted the twins’ baby picture from the top of the television. He studied it for a few moments, smiling slightly, and then replaced it. He scooped up the library books, the coloring books, crayon bucket and the girls’ Barbie basket and put them by the door.
 
   Robin sat on the edge of the double bed, her pride smarting. She had taken a chance on the small community, forgoing life in a big city to build a better life for her daughters, had made sacrifices to make that happen. She knew the neighborhood was horrible, but at least they had a roof over their heads. She looked up to see Chad standing in the doorway.
 
   “I do the best I can,” she whispered. “It’s all I can afford.”
 
   “I know, sweetheart.” Chad knelt down at her feet, cupping her face with the utmost care. His blue eyes searched hers, his warmth so close she wanted to dive in and wrap herself in it.
 
   Then, he kissed her.
 
   Not with the pawing onslaught she had experienced from other men, but with a warm gentle mouth that sampled and rubbed and caused a flood of sweetness to seep into her heart. Then he changed the angle of the kiss, his tongue tracing the outline of her lips. When she opened her mouth, she expected him to sweep in like a conquering warrior, but his tongue grazed hers, never taking more than she gave. A molten heat spiked over her skin making her ache for a closer contact. Before she could talk herself into it or out of it, he lightened the kiss and then broke away.
 
   She touched his face. The bandages on her hands created a barrier between them and brought her back to reality. Chad’s fingers gripped her chin and forced her eyes to his.
 
   A loud grinding noise from outside made them both jump.
 
   “I think Mr. Pearson started his lawn mower.” Robin expelled a breath, relieved that it wasn’t anything more serious.
 
   “Let’s get out of here before my truck disappears from the driveway.” Chad’s expression was grim.
 
   She managed a brief smile. “I can’t open the drawers.”
 
   Chad made quick work of packing. He poured the contents of the dresser into pillow slips, cleared the closet rod with a single sweep of his hand, toiletries went into a second pillow slip. A cardboard box from the back porch got stuffed with the girls’ books and toys.
 
   Chad made two quick trips to load the truck.
 
   She wanted to help, but all she could do was sit and watch. Back in the house, he filled a glass with water and dumped the contents of the pharmacy sack. Twisting off the cap on one of the bottles, he dumped a pill out into his hand. “Open wide.”
 
   She complied, too tired to be anything but obedient.
 
   He stuffed a pain pill between her lips and held the glass so she could drink the water. It dawned on her then just how helpless she was going to be for the next few days.
 
   “Come on.” He helped her stand, his hand under her elbow. “Let’s go home.” 
 
   Home. If only that were true.
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   Mile after mile down the winding country road Chad studied Robin’s sleeping face. He didn’t like the fear he’d seen in her eyes when she heard the noise outside her house nor the burning in his gut. He reached for his cell phone and dialed his brother’s number, needing to talk to someone.
 
   “Applegate.”
 
   Chad smiled slightly at the deep tenor of his brother’s voice.
 
   “Applegate here, too. You at work?”
 
   “Yep, but I’m between calls, so I’ve got a few. What’s up?”
 
   Chad explained Robin’s situation to Tom and told him where she lived. He glanced at her while he talked, intrigued by her smooth, creamy skin.
 
   His brother’s response was what he expected.
 
   “Tell me you at least took your shot gun with you.”
 
   “Nope. Locked up tight since the girls have been at the house.”
 
   Tom groaned. “We had a drug bust half a mile from her house just a few nights ago.”
 
   “Great.” Chad gripped the steering wheel, wanting to punch something. He’d been afraid it was that bad, but had hoped it wouldn’t be. Now he knew for sure.
 
   “Can she find somewhere else to live?”
 
   Tom’s question strengthened Chad’s resolve to convince her to move.
 
   “It’s all she can afford and believe me, this woman is as stubborn as they come when it has to do with supporting herself, being independent and paying her debts. But, I can’t stand the thought of her and those two little girls going into that neighborhood every single day. It scares me to death and I know it scares her, she just won’t admit it.”
 
   “You have plenty of room.”
 
   Chad glanced at Robin. Even though she was still asleep, he lowered his voice even more. “Yeah, but talking her into that will be like asking the sun not to come up. She’s not very trusting. Yet.”
 
   “You’ll think of something.” Tom’s radio squawked and then was turned down. “I’ll be out on Saturday to give a hand at the market.”
 
   “Appreciate that. Meg’s working too.” Chad slowed to maneuver around debris in the road.
 
   “I’ll be there by eight.”
 
   Chad agreed and hung up. Robin had already sorted through the contents of two bedrooms. They were still cluttered with possessions. With help, though, it wouldn’t take long to finish and clean. Then, all he had to do was convince her to move to his house so she and the girls would be on safe ground. Nothing to it.
 
   Yeah, and the Great Pumpkin lived in his pumpkin patch, too.
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   The girls stood in the driveway, waiting for him to park the truck. His grandmother sat in a wicker chair on the porch. The girls’ anxious faces tore at him. Robin didn’t even move as he slowed and parked. Placing his finger over his lips, he convinced Boo and Lindy to be real quiet.
 
   He slipped out of the truck and squatted to their level, pulling them into a tight, reassuring hug. “She’s okay. She’s just asleep, all worn out.” 
 
   “You sure?” Boo worried her lip.
 
   “Positive. We stopped at your house and brought some of your stuff. You’re going to be staying here.” Permanently.
 
   “Really?” Boo’s eyes sparkled with excitement.
 
   “Yep.”
 
   Chad studied Lindy’s face as she stayed silent. “Is that okay with you, Lindy?”
 
   “Yep, only we never meant for Mommy to get hurt.”
 
   “Honey, Mommy had a little accident with a mirror. It wasn’t anyone’s fault. Okay?”
 
   The confusion stayed on her face as if his explanation didn’t jive with her fears, but she finally nodded her head and hugged him tighter. “Can we go kiss her booboos now?” Boo squirmed in his grasp.
 
   “Let’s get her to bed first. Why don’t you two go into my room and turn the covers back on my big bed? We’ll let your mom sleep there.”
 
   Boo’s face brightened. “Are you going to sleep with her?”
 
   The question sent a sharp need through him, reminding him of their kiss and all his erotic dreams. He stifled the feelings, then cleared his throat. “I’m going to take care of her. She’s going to have a hard time doing things with the bandages on her hands ’cause she cut herself right here.”
 
   Chad released the girls and used his hands to show where Robin had her cuts. “But the doctor fixed them. We’re going to have to be big helpers for a few days. Run in the house now and turn back the bed so we can get Mommy settled.”
 
   Two solemn faces nodded and raced off to do his bidding. The door slammed behind them.
 
   Chad gave his grandmother a quick hug. “Thanks.”
 
   “How bad?” His grandmother’s don’t-lie-to-me penetrating gaze sucked the truth right out of him. “Twelve stitches in one hand, eighteen in the other. Clean slices, but no tendons were cut. I convinced her to stay here for a few days. They’ve got her bandaged up like a mummy and Doc says she’s not to do anything for awhile. He wants her back in his office on Wednesday.”
 
   Chad went to the passenger door as he talked. He opened the door quietly and released Robin’s seatbelt. When he lifted her into his arms, she mumbled something, but never opened her eyes. Her head settled against his shoulder, her warm breath caressing his neck. He could have stayed like that forever, but his grandmother opened the back door and waited patiently for him to move through, a knowing look on her face.
 
   He ignored the satisfaction in her eyes. So he was crazy about Robin and it showed. He’d be damned if he could find a reason to care who knew it.
 
   Boo and Lindy were struggling to get the covers down when he entered the room. Laying Robin gently on the bed, he slipped off her tennis shoes.
 
   Signaling the girls to his side, he showed them their mommy’s hands and then lifted each girl to kiss her cheek.
 
   “Let’s let her sleep now.” 
 
   “Okay.”
 
   “We love you, Mommy. Sleep tight.” The girls gripped Chad’s hands for reassurance. 
 
   He bent and gave them a hug. “Come on. Let’s go find Grandma.”
 
   They found Olivia in the kitchen putting together a simple dinner of sandwiches and potato salad. They sat at the table and started eating.
 
   “Okay, what did you two do all afternoon?” Chad watched Lindy eat the edge off her sandwich first while Boo chewed out the soft middle.
 
   “We helped Grandma clean up the mess from the mirror. I got to hold the garbage bag and Lindy held the dust pan.”
 
   He grinned at his grandmother. She shrugged, obviously liking the fact that the girls had adopted her.
 
   “Then we played Chutes and Ladders and watched Cinderella. The Disney one.”
 
   “My personal favorite.” Chad studied Lindy’s serious expression.
 
   “Is Mom breaking the mirror sorta like me breaking your clock?” Lindy pinned him with her gaze.
 
   Chad sighed. “Yes. It was an accident. It tipped over and your mom tried to catch it.”
 
   “And she’s bad hurt?”
 
   “She’s going to be just fine. But she’ll be stiff and sore for a few days and the doctor told her not to do much of anything. We’ll have to make sure she lies around and takes it easy.”
 
   Lindy’s eyes filled with tears.
 
   “What is it, honey?” Chad lightly rubbed Lindy’s arm.
 
   “Can’t we stay here forever?” Her voice quivered.
 
   “Don’t you like where you live?” Chad watched her face.
 
   “No. It scares me.” She looked down at the table, toying with her sandwich.
 
   “Me, too.” Boo dropped her crust back on her plate. “People knock on the door sometimes and Mommy locks us in the bathroom.”
 
   “What does she do when you’re locked in the bathroom?” Chad watched Boo’s face. Her solemn expression kicked him in the gut.
 
   “She stands at the door with the baseball bat.”
 
   His grandmother smothered a gasp. 
 
   Chad gritted his teeth. Boo’s statement only confirmed his suspicions.
 
   Boo took a drink of milk. “She says we’re gonna move, but sometimes Mommy cries. It’s icky.”
 
   “Well, that’s something your mom and I will talk about, okay? Because it’s up to her.”
 
   “But you could make her say yes. Let us stay here. I know you could.” Lindy’s small fingers gripped his arm.
 
   “It’s not a matter of talking her into it, honey.”
 
   It sure as hell was. 
 
   “She has to think about what would be best for all of you. But I promise I’ll discuss it with her.”
 
   “You discuss it good, ’kay?” Lindy’s pleading twisted inside him.
 
   Looking at his grandmother, he could tell she agreed with Lindy by the set of her face.
 
   Olivia rose. “I’ve got to be getting home. Call me if you need anything, dear.”
 
   She bustled to the door, picking up her purse and keys. He walked her to her car.
 
   “Those children need to be here.” She stopped in the driveway. “Their mother needs to be here. With you.”
 
   “Enough said, Grandma. I’m working on it.”
 
   “Good. Don’t let go of this one. ’kay?”
 
   Chad smiled at his grandmother’s imitation of the twins. “I’ll try.”
 
   “Don’t try. Do.”
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   The evening turned chilly as soon as the sun set. The outside lights came on, casting a yellowish glow over the yard. Chad walked onto the porch and checked across the property to the shed. Bessie was tucked in for the night along with her puppies. As soon as they were old enough to be adopted, he’d have to put up a sign in town and at the market.
 
   Grimacing in anticipation of the argument that would cause with the girls, he went inside and shut the door against the darkness. He washed the dishes left from the quick sandwich he’d fixed Robin and turned out the kitchen lights.
 
   As he entered his room, Lindy and Boo looked up at him from their picture book. “Shh. She’s sleeping.” Boo put a finger over her lips.
 
   “I can see that, Bunny Nose,” he whispered.
 
   He moved the plate from the bed.
 
   “I fed Mommy her potato salad.” Lindy grinned at him.
 
   “Good. That’s exactly how we have to take care of her.” He gently touched Robin’s forehead, telling himself he was checking her for a fever. Truth was he couldn’t help assuring himself she was here and in his bed. He was as bad as the girls. Tucking the covers more securely around her, he helped the twins slide off the bed and set their picture book on the nightstand.
 
   “Let’s get you two into a bathtub.”
 
   “Do you know about giving baths, Mr. Chad?” Lindy whispered.
 
   “Is there something special I ought to know?”
 
   He’d bathed his nephews and niece, so two girls shouldn’t be too hard.
 
   “Yes.” Lindy closed the book and slid off the bed at Chad’s beckoning.
 
   “You gotta check the water so it isn’t too hot.” Boo walked to the bathroom, watching him to make sure he followed.
 
   “And we gotta keep our eyes shut tight when you shampoo our hair.” Lindy went around him.
 
   Grabbing his hands, they pulled him into the bathroom and shut the door. 
 
   Bath time was a real eye opener. First, Boo hadn’t been kidding. She was extremely picky about the temperature of the water. Not too hot. Not too cold. Secondly, washing their hair without getting soap in their eyes was harder than getting a pumpkin to grow during a drought. Boo tolerated his inexperience better than Lindy who kept giving him unwanted advice and ended up with soap in her mouth. They liked their towels warmed in the dryer before being wrapped in them. And brushing teeth, combing wet hair and getting pajamas on right side out was an exercise in serious patience. He was exhausted by the time they finished and was almost as wet as the girls.
 
   An hour later, he’d changed clothes and held two freshly bathed girls wearing flowered nighties in his lap. With a pile of books stacked next to him, Chad began to read. Chad figured they’d be asleep before they were part way through the stack. The leather recliner barely held the three of them, but they squeezed in. Chad picked up the first book, But No Elephants, and began to read.
 
   The girls giggled as they followed the story and snuggled closer. By the fifth book, their eyes started to droop. He heaved a deep sigh and kept a quiet rhythm in his tone while he began the last book, Green Eggs and Ham. Their eyelids finally sagged shut. By the final words, they were asleep. Chad laid the book aside and closed his eyes.
 
   This was what evenings were meant for. Children in his lap and a beautiful woman in his bed. The only thing better would be if he was in that bed with her, soothing her aches, holding her close. Shutting off those thoughts, Chad clumsily levered himself out of the chair, leaving Lindy and taking Boo to the sofa where he tucked her into the sleeping bag and kissed her forehead. Tomorrow he would finish Robin’s job on the front bedroom and get a bed set up with fresh sheets for them to sleep in. Tonight, they’d make do. After doing the same with Lindy on the opposite end of the sofa, he turned off the lights and went to check on Robin.
 
   He stood over the bed and studied her as she slept. Her silk brown hair spilled over his pillow.
 
   She’d changed to one of his T-shirts during her waking moments and the white fabric molded her breasts. He could see her nipples beneath the fabric. Her breath came in and out, gently moving the soft mounds.
 
   Desire like a blaze raced across his skin like a blaze. Great, Applegate. Get yourself all worked up over a woman who needs care, not lust. Not hot sex. Not even sex with someone whose intentions were honorable. She needed rest. Breathing slowly through his nose, Chad curbed his desire and bent down to tenderly kiss each bandaged hand before grabbing a pillow and blanket from the closet. He settled in the recliner to stop himself from snuggling in next to her and holding her all night long.
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   Robin came awake, disoriented for a moment.
 
   Finally realizing where she was, she arched her back in a long stretch. Morning light seeped through the window and the tantalizing aroma of rich coffee filled the air. Letting the covers fall off, she examined the white bandages. Her fingers were swollen and tender. Worse, the bandages were awkward and restricting. They would have to go.
 
   Pushing back the covers, Robin stared disconcerted at the fit of the T-shirt she had put on the night before. The extra-large shirt hugged her breasts and came to an end mid-thigh. Vaguely she recalled changing out of her clothes into this shirt, kissing her girls and eating part of a sandwich, but not much else.
 
   Mindful of her hands, she rose and used the bathroom. On the back of the bathroom door she found her blue cotton robe. Chad must have found it in her things and hung it there after she’d fallen asleep. She donned it and went in search of the coffee. Reaching the kitchen, she paused in the doorway.
 
   Chad sat at the kitchen table, the paper spread out in front of him, a coffee cup and an empty bowl at his elbow. The opened box of Trix and the milk jug were evidence of what he’d had for breakfast. He wore a blue plaid shirt over a navy blue T-shirt, the sleeves rolled up to his forearms. His long fingers casually gripped the paper. Her unruly heart thumped in her chest and she self-consciously tugged the lapels of her robe closer together. Maybe she should have struggled into some clothes instead. She considered doing just that, but then Chad looked up and smiled—a slow, sweet, I’m-glad-you’re-mine smile. 
 
   Robin silently groaned. She’d relived that kiss a hundred times in the few seconds she’d stood here drooling over him.
 
   “Good morning.” He crossed his finger over his mouth in a shushing motion.
 
   “Good morning. Are they still asleep?” Robin followed his lead.
 
   “Yep, on the sofa curled together like a couple of shrimp on a plate. Are you okay?”
 
   Robin nodded and eased into the family room to check the sleeping twins. Their little bodies were tangled together almost in a hug. Boo’s daisy cow and Lindy’s pink blanket were crushed between them. Satisfied, she returned to the kitchen and seated herself at the table. Chad poured her a cup of coffee. Her brow puckered when he added the two sugars to the cup, making her coffee just the way she liked it. How did he know? Her composure crumbling, she fidgeted with the robe again.
 
   “How are your hands this morning?” The rumble in his quiet tone made a shiver run up her spine. He set the coffee mug in front of her, then pulled a straw from the cupboard and stuck it in the hot brew.
 
   Robin frowned, the thought of drinking coffee with a straw not very palatable. “A little sore, but these bandages are really restrictive. Can you help me take them off?”
 
   “Sure. Doc wants the stitches exposed to open air.”
 
    Robin followed Chad’s movements to the counter where he collected scissors. Pulling his chair close, he put his hand out for hers.
 
   The air was suddenly too thick to breathe. With one hand in his, even through the bandage, Robin felt his warmth. Her nerves jangled like she’d already had a full pot of coffee. The warmth made her want to feel those callused hands on her body. He removed the first bandage, whistling softly when he saw the bruised, swollen flesh around the stitches.
 
   “They look pretty awful, don’t they?” Robin fidgeted in her chair. She tried to move her fingers, but it hurt too badly.
 
   “Actually, I was thinking how lucky you are this wasn’t worse. You came close to really serious damage.” Chad’s lips were so close to hers that all she had to do was lean forward an inch. Their eyes met and she knew he was thinking the same thing. Both froze in place, but then Chad leaned back and took her other hand, swiftly cutting away the bandage.
 
   “You are going to have to take it easy today.”
 
   “But…”
 
   “No buts, Robbie. You’re supposed to keep these stitches dry and not lift anything. Want me to go get Doc’s instructions to prove it?”
 
   “No.” Robin sighed, frustrated. It was pointless to argue when he was right. She’d heard the doctor’s instructions, too. She gazed at the tanned skin above the collar of Chad’s shirt and had irresistible urge to drop her nose there and inhale
 
   his scent. Instead, she turned and took a sip of her coffee through the straw, grimacing at the necessity. It totally ruined her morning coffee.
 
   “I have two groups of first graders coming in for a tour of the farm today. Boo and Lindy are going to be my helpers. While we’re out in the patch, they can get their pumpkins. And you can rest.” Chad stood and returned the scissors to the drawer and dropped the used gauze and wrapping in the trash.
 
   Irritated that no one seemed concerned with asking her, she struggled to keep from snapping at him. “I see you have it all planned out.”
 
   “It’s not really a plan. I thought with the help I’ll have for the tours, it would make sense to include the twins.”
 
   “I didn’t know you did tours.”
 
   “Yeah, for about two years now. The elementary school brings their classes out. We have a hay bale maze set up that they play in, eat popcorn, drink cider and talk to them about what we grow and how we do it. Then, we give them a ride on a trailer out to the field pulled by the tractor and they get to pick out one pumpkin each.
 
   That’s the hard part. The choosing. All together, it takes about three hours. I’ve got two classes coming today.”
 
   She was silent for a long moment, studying his face.
 
    A frown puckered his forehead. “I would never hurt them, Robbie.”
 
   “Oh Lord, Chad. I know that. I’m just not myself today.”
 
   She scooted back in her chair and wandered to the edge of the darkened family room. Somewhere outside Bessie began barking. Chad came up behind her and put his hands on her shoulders. “Promise me you won’t do anything. One trip to the emergency room is about all my heart can take.”
 
   “I promise. That wasn’t my idea of fun either.” 
 
   “What is your idea of fun?” His lips brushed the shell of her ear. 
 
   Robin shivered with awareness and couldn’t have found an answer even if she’d had one. Which she didn’t. She never had much fun.
 
   Chad tightened his hold. “My personal favorite is to take the truck out to the middle of the pumpkin patch and sit on the tailgate, drink hot cocoa and watch the stars. Pretty tame, huh?”
 
   Chad started to pull away, but stopped when she gave in to her need and turned, looping her arms around his waist.
 
   “No. That’s sounds really nice.” She couldn’t help it. She needed to hold him. Robin laid her head against his heart, carefully wrapped her arms around him and squeezed. 
 
   Chad hesitated for several moments and then tightened his hold. His lips settled against her temple.
 
   “Thank you,” Robin whispered. 
 
   “No thanks are needed, Robbie.”
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   Chad tried to get some air in his lungs, but damn well couldn’t find any. She was voluntarily in his arms and he wasn’t going to blow it by letting her feel how hard she was making him, or by taking her down the hall to bed.
 
   “You don’t even know us, Chad and yet you take better care of us than anyone ever has.”
 
   That statement stuck in his throat. “Even your parents?”
 
   Robin snorted. “My parents never married. My mother abandoned me when I was six. I followed my father from job to job for nine more years, before he finally dipped into the cash till where he worked and disappeared. After that I was in foster care until I turned eighteen. Caring? No, that wasn’t really part of the scenario.”
 
   Before he could open his mouth to respond, Bessie’s barking became more frantic and two heads popped up from the sofa.
 
   “Whatcha doing?” Boo grinned.
 
   “Hugging?” Lindy’s hopeful tone wasn’t hard to interpret.
 
   “Just talking, honey.” Robin shrugged out of his hold. “What in the world is Bessie barking about?”
 
   Chad hesitated for a moment—wanting to drag Robin back into his arms. Instead he went to the back door to see why Bessie was raising such a ruckus. He’d let her out of the shed earlier. Robin and the twins followed him.
 
   Another dog stood stiff while Bessie sniffed him through the fence. Then she backed off and barked at him some more.
 
   “Look Mommy. Another doggie.” Lindy and Boo plastered their noses to the screen door, contained from rushing into the yard by his restraining hand on their shoulders.
 
   “You two stay put.” Chad started around them to investigate. They followed him barefoot onto the steps. He grabbed them. “Whoa. I said to stay with your mom.”
 
   The twins reluctantly returned to Robin.
 
   Chad walked to the fence line. Seeing him, the dog bared his teeth. Chad stopped in mid-step. “It’s okay, fella.”
 
   “Let me.” Robin came down off the porch and went around Chad, talking softly to the dog.  The animal wagged his tail and moved along the fence line toward Robin. 
 
   Chad grabbed Bessie by the collar. She growled at him.
 
   Robin ordered her to sit. She sat.
 
   Annoyed, Chad gazed at Robin, then at the fickle dog. “How do you do that?”
 
   Robin shrugged, continuing to speak softly to the other dog, who had also sat.
 
   Chad glared at the dirty, brown shepherd. He looked back to the back porch to check on Boo and Lindy. They avidly watched the activity, their eyes round and shiny like the dew-filled grass.
 
   “Shh. Fella. It’s okay.” Robin bent to her knees to survey the animal.
 
   Chad dragged a non-cooperating Bessie to the shed and shut her in with the puppies. They hadn’t even tried to leave the shelter. Bessie must have sent them inside with one of her commanding barks when she’d seen the other dog.
 
   He returned to Robin and squatted beside her.
 
   The other dog tolerated his presence for a moment and then danced away, tail tucked down and wary.
 
   “No collar.” Chad rubbed his jaw. “He looks like he hasn’t had a good meal in awhile.” He could see the dog’s ribs and hip bones through his shaggy fur.
 
   Robin raised her eyebrows, the unspoken question between them.
 
   “We can feed him.” Chad sighed. “And give him a bath, see if he belongs to anyone around here.” Which he probably didn’t, but having lost this argument once before, he wasn’t willing to have it again.
 
   The dog backed up to a clump of bushes and stood there. 
 
   Robin opened the gate and approached him.
 
   Chad followed a few steps behind her. “Be careful.”
 
   The words were barely out of his mouth when the dog snarled, exposing sharp teeth.
 
   Chad lunged.
 
   


 
  
 
  
 
 
   
   ~~Chapter Seven~~
 
    
 
   Chad jerked Robin away from the dog. She lost her balance and tumbled backwards. They fell in a tangle of arms and legs, Robin landing on top. The dog sat, cocking his head in confusion.
 
   “Did you hurt your hands?” Chad wrapped his arms around her.
 
   “No. I’m fine.” She relaxed against him to get her breath, before she struggled to her feet.
 
   The twins jumped off the porch, ran across the lawn and plunged into the bushes near the dog before Robin or Chad could stop them. They sank onto the wet grass in their nighties. Chad rose to his feet, wiping his dew dampened hands on his pants.
 
   “Look, Mommy, kittens!” Boo clapped her hands. Lindy handed a gray tabby to Boo and took a black one for herself. The shepherd circled around them, nervous as a new father.
 
   “It’s all right, Rover. Sit.” Robin watched until the dog did as she ordered.
 
   Chad rolled his eyes at her. “Rover?”
 
   She shrugged and grinned.
 
   “Can we keep them?” Boo asked.
 
   “No!” Chad and Robin shouted together.
 
   “But why?” Boo’s lip curled in a manipulating pout.
 
   “They’re so cute!” Lindy’s eyes sparkled.
 
   “I’m out of this.” Chad brushed the back of his pants and walked to the gate.
 
   “Coward,” Robin muttered under her breath. “Sweetie, we already have Bessie and her puppies. And dogs and cats don’t get along real well.”
 
   “But Rover was taking care of them.” Lindy stroked the black kitten who began to purr. “It means he likes them.”
 
   “Yeah, they’re buddies. He’s sorta being their mom.” Boo smiled, her busy hands hugging the gray tabby.
 
   Robin pursued her mouth, bombarded with frustration. This wasn’t her farm. She couldn’t speak for Chad. She looked his way for some kind of support. He stood several feet away, hands tucked in the back pockets of his jeans, grinning. Drat him! The girls would be so disappointed when they had to go back to their house and couldn’t take any of these animals with them.
 
   Robin ground her teeth. “I’m sure Mr. Chad won’t allow any more animals.”
 
   He returned, squatted next to the twins and ran a light finger over the smallest kitten. “As long as Bessie doesn’t mind, I think we could find them a warm place to sleep and feed them, but they can’t be in the house.”
 
   “But, Mr. Chad…” Both girls whined.
 
   Chad rose to his feet. “Not in the house, girls. They need to go to Doc Rucker first and get checked up. They could have worms or fleas or ticks.”
 
   Boo found the flaw in his argument. “You didn’t make Bessie get checked.”
 
   “You’re right. I didn’t. She hasn’t been in the house, though, has she? But we’ll take her and the puppies.”
 
   “Rover, too?”
 
   Robin bit the inside of her lip to keep from laughing.
 
   Chad shook his head in defeat. “Rover, too.”
 
   “In the house, you two, and get dressed,” Robin ordered.
 
   “Yeah, we have a date in the pumpkin patch, remember?” Chad accepted the kittens as the girls reluctantly handed them off. He leaned closer to Robin when they were out of earshot. “Since you got here, I’ve had more animals dumped on this farm.”
 
   Relieved to see humor dancing in his eyes, Robin petted the gray tabby and watched it arch its back for the caress. “You could have said no.”
 
   Chad raised his eyebrows. “Right. Back at ya, Mom.”
 
   “I hate telling them no,” Robin admitted, studying the two kittens. The truth was she’d gotten told no too many times as a kid and hated denying her children.
 
   “How is it you are so good with animals?”
 
   Robin looked at him. “That foster home I lived in, the one with the veterinarian and his wife?”
 
   “Ah. Right.” The kittens had nestled against Chad and were purring. Rover danced at their feet. “I lived there for two and half years until he died, spent a lot of time with animals.”
 
   Chad nodded. “You ever think about going to veterinary school?”
 
   “Yes.” Robin didn’t expand her answer— couldn’t. He’d hit a sore spot without realizing it and the words were dammed up in her throat along with the memories of Doc Potter’s promises— promises left unfulfilled by his widow and an unexpected pregnancy.
 
   Chad studied her expression for a moment, then let the subject drop. “Let the girls enjoy the animals while they are here. Tackle the rest later.”
 
   “Easy for you to say.” Robin watched Chad walk to the shed, juggling the kittens. Rover trotted behind like a bodyguard. She followed the girls into the house.
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   Chad went into the shed and gathered a box and an old blanket. Rover stuck close to his heels.
 
   Bessie rose to her feet and growled at the other dog. Rover, on his best behavior, stood still and let Bessie sniff him. Satisfied, but still restless, she pushed the puppies to the back of the shed, guarding them against the intruder. All the fight had drained out of the shepherd and he seemed anxious to please. Chad set up the box in the corner and laid the kittens in it. They curled together in a ball.
 
   He dumped some dry food in a bowl for Rover, took the dog outside and put the dish on the ground. Rover inhaled the contents, then went back inside the shed, lying down by the kittens. Chad would bring some cat food back for the kittens later. The girls came out of the house in jeans and white tennis shoes. Boo wore a green shirt and Lindy an orange one. He walked toward them, smiling when he realized he could finally tell them apart. Each girl had her hair in a messy ponytail. Since Robin couldn’t have handled the hairbrush, he applauded their attempt to do it themselves.
 
   Robin followed the girls to the driveway.
 
   “We’re ready, Mr. Chad.” Lindy turned to kiss Robin goodbye. Boo did the same.
 
   “Get in the truck.” Chad wanted to collect a kiss from her pretty pink mouth, too. Their first kiss had been sweeter than cotton candy at the fair, more potent than a gulp of coffee in the morning and he was dying to repeat it. Instead, he lifted her hands in his and inspected her stitches, assuring himself there had been no damage from their fall.
 
   “You promise to stay off your feet?”
 
   Robin smiled. “It’s not my feet that are hurt.”
 
   Chad laughed.
 
   “I’m a big girl and I can take care of myself.” 
 
   “Not until your stitches come out.”
 
   “I’ll rest. I promise.” Since she couldn’t cross her fingers behind her back to negate the promise, he had to accept her words as truth.
 
   A bus turned down the lane and he heard the first graders shouts. He let go of her hands and got in the truck before he kissed her in front of God, her daughters and Mrs. Swan’s first grade class. Helping the twins into their seatbelts, he started the engine. He waved and drove down the driveway. He couldn’t think any more about kissing her. Right now, he had a date with his girls and a pumpkin patch.
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   Chad watched as Hank, Trudy’s husband, maneuvered the tractor pulling the trailer full of Mrs. Swan’s first graders down the dirt path. They were almost back to the market, but the noise the kids made could still be heard in the warm afternoon air. He’d stayed behind with Boo and Lindy to let them take their pick from the best pumpkins in the field.
 
   “I want this one, Mr. Chad.” Lindy squatted by what was easily a twenty-five pound pumpkin. It was fat and round, needing a toothless grin and a place on the front porch. The hopeful look on Lindy’s face made the decision a simple one.
 
   He grinned. “Okay.”
 
   Her face lit up. “Really?” She screamed and jumped up, throwing herself into his arms.
 
   Feeling the soft weight of her in his arms and the excitement in her hug put a lump in his throat. “You make the bestest pumpkins, Daddy Chad.”
 
   The round “ooh” of her mouth told Chad she hadn’t meant to say “Daddy” out loud, but before she could take the words back, Boo screamed. “I found it, Mr. Chad! I found it!”
 
   He carried Lindy down the row, set her on her feet and stooped next to Boo to study her choice.
 
   Boo chewed her lip in uncertainty. Her pumpkin was tall and skinny and looked like a black top hat belonged on its head.
 
   “Looks good to me.”
 
   Boo squealed and launched into his arms for a hug. “Can we really have them Mr. Chad?”
 
   “Yes, Boo.” He put her down. “But we’ll have to leave them and walk back for the truck. They’re too big to carry that far.”
 
   Pulling his knife, he carefully cut Boo’s pumpkin from the vine and hefted it into his arms, the girls trailing him down the row. He carefully set Mr. Top Hat on the ground and did the same to Toothless.
 
   “Look, Mr. Chad, somebody’s coming.”
 
   Chad squinted down the dirt road and saw his truck slowly making its way their direction.
 
   “Well, before we go back we have one more job to do.”
 
   Boo hugged his leg. Lindy took his hand and stuck her thumb in her mouth. Gently disengaging her thumb, he pulled Boo from his leg and squatted at eye level.
 
   “We need to find a very special pumpkin for Mommy. Can you do that?”
 
   Both girls nodded, patted their choices, as if to assure themselves they were still there and went in search of a Mommy pumpkin.
 
   Chad watched them darting from pumpkin to pumpkin. The truck came to a stop beside him, his sister at the wheel.
 
   “Hi!” Meg swung out of the cab, her platinum hair blowing in the slight breeze.
 
   “Hi yourself. What are you doing here?”
 
   “I had a pass from school today for a curriculum committee meeting. It ended early. I decided to make a run out here for a pumpkin. I need one for my classroom.” Meg’s nonchalance made Chad grin.
 
   “You teach high school English. What do you need one in your classroom for?”
 
   “Don’t you know that kids never outgrow pumpkins?”
 
   “Yeah, right. You mean you haven’t.” Chad grinned at Meg.
 
   Meg shrugged.
 
   “Go ahead.” Chad made a sweeping gesture to indicate the patch. “This is the best of the bunch.
 
   Want some help?” “Sure.”
 
   “Lindy. Boo. Come here.” Chad motioned the girls back his direction.
 
   “Girls, this is my sister, Meg.”
 
   “I didn’t know you had a sister, Mr. Chad.”
 
   Boo reached her hand out to shake Meg’s. “I have one too,” she told Meg proudly.
 
   Meg reached out and shook Boo’s hand, then Lindy’s.
 
   “I need some help, girls. I need a nice round pumpkin for my classroom.”
 
   “Are you a teacher?” 
 
   “Yes, I am.”
 
   “We go to school in one more year. Mommy says she can hardly wait.”
 
   Meg grinned. “I’ll bet.” She took the girls’ hands and started through the pumpkin patch.
 
   Chad watched as the three chattered their way past one pumpkin after another, incorporating Meg’s search with their own. He loaded the girls’ pumpkins into the truck so they wouldn’t get bumped around. Lindy calling him Daddy Chad about dropped him to his knees. God knew they both needed a daddy and he was a perfect candidate. He needed to be careful to protect the girls from hurt. He loved them both and was falling hard for their mother. Still, she could decide she wanted nothing to do with him and walk right out of his life, taking the girls with her. If she did that, he didn’t know what he’d do.
 
   “Chad.”
 
   Meg’s call brought him out of his reverie.
 
   “We found them. Bring your knife.”
 
   Weaving around the rows of pumpkins, he made his way their direction.
 
   “Lookie, Mr. Chad! Meg says she’s going to paint a goofy face on this one.” Lindy danced around the pumpkin.
 
   Chad bent and cut the pumpkin from the vine. “Where’s the one for Mommy?”
 
   “Over here.” Boo grabbed his hand and pulled him two more pumpkins over. Meg and Lindy followed.
 
   The pumpkin they had picked for Robin was petite in comparison, but well rounded, with no flat sides.
 
   “Why this one?” Chad asked.
 
   “Because it’s perfect and sweet and that’s what Mommy is.” Lindy twisted her hands behind her, swaying.
 
   Chad remembered how sweet Robin had tasted when he kissed her and couldn’t have agreed more. Pressured by the need to do it again, Chad swiftly cut the vine and lifted the pumpkin.
 
   “I can handle that one, if you’ll grab mine.” Meg’s eyes danced, matching her knowing grin.
 
   Chad picked up her pumpkin up from the ground and put it in the back of the truck.
 
   Meg whispered so the girls couldn’t hear her. “So she’s sweet and perfect, huh? I have to meet this woman.”
 
   Chad blushed, but held his ground. Calling to the girls to get into the truck, Chad slammed the tailgate. “She’s at the house. Stop in and meet her.”
 
   “Can’t. I’ve got a date. And I still have to stop at the school to make sure my fourth period class didn’t kill their substitute and hide the body. Saturday, though. Count on it.”
 
   “Okay.”
 
   “Did you load my pumpkin, Mr. Chad?”
 
   “Yep, I’ve got Mr. Top Hat right here beside Toothless and Sweet Pea.”
 
   Lindy grinned at the names and crawled into the truck beside Boo.
 
   “I’d forgotten that you used to name your pumpkins.” Meg laughed. “Doesn’t that get hard with the five jillion you grow?”
 
   “Shut up, Meg.” Chad slipped into the truck and started the engine.
 
   “What? Aren’t you going to name mine?” Meg slammed the door on the other side and helped the girls snuggle in between the two of them. Chad put the truck in gear and executed a quick three-point turn.
 
   “Last year your classroom pumpkin ended up S-M-A-S-H-E-D during a physical altercation in your classroom. I don’t name pumpkins I know will be DOA.”
 
   Meg stuck her tongue out at Chad, making the girls giggle.
 
   “Brothers.” Meg rolled her eyes for the girls benefit and the rest of the trip back to the market was made in laughter.
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   Ten days later, Robin sat at the kitchen table. She was on Chad’s laptop computer, searching for the value of the china in the dining room buffet.
 
   Stitches out of her hands, the exercises Doc Garrison assigned her were easing the stiffness in her fingers, but her palms were still tender and sensitive. At least she was back to being able to do things for herself.
 
   When Olivia wasn’t at the market working with Trudy, she had been around to lend a hand. Robin, Olivia and the girls had gone shopping to pick out the girls’ Halloween costumes and had taken the animals to the vet. Robin took the opportunity to talk with Dr. Rucker about a job. He promised to consider adding her to his hospital staff, giving her hope for future employment. Olivia had helped her clean one of the bedrooms so the girls would have a place to sleep. Chad had been sleeping on the sofa and wouldn’t hear of trading with her for his big bed.
 
   Robin couldn’t grip her steering wheel, so Olivia had taken over the chore of dropping the girls at preschool on their regular schedule, had done her banking and driven her to see Doc to get her stitches removed. Olivia had also been present for the official pumpkin carving event. Mr. Top Hat, Toothless and Sweet Pea now sat on the front porch and every evening at dusk Chad made a real event out of lighting their candles.
 
   Every conversation she’d had with Olivia led to talking about Chad. She tried not to, but to be truthful she wanted to know everything about him and hadn’t stopped Olivia from talking. Nerves had kept her in the house last Saturday when half of Chad’s family had been helping at the market. She was terribly afraid she was falling for him. Meeting the rest of his family smacked of something permanent and that scared her to death.
 
   Chad came through the back door and put two sacks on the counter. “Clem’s Restaurant is cooking tonight.” The aroma of fried chicken, spicy baked beans and fresh biscuits filled the kitchen.
 
   Bemused, she studied Chad’s face, dirt creased in his grin. His cheeks were sunburned and chapped, but despite the layer of fatigue, his eyes sparkled. He stepped to the sink and washed off the layers of dirt on his hands. He’d been working long hours trying to keep up with the demand from the grocery store and his own market. He’d also been up early to meet two semi-trucks that had arrived this morning taking part of his harvest to the processing plant to be made into pumpkin pie filling. Even dirty and tired he looked good enough to roll across a mattress with.
 
   Robin squeezed her eyes shut for a moment. “Earth to Robin.” Chad waved a clean hand in front of her face.”
 
   “What?” Robin’s eyes snapped back open. 
 
   “Where are you?”
 
   “Is it true your girlfriend married your best friend?” Robin snapped her mouth shut. “I’m sorry. That’s none of my business.”
 
   Chad handed her the bag with biscuits and potato salad, then carefully removed the hot chicken and baked beans from the other. “Guess Grandma’s been talking, huh?” 
 
   At Robin’s nod, Chad continued. “They’d been dating off and on since high school. I think she used me to make him jealous.”
 
   “That’s awful.” He sounded matter-of-fact, but Robin could sense the hurt.
 
   “At the time, I agreed.” He looked at her for a long moment, his eyes intense. “But now I think she did me a favor.”
 
   Robin squirmed in her chair and rearranged the food on the table. 
 
   “Mommy, we’re done!”  The girls’ voices drifted down the hall.
 
   “Where are they?” Chad moved so close to her she could smell the earth, the sweat and the spice of his body.
 
   “Bathtub,” she croaked.
 
   “I’ll get them.”
 
   “My hands are fine. I can do it.”
 
   Picking up her hands, Chad examined the angry red scars, then lifted them to his mouth and lightly kissed each palm. She’d never thought of her hands as an erogenous zone, but the zing that shot up her hands and into her breasts took her breath away.
 
   “Mommy!” The girls’ yells broke the spell and saved Robin from turning into a puddle on the floor.
 
   Chad released her hands and left to help the girls. Robin let him go. She took a few deep breaths to steady herself. Her girls’ excited shrieks when they saw Chad warmed her heart. Confused, she pushed the cartons of food into a random arrangement.
 
   She was supposed to be strong. She’d planned to take care of herself and her kids alone. But, God, it felt so good to have someone else to depend on. Someone else who brought dinner, who got the girls out of the bathtub, who kissed her just because she hurt. If she wasn’t careful, she was going to tumble so hard for Chad she’d never be able to pick herself up.
 
   She’d fallen hard for Lloyd. She’d expected him to cherish her, to be a father to her babies and had been devastated when he’d left. Her feelings for Chad were much more complex and deep. What would happen when this peaceful interlude came to an end? Would she be able to go back to her old life?
 
   A deep ache settled in her stomach. Sometime in the near future, she’d be finished with this job and they would have to go back to the way it was. The girls would be very upset. So would she.
 
   Rubbing a hand across her stomach, Robin rose for plates and silverware and got the milk from the refrigerator. Uneasiness rode with her through dinner.
 
   The Parent Trap twins were discovering they were sisters when Robin glanced over and found her girls asleep. Snuggled in their sleeping bags, they were spread on the floor in front of the television. Chad rummaged around in the kitchen and then the smell of rich buttered popcorn wafted into the room. It made her mouth water. She should turn the movie off, carry the girls to bed and take herself to the bedroom before she gave in to temptation.
 
   Before she could follow through on that thought, Chad eased down next to her on the sofa, setting the popcorn on the coffee table. His thigh rubbed against hers. Robin jerked away as a rush of sensation flew up her leg and settled between her thighs.
 
   “Easy, honey. I don’t bite.”
 
   Upon seeing the humor in Chad’s eyes, she lectured herself. Her mind knew this couldn’t work, but her body didn’t want to listen. Any time he was in the room, her insides melted like butter in the microwave. Making a grab for some popcorn, Robin searched for something to say since neither was watching the movie.
 
   “How’s the pumpkin harvest going?” There. That was a safe enough topic.
 
   “If we keep up this pace, we’ll have the storage sheds full by the weekend with just the few acres around the market still in the fields. I don’t like the looks of the weather, though. Seven-day forecast is calling for days of heavy rain and much cooler weather. I can’t believe it. We don’t usually make the switch to that kind of weather until after Thanksgiving.”
 
   Chad had leaned his head back against the sofa and closed his eyes before he finished the last sentence. Some of his exhaustion seemed to have eased since dinner.
 
   “You like what you do, don’t you?” Robin carefully scooted a few inches away from him.
 
   Opening one eye, he searched her face before answering. “When I was little, my mom used to take all of us to the grocery store to buy the Halloween pumpkin. She always swore she was only buying one. It used to be my favorite thing to do above anything else. Bubblegum, Saturday morning cartoons, everything. I’d to start begging her in September, right around county fair time.”
 
   Chad ate some popcorn and then held out the bowl to Robin. “She’d usually stall me because she knew I’d never be satisfied with one. Every year, she always ended up buying me one every time we went to the store. One year we had twenty-five on the front porch. I can visualize whether they need a face or whether they’re intended for pumpkin pie. I don’t think growing them ever occurred to me until I stumbled into a few agriculture courses. It was an easy decision after that to get my degree from Texas A&M. And then I saw this farm for sale. It sort of came together. I can’t imagine doing anything else.”
 
   “I never had a pumpkin at Halloween. At least, not until after I was on my own and had the girls.” Robin nearly bit her tongue off trying to take back the words. She generally didn’t elaborate on her background, because most people either didn’t understand or pitied her. She didn’t want Chad’s pity.
 
   “What about when you were little?” Chad put an arm around her shoulder.
 
   “I don’t remember ever having a pumpkin before my mom left. I wore costumes to school after that, but my dad couldn’t manage to get home from the bar, let alone buy a pumpkin. I was fifteen when I went to live with Doc Potter and his wife. Church and work were the norm. Halloween wasn’t a celebrated holiday with them. I was too old by then anyway.” Peeking up at him, Robin didn’t expect to find the warm concern she saw. His gaze was a soft caress that started Robin’s pulse beating faster.
 
   “You’re never too old for Halloween.” Chad pulled her against his him and tucked her head under his chin. He felt warm, solid and the hand softly stroking her hair was both comforting and arousing.
 
   She had no recollection of ever being held like this. Her mother had been strangely aloof and Robin suspected that she hadn’t been wanted. What she remembered of her parents were the fights, not being held. She’d been a housekeeper for her father, not a daughter deserving of affection. Even Doc Potter and his wife hadn’t been demonstrative. Lloyd had never wanted to cuddle like this. He’d always gone right to the sex and hadn’t needed any encouragement to get turned on. Why in the world hadn’t she seen that before? How could she help but respond to Chad’s gentleness?
 
   “Why didn’t you go to veterinary school?”
 
   The shift in topic made her pause. “My grades weren’t good enough for a scholarship. Doc Potter promised to send me, but then he died and Mrs. Potter felt she couldn’t afford it. She went to live with her sister and I got a job at the truck stop. I lost touch with her. Then, I got pregnant. Wasn’t an option after that.”
 
   Chad nodded. The movie played on while Robin basked in the closeness, arguing with her fears, convincing herself she would enjoy this for awhile and not let it go too far.
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   Chad breathed quietly through his nose trying to calm his body, acutely aware of Robin’s ample breasts pressed against his side. As the movie faded, he struggled to stay motionless, except for stroking her silky hair.
 
   Afraid to breathe, he sat still while she toyed with the buttons on his shirt. Her knee crept over his lap and rubbed his thigh. He wanted to touch her, sift his hands through the heavy silk of her shoulder-length hair, sample the texture of the skin across her lightly flushed cheeks, down her slender neck, to her well-rounded breasts and long legs and everything in between.
 
   When Robin lifted her chin, he basked in her sultry brown eyes—anticipation clung to the air suspended like that moment just before sunset. Unable to stand the separation any longer, Chad settled his lips against hers. He slipped his hand into her hair and down to the nape of her neck, pulling her closer. He breathed in the soft scent of baby powder. Her mouth clung to his lingering, savoring. Swallowing her aroused moan, he deepened the kiss further, sliding his tongue across her bottom lip.
 
   Wildfire spread through him when she opened her mouth and let his tongue slip inside and one kiss became many. Robin’s hands slid over his shoulders, her touch setting off a fierce need to settle her closer against him. With his hands on her waist, he lifted her up to straddle his lap, savoring her weight against his erection. He skimmed his mouth down the lean cords of her neck and slid his hands under her shirt, caressing the warm skin of her back.
 
   Robin shuddered against him, forcing his mouth back to hers. Her tongue stroked his with greedy hunger. He was fast losing control and was damned if he cared. Massaging the soft skin of her back, he unfastened her bra and ran his palms across the supple skin to cup the mounds of her breasts, groaning aloud when the weight of them settled into his hands.
 
   “Oh, God! What am I doing?” Robin’s whispered panic froze him. His hands and lap were empty before he could get his brain to re-engage. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to lead you on.” She fumbled, adjusting her bra and shirt.
 
   He ran a hand over his face. “You didn’t lead me on Robbie. I thought the feelings were mutual.”
 
   “I don’t even know what my feelings are. But the last time I gave into something like this, I ended up with them.” She gestured to the twins sleeping in front of the television. Her face paled. “Oh my God! I was making out with my daughters in the room! What kind of mother am I?”
 
   Robin’s fierce whisper echoed through the room. She tried to skirt around the end of the sofa, but Chad moved quickly, grabbed her arms and pulled her to a stop.
 
   “You are a great mom, so don’t even think that. This is my fault. I’ve been wanting to kiss you again and I wasn’t thinking.” 
 
   “You scare me.”
 
   “What?” She tried to pull from his grasp, but Chad hung on. 
 
   “I’d never hurt you, Robin. Never force you into something you didn’t want.”
 
   “I don’t know what I want.” Robin bit her lip. “Why aren’t you like all the others?”
 
   A fist full of emotion punched him in the gut. “What others?”
 
   “The others…” Robin stared at him. “The men who consider women fair game. Who grope and think they have a right to touch whenever and whatever they want. The only kind of men I seem to attract. My last boss, the truckers from the restaurant, even Lloyd. But I don’t know what to do with you. You kiss me like you mean it. Maybe you do, right this moment. But you scare the living daylights out of me. It would be so easy to fall in love with you and I know you won’t stay. No one ever does.”
 
   “Robbie—”
 
   “No. I’m going to bed. Please don’t follow me. Please.”
 
   Chad dropped his hands and released her, not wanting to be in the category of man that would touch her without permission.
 
   “This isn’t finished Robbie.” Her only response was the resounding snap of his bedroom door shutting. Chad slumped onto the sofa and stared at the two fairy munchkins who slept unaware.
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   In the pre-dawn darkness, Robin packed the rest of their things into a suitcase she’d found in one of the bedrooms. Today was Sunday, a non- working day. She and the twins needed to go home. It was time to stop playing house, time to stop pretending. She needed to re-establish the employee-employer status that had been lost during her stay here. Her hands, while still sore, could be flexed and used. During her long sleepless night, she’d come to one conclusion—no matter how good he kissed or how wonderful his hands felt on her skin, her luck would not change. He would not stay. This was not real.
 
   Cinderella was the only one who got Prince Charming.
 
   She couldn’t do this to herself or her girls. The risks were too great. She closed the bag with a firm snap and set it by the door. As soon as it was light, she would take a quick look through the house and make sure she’d packed all their things.
 
   With Olivia’s help, she’d sorted the contents of all the rooms. Piles were ready for donation to churches and charity groups. Mr. Slade from the antique store was willing to come and look at the furniture and collectibles. What would be left could be dealt with in work sessions while the girls were in preschool. This would keep their lives separate, defined by the job. By Christmas, it would be finished. She wouldn’t get sucked into the fantasy, consumed by Chad only to be disappointed. She had a long track record of people who’d walked away from her. It was better to protect herself and her girls.
 
   Depression settled, even as her resolve hardened.
 
   Reality sucked, but life gave her few choices.
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   When Chad rose the next morning, Robin waited for him at the table. The kitchen was dim, the day cloudy and dreary, missing the usual sun splash across the floor. Robin’s expression made his stomach twist. He’d barely slept. The sofa smelled like her, tormenting him with the taste he’d had of her. Replaying their argument had pricked his conscience. Clad only in jeans, he shivered in the morning air. Rubbing his hands through his hair, he went straight for the coffee pot. He slugged down half a cup though it burned his gut and then turned to face her.
 
   Her hands were clasped around her own coffee mug. A tight pair of jeans covered her long legs. A green sweatshirt proclaimed her world’s best mom, accenting her pale face and the dark circles under her eyes.
 
   He eyed the suitcase by the table and his heart sank. “You want to tell me about this?”
 
   She was quiet for a long time, then finally looked at him. “I took this job to repay you for Lindy breaking your clock and for fixing my car. Nothing has changed. My hands are better and I’m going home. I’ll still finish the job I signed on for, but that’s all.”
 
   The quiet conviction in her tone made Chad grind his teeth. He hadn’t had a chance to discuss with her about giving up her house and staying here. Now was probably not the best time to bring that up. But he couldn’t let her go.
 
   Taking a chair from the table, he swung it around and straddled it. “Robin, I understand how last night may have upset you. But if you’re waiting for me to apologize, I won’t.”
 
   “I don’t expect you to apologize. This won’t work.” Her gaze roamed his chest, then darted to the kitchen window.
 
   “Why?”
 
   “I’m not sure I can explain. Partly, it’s because you’re a successful farmer, with a wonderful family and a solid future. I don’t have that background.”
 
   Chad leaned forward, the intensity in his eyes unsettling. “Yes, I have a great family and a good education. Yes, I’m where I am today because of both of those and I’m sorry you didn’t have that same strong foundation. But I see a smart woman sitting here. You are a good mother, hardworking, honest and caring. You have the toughness to work hard towards what you want and I admire that.”
 
   “What I am is a single mom with no family. I do work hard to earn everything, but I put the girls first. No one else is there for them, sacrifices for them. I have to, want to. Regardless of your intentions, I won’t believe you’re going to swoop in and make us the focus of your life.” Robin shook her head, stopping for a moment. “I won’t take the risk. I don’t believe in happily-ever-after. Regardless how this starts, it will end.”
 
   He jammed his fingers through his hair. “How can you know that? I don’t. I don’t know where these feelings are going, but I know it will be the biggest mistake of my life not to find out.”
 
   Licking her lips, Robin felt herself wavering and then remembered her father’s years of indifference, Lloyd’s betrayal and Doc Potter’s death. And her mother, who abandoned Robin at six. Why? She’d been just a little bit older than her girls were now when her mother had left. That action had shaped the rest of her relationships. She wouldn’t randomly bring someone into the girls’ lives and not be double darn sure that she wasn’t setting up the same scenario for her girls to have to survive. The twins had their hopes up, higher than she’d ever seen them. They were just hanging there, waiting for a fall and disillusionment. She knew the twisting confusion, knew the ache it left inside. She had to be their rock, the foundation for their tender hearts, so they never experienced one moment of that.
 
   “I’m not denying I’m attracted to you and the sex would probably be fantastic, but it’s not only me I have to think about. I won’t continue to give my girls false hope.” Robin rose and emptied her coffee cup into the sink. Her heart heavy, she could barely stand the hurt look in Chad’s eyes.
 
   His body tensed. She waited for him to rise and shake some sense into her, but he didn’t. His quiet, terse reply made her feel even worse.
 
   “I won’t stop you, Robbie. Go home, if that’s what you think you need to do. But I’m not Lloyd. I’m not your mom or your dad or any others who’ve left you. There’s something between us, something that could be wonderful and I’m not going to give up until you believe that.”
 
   Rising, he shoved the chair back under the table and left the room, not touching her or trying to persuade her in any way. The bedroom door shut and the water in the shower turned on.
 
   His cup sat alone on the table, foretelling.
 
   Robin shivered and stared out the window. Her hands shook, her stomach churned and, without the slightest provocation, she might throw up. 
 
   She was right, though. She knew she was. She’d stay away for a few days. The chemistry would diminish. When she went to work in town, they would end up friendly strangers, waving at each other on the streets of Echo Falls.
 
   That thought brought no comfort.
 
   


 
  
 
  
 
 
   
   ~~Chapter Eight~~
 
    
 
   Clouds billowed over the sun and the wind kicked up the Texas dust. Chad looked across acres of rolling land, dirt brown and parched, pumpkin vines dry and withering. Getting in his truck, he drove to the storage shed to store his tools.
 
   They hadn’t been to the farm in three days. Three days that left him heart sore and uncertain.
 
   If he hadn’t been overwhelmed in work, he would have…what?
 
   Chad paused, brain stumbling. Irritation spiked. What? What would he do? Trying to respect Robin’s feelings was slowly grinding the stoppers on his temper. The weather pushing him didn’t help. Only a week until Halloween and, unless he missed his guess, they’d be dodging rain storms and cold spells until trick-or-treating time. Long range forecast was even talking about possible snow. Hard to imagine when it was still sixty-five degrees, but there was no rhyme or reason to Canadian cold fronts blowing down the plains into the panhandle of Texas.
 
   He shut and locked the door on the storage shed. Most of his pumpkin crop was stored and in no danger from any change in weather. Tiredness swept over him as he walked to his truck and slammed the tailgate closed.
 
   For the first time since he’d purchased the farm, his heart wasn’t satisfied. It had always been enough before, even after Gwynne. This was the first time the farm would finish the season in the black instead of drawing on the family trust. He should be celebrating, calling his family to share the good news, but even that success was flat.
 
   Robin wasn’t here to share it.
 
   The girls weren’t here to swing up in his arms to celebrate.
 
   He played that kitchen scene over and over in his mind. Maybe, if he could have said things differently, he could have convinced her. Chasing after her would have led to fumbling with the same arguments, the same words and that wasn’t going to change her mind. She had to believe him and she didn’t.
 
   Chad swallowed hard against the acid burning in the back of his throat. He needed to see Robbie’s face, to hold her. His whole body ached. To add insult, the girls hadn’t been awake when he’d left that morning. He didn’t hug them goodbye. That burned like a blistered sore. He wanted to give her a few days to cool down, think this through and maybe miss him, too. But what if she didn’t? What kind of karma did he have that the women he cared about just walked away?
 
   Chad parked the truck near the house and gripped the steering wheel until his hands cramped. Rover and Bessie raced to meet his truck.
 
   At least that was something. The last three days he’d been the one to feed them and amazingly they’d all become friends. If only he could work the same deal with Robin.
 
   Calling to the dogs, he walked to the shed to feed them. Propped in the doorway, he watched the animals. The puppies tumbled over each other, nipping at Bessie while she tried to eat. The kittens sniffed their food. The dogs wolfed down their meal in a few bites.
 
   The silent house stared at him.
 
   Is this how his evening was going to go again?
 
   Explode a TV dinner in the microwave and fall on his face in bed? If he couldn’t give the twins their bath or have a cup of coffee with Robin, there wasn’t any point. He needed advice and there was only one place to get it—his grandmother.
 
   Chad got in his truck and drove to town. The lights blazed at her house. Chad pulled up next to Tom’s vehicle. Good. He didn’t want to talk to the whole damn family. He jumped over the bottom two steps on the porch, walked its length to open the back door and entered the kitchen. His Grandmother and Tom looked up from eating chocolate cake at the round oak table. Tom’s stance eased from protective to welcoming when he recognized who was at the door.
 
   His grandmother’s kitchen was painted daffodil yellow. Filled to the rafters with green plants and knickknacks from fifty years in the same house, the warm kitchen smelled of spices, the small TV in the corner emitting the dialogue from the latest hit comedy. Chad felt a part of himself settle, the sameness comforting.
 
   “Can I get a piece of that cake?” He hung his hat on the coat rack by the door and walked to the sink to wash his hands, striving for normalcy and not succeeding.
 
   “Only if you come give your grandma a hug.” She rose from the table and walked toward him with her arms outstretched. 
 
   Emotion clogged his throat and he struggled to shove it back.
 
   His grandmother folded him into a hug. 
 
   He held on. Needed to hold on.
 
   “What’s wrong?” Olivia’s eyes pierced his.
 
   “Oh, man. What isn’t?” Chad forced himself to take a deep breath. He let her go and joined his brother at the table.
 
   Tom reached out to shake his hand, holding it a little longer than usual. “You look like hell.”
 
   Chad smirked. “Thanks. You, too.”
 
   Tom snorted. “I just got off a twenty-four hour shift. A few hours comatose will cure my problem. What’s your excuse?”
 
   “Crop’s in.”
 
   Tom nodded. “Congratulations.” 
 
   “I’m in the black.”
 
   “Well, that calls for a celebration, doesn’t it?” Tom leaned back in his chair. “You’ve come to the end of harvest for what? Four seasons now? Didn’t end up looking like the walking dead.”
 
   At the stove, his grandmother wore orange tennis shoes, black pants and a Halloween sweatshirt. She dished up his food and walked to the table.
 
   “Robin took the girls and went back to her house. She won’t answer my calls. I’ve worked twenty-four hours a day for the last three days just to keep from going over there and slinging her over my shoulder to carry her and the girls home.”
 
   His grandmother put a steaming plate of beef stew in front of him with a piece of hot crusty bread, his cake and a cup of coffee. Seating herself across the table from him, she crossed her arms. “Eat.”
 
   He wasn’t hungry, but she’d never let him get away with that. Picking up the fork, he shoveled a couple of bites of the stew into his mouth and chewed. The familiar mouth-watering taste had him shoveling in a few more bites.
 
   “What happened?” Tom sipped his coffee.
 
   Swallowing, Chad put his fork on the side of his plate. “We had an argument about happily-ever-after.”
 
   Tom’s brow wrinkled in confusion. “Come again?”
 
   “Happily-ever-after. She thinks they don’t happen for her. So she doesn’t want to take a chance on me.” Chad paused to swallow hard. His grandmother reached her hands across the table and gripped his.
 
   “I don’t know how to fight this, Grandma. I thought maybe if I left her alone for a few days, she’d come to her senses.”
 
   “Do you want to fight for her?” His grandmother’s blue eyes challenged him to spit out exactly how he felt. The words bubbled up and out before he could stop them, think about them, decide if he wanted to be that vulnerable again.
 
   “Yes. I love her.” His stomach lurched and then settled when Tom’s hand grasped his shoulder.
 
   Sighing, he thought over his words. It felt right, damn right. “I can’t stand the thought of her and the girls in that neighborhood. I can’t sleep from worrying about them, but I can’t force it either. She’s made it pretty damn clear what she wants.”
 
   Olivia nodded her head. “To everything there is a season and a time for every purpose under heaven. A time to be born and a time to die.”
 
   Chad interrupted, lifting his fork again. “I know the Bible verse, Grandma.”
 
   “It was your grandfather’s favorite verse. There is a time to love, but good things have to be cultivated. From what I understand from her, she was raised with no one who cared about her, Chad. That sorry excuse for a man who left her pregnant and on her own, well, may he burn in hell. The issue here isn’t love. It’s trust. Trust takes time. You’re trying to overcome years of bad with a short time of good. Go see her. She’ll come around.”
 
   Tom ate the last of his cake. “I don’t know her yet, but seems to me if she’s been let down by that many people, your best approach is to be there for her in whatever way she’ll let you.”
 
   “Finish eating, dear. Then go home, get a good night’s sleep and go see her tomorrow.”
 
   Chad looked at his brother for confirmation of his decision to see Robin, something he had wanted to do for three days.
 
   Tom shrugged. “What do you have to lose?”
 
   Chad finished his meal and spent the rest of the evening talking with his Grandmother and Tom. During the lulls in the conversation, he tried to figure what he’d say when he knocked on Robin’s door. When the nightly news came on, he yawned.
 
   “Looks like you both better skedaddle or you’re going to be sleeping here tonight.” His grandmother rose and cleared the dishes.
 
   “I will after the news.” Chad yawned again.
 
   “I’m waiting for headlines, then I’m gone too. Thanks for dinner, Grandma.” Tom rubbed a hand over his tired eyes.
 
   “Always like to eat with my two favorite grandsons.”
 
   “Guess that leaves Rick out.” Tom chuckled.
 
   Olivia returned to the table and fussed with the placemats. “He’s in a class by himself.”
 
   Chad and Tom looked at each other and smirked.
 
   She sat and leaned back in her chair, a satisfied smile spreading across her face. “He’s given me great-grandchildren, something you two aren’t in spitting distance of. Yet.”
 
   Their attention turned to the television when the news started. The first ten minutes were filled with the possibility of heavy rain and maybe snow soon.
 
   Tom’s cell phone rang. Picking it up, he frowned at the number then answered. “Applegate.”
 
   Chad turned down the volume on the television.
 
   Tom listened for several seconds and then stood. “What’s the address?”
 
   He froze and turned to stare at Chad.
 
   The hair on the back of Chad’s neck rose, his breath held in his lungs.
 
   “Canyon Road. Got it. I’m on my way.” Tom slapped his cell phone shut.
 
   Black fear flashed hot, leaving him weak. “That’s Robin’s neighborhood. What? What happened?”
 
   “A shooting just across the road from her house. They don’t have him contained. I put the word out to keep me notified of any problems in that area.”
 
   Chad rose so quickly his chair tipped over.
 
   Tom handed Chad his hat then put on his own. “Let’s go.”
 
   The two hurried out the door and around the porch to Tom’s truck. His grandmother followed and stood in the yard to watch them leave. 
 
   Chad called back to her before he slammed his door. “Pray, Grandma.”
 
   “I already am, honey. Now go.”
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   The night had finally calmed some. The shrill of the ambulance sirens faded away, but a half dozen police cars were still across the street. An officer had come over and told her to stay in the house. Robin pulled the comforter tighter around the girls and snuggled them close against her. The ball of tension in her stomach was making her nauseous. With the lights out, the darkness seeped into every corner. The only light came from the flicker of the television and the police car lights that flashed a consistent strip of red and blue through the living room windows.
 
   The sound of Lindy sucking on her fingers broke the silence. Boo followed with a hiccup, a leftover hitch from all their sobbing. They’d wanted Chad and they’d wanted to be at the farm. They didn’t understand. They’d been crabby and uncooperative for three of the longest days of Robin’s life. They’d been in an argument about bath time when all the gunfire had erupted across the street. It sounded as if the battle was right in their living room.
 
   “I’m still scared, Mommy.” The words slurred around Lindy’s fingers.
 
   “The police are here now. Everything is okay.”
 
   “I want to go to Mr. Chad’s.” Boo squeezed closer to her side. Her tiny body shivered.
 
   Robin sighed. An arrow of guilt pierced her heart. She didn’t know what to say. She’d made an idiot of herself with Chad, even though she still felt she’d done the right thing. This is what she’d been afraid of. She’d always stood on her own two feet and handled all life had to throw at her. Now she felt totally out of her element and the girls were relying on someone else for comfort.
 
   Tears burned at the back of her eyes. Truthfully, she wanted Chad to storm in the door, sweep them all into his arms and carry them back to the farm where they’d live happily-ever-after. The pain from knowing that would never happen for her made her want to sob, too.
 
   “It’s not safe outside right now. We need to wait,” she whispered to the girls.
 
   She let her mind wander as she watched the images from the weather and the sports on the news. Boo and Lindy’s eyes closed. The late night show started. Their breathing evened out. Finally. Sound asleep.
 
   A firm knock on the door made her stomach plunge.
 
   “Robbie. Open up. It’s Chad.”
 
   Chad. The breath caught in her throat and tears blinded her. Robin disentangled herself from the girls, skirted the coffee table and threw open the locks. Her emotions tumbled. The sheer relief in his eyes registered just before his strong arms wrapped around her.
 
   “Oh, God. You came.” The choked sob that followed didn’t even sound like her.
 
   “What else would I do?” His large hands framed her face seconds before his lips devoured hers. She tightened her hold, absorbing the strength of his presence, his firm lips moist and satisfying. He smelled good and felt solid and reassuring against her. One kiss wasn’t enough and became several desperate meetings, tongues touching and dancing in frantic need.
 
   Chad pulled back and wiped away the tears from her cheeks. “Are you okay?”
 
   “No. We’re scared to death. The girls have been crying since the commotion started.”
 
   He shifted her tighter against him so he could check the girls who were sleeping slumped against one another. Robin looked through tears over his shoulder and saw a dark, handsome man in the doorway. 
 
   She hissed with fear, drawing closer to Chad.
 
   “It’s okay. It’s my brother, Tom. He’s a cop.” Robin slumped in relief. Chad moved her away from the door so Tom could ease the door shut. The gun and badge on his belt and the constant shifting of his eyes in surveillance made her relax against Chad. The cascade of relief made her cry harder.
 
   “You have two choices here, sweetheart. I stay here or we take the girls and go to the farm.
 
   Which?” His warm hands stroked her face. The residual fear in his eyes mirrored the emotion gripping her stomach and made the choice an easy one.
 
   “Farm.”  Robin swiped at her tears.
 
   “Then I suggest we get out of here. We can come back tomorrow for anything you need.”
 
   She almost told him he was all she needed, but before she could, Chad released her and went to the girls.
 
   “The sooner we move, the better.” Tom studied the activity out the window.
 
   Robin quickly gathered clothes for everyone and placed them in the same suitcase she’d used to bring their stuff back from Chad’s. A quick flick switched off the air conditioner. She forced herself to take several deep breaths, still reeling from the fact that he’d come. What was she supposed to do with that? It flew in the face of all her experiences. Unsettled, she went back into the living room. Chad lifted both girls into his arms. Barely awake, their small arms slipped around his neck.
 
   “We missed you Mr. Chad.” Lindy snuggled closer.
 
   Tears pricked at Robin’s eyes.
 
   “I missed you, too, Bunny Nose.” He lightly kissed Boo, who had fallen back to sleep snuggled against him.
 
   To cover the emotion that threatened to overwhelm her, Robin picked up each girl’s comforter and hit the power on the television remote. After an okay from Tom, they went to his truck. The four-door Ford F- had plenty of room. 
 
   Chad put Boo in the back seat and settled Lindy next to her.  He stretched the center seatbelt and fastened both girls in one, then Robin slid in beside them. Chad slammed the door and went to the other side, squeezing in next to Boo. 
 
   Tom locked the door of her house, checked her car and then got in the driver’s seat. Tom waved to the cop near the troubled house as they moved past. When they finally hit the state highway, tension seeped from Robin’s body and she leaned against her head back against the headrest and closed her eyes.
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   “You want help?” Tom turned off the truck. The stillness of the night seeped into the cab. His brother’s voice broke the silence. 
 
   Excess adrenaline skittered across Chad’s nerve endings. “Yeah, can you take Lindy from Robin’s side? Let’s put them in my bed.”
 
   Chad fished his keys from his pocket and handed them to Tom. Tom left the truck, unlocked the house door and came back for Lindy. 
 
   Robin jerked awake when Tom opened the door, her arms tight around the girl.
 
   “We’re home, Robbie.” Chad reached to smooth his hand over her hair.
 
   She shrugged awake and released their seatbelt.  She slipped out of her seat so Tom could pick Lindy up. 
 
   Chad opened his door, lifted Boo and got out. He followed Tom into the house.  Robin trailed behind him, juggling the girls’ blankets and sleep animals.
 
   Tom turned on lights as they went down the hall to the bedroom. Tom went around the bed and waited for Robin to turn down the covers, then gently laid Lindy toward the middle of bed.  Chad placed Boo beside Lindy. 
 
   Tom came around the bed and left the room.  Robin put the girls’ blankets and animals close at hand and eased to his side.  She collapsed on the bed like a puppet with snipped strings.  
 
   Chad knelt and helped her slip off her shoes, then coaxed her under the covers. “Chad?”
 
   “Sleep.” Caressing her face, Chad tucked the light blanket around both her and the girls. Robin sighed and snuggled into his pillow, asleep between one sigh and the next. He picked up an extra sleeping bag and pillow and went in search of his brother. Tom was just coming back into the kitchen with Robin’s suitcase.
 
   “Here.” Chad handed him the bag and pillow. Tom raised his eyebrow, but said nothing.
 
   “You think I’m letting you make the drive to your place in town when you haven’t slept in over twenty-four hours? No way. Sofa’s right there. Good night.”
 
   “Thanks for asking so nicely. I’ll stay.” Tom tossed the pillow to the sofa.
 
   Chad smirked and then turned serious.
 
   “I owe you one.”
 
   “Yes you do. Payback will come around. Don’t worry.”
 
   “No doubt. Good night.” Chad moved down the hall and entered the room. Boo and Lindy were turned into each other, wrapped as usual in Lindy’s blanket with Boo’s daisy cow between them. He tucked the covers closer and hit the lights. 
 
   In the dark, he shed his clothes and slipped on a pair of athletic shorts. Pulling the covers back, he eased in beside Robin. He didn’t want to wake her. He had no intention of sleeping anywhere but with them all close and he’d be damned before he’d argue about it.
 
   Sucking in a quiet breath, he didn’t dare move when Robin turned his direction. Her leg slid over his and an arm fell over his stomach. Easing his arm under her, he pulled her against him and closed his eyes. Her warmth and proximity finally relaxed his muscles and gradually he slipped into sleep, content for the moment with his world safe in his arms.
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   Lindy looked at the man sleeping on the sofa. “Boo, we shouldn’t wake him. He’s a stranger.”
 
   Boo frowned. “He’s not a stranger. He’s in Mr. Chad’s pictures.”
 
   “Let’s wake Mr. Chad.”
 
   “No! He’s holding Mommy. I don’t want to wake them.”
 
   The man opened his eyes and then shook his head.
 
   “Oops.” Lindy pulled Boo back by her pajama top. “We’re sorry,”
 
   “It’s okay, honey.” Sitting up, he rubbed a hand over his face and studied the two girls.
 
   Boo stepped forward. “I’m Boo. This is Lindy. Who are you?”
 
   “I’m Chad’s brother, Tom.”
 
   “Is Meg your sister, too?” Lindy twisted a finger through her hair.
 
   “Yeah, she is.” He eyed his watch. “You girls always get up this early?”
 
   Boo grinned. “Not always. But we woke up and saw Mr. Chad holding Mommy. He told us that you didn’t let someone sleep in your bed you didn’t care about.”
 
   Tom nodded and yawned.
 
   “We let them sleep.”  Lindy shoved her hair out of her face, wanting to get a good look at Mr. Chad’s brother. “We want some Cocoa Puffs. Mommy gets really mad when we eat out of the box. I can’t reach the bowls.”
 
   “Mommy won’t let us pour the milk by ourselves either.” Boo backed up to let him rise.
 
   “I guess you need some help.” Tom yawned again.
 
   Boo nodded and then slipped her hand into his.  Lindy decided he would make a neat uncle and took his hand, too. 
 
   In the kitchen, Tom got down two bowls from the cupboard, got the milk from the refrigerator and then helped them sit at the kitchen table.
 
   When her Cocoa Puffs were almost gone, Boo put her spoon down and looked at Tom. “We got scared last night, Mr. Tom.”
 
   Getting down from her chair, she slipped onto Tom’s lap. Lindy got on his other knee. He wrapped his arms around them both.
 
   “Grandma Olivia said we were the princesses of the Applegate kingdom. If that’s true, why can’t we stay here?” Boo looked up at him.
 
   Tom shifted them on his lap. The look in his eyes made Lindy feel really safe. “Your mom isn’t going to do anything that will hurt you. Last night scared her, too. You need to let her work this out.” 
 
   “But we want to stay here with Daddy Chad.” Boo put a hand over her mouth.
 
   Tom winked at her. “Then you let Daddy Chad work that out with your mommy.”
 
   Boo looked at Lindy and shrugged. 
 
   Lindy slid off Tom’s lap.  “If we have to.” 
 
   He chuckled and helped them take the bowls to the sink and put the milk and cereal away.
 
   “Let’s go turn on some cartoons.” Tom walked back to the family room and turn on the TV.
 
   Boo and Lindy followed.
 
   They waited for Tom to sit. Lindy snuggled on one side of him, Boo on the other. 
 
   They’d just have to wait for the pumpkin magic to do its job.
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   Robin woke in warmth and comfort. It was several long minutes before she realized she wasn’t on the lumpy sofa in her living room. Last night’s events flashed through her mind. Flinging her hand out to check for the girls, she came up with empty space.
 
   Panic propelled her to try to sit up, but Chad’s arms were locked around her, holding her in place. Her eyes rapidly scanned the room and took note of the closed door. 
 
   “I checked. They’re out watching cartoons with Tom. They’re okay.” Chad tangled his legs with hers. His face flushed with need, his eyes settled on hers, silently asking permission.
 
   She gave it by relaxing against him. His hands caressed her back with a slow, soothing touch.
 
   Nervous jitters danced in Robin’s stomach, leaving a tingle in their wake. He’d kissed her last night like a rescuing knight, like the man of her fantasies.
 
   Licking her lips, she rasped out her first thought. “Thank you for coming last night.”
 
   “Did you think I wouldn’t?”
 
   The sound of his voice touched her, his words soothing a deep part of her soul, the little girl part that Mommy left and Daddy ignored. “I’m just glad you came.”
 
   His hand shifted from her back and grasped her chin. His mouth descended on hers, slow and devastatingly thorough, bending her resistance. Sweet agony swept through her, igniting feelings she’d tried to deny. When he pulled away, Robin was panting.
 
   “If you hadn’t been okay, I don’t know what I would have done,” Chad whispered, spreading lightning kisses on the tip of her nose, her eyes and her lips.
 
   Her hands slipped across the smooth skin and rippled muscles of his back. When his weight settled on top of her, she couldn’t tell if the moan of pleasure was hers or his.
 
   Her carefully-kept defenses shattered like fine crystal.
 
   “The girls?”
 
   “I locked the door after I checked on them.” His warm mouth left hers and toured its way down the sensitive skin of her neck and across her collarbone. Heat raced across her skin, mewing noises came out of her mouth. Intent on stripping her of her T-shirt, Chad didn’t seem to notice. Skin connected to skin. Chad moaned.
 
   She sighed. This is what she wanted. She’d spent three days at home alone, missing him with every breath, not sure that she’d turned away from him for the right reasons.
 
   His hands began to massage her breasts in gentle, rousing strokes. His mouth settled over one nipple, gently tugging—the answering pull in her lower abdomen echoing a need so intense it backed up into her lungs, causing a catch in her breathing.
 
   Her hands gripped his shoulders. Holding her breath, she waited for Chad to get more demanding like Lloyd, her only other partner. Instead, he kept gently loving her breasts like they were precious and caressing her skin, across her belly and down her hips. The strokes soothed and tempted, swamping her in sensation.
 
   “You are so beautiful.” His head rose.
 
   Robin studied the expression in his eyes. There was truth there.
 
   “Oh God.” Robin choked out—tears pooled and then slipped down her cheeks. Pulling Chad against her so he wouldn’t see the tears, she held him tight. He must have felt them anyway.
 
   “I don’t know what he did to you, but I’m not him, Robbie. I would never hurt you.”
 
   “I know.” To show her understanding, she slipped out of her sleep pants and panties and threw them on the floor with her T-shirt. Pulling him back against her, she pressed her lips against his and kissed him with everything she’d been holding back for weeks. Rubbing her bare breasts against his warm skin was almost enough to make her come embarrassingly close to losing it. Wiggling closer, she spread her legs.
 
   “Help me.” Chad fumbled with his shorts.
 
   Her hands went to the waist of his nightwear and shoved them down. Robin wrapped her hand around his erection as it sprang free and let herself enjoy the feel of his hot skin over the hardness. Chad swore when his shorts became tangled on his leg, making Robin smile. One final kick and they were off.
 
   “You’re trying to kill me here.” He grinned.
 
   Robin studied the joy and pleasure on his face and let go of that something that nagged at the back of her mind. No doubts right now.
 
   “It would only be fair play.” Robin teased, giving him another good stoke.
 
   “Fair play?”
 
   “Retaliating for kissing me like that.”
 
   Pleasure glazed his eyes. His hand separated hers from his erect member and eased her back against the bed. He reached for the drawer of the bedside table and pulled out a condom. Ripping it open, he unrolled the latex onto himself and settled against her again.
 
   “I’ve wanted to be with you so much.” Chad whispered against her ear.
 
   Gripping his backside with both hands, she helped position him. His entry inside her was hard and smooth, filling every inch of her. She would have screamed at the tightness, the overwhelming pressure, but his mouth settled on hers in another fierce kiss. He pulled out and then pushed fully back in several times while devouring her mouth.
 
   Chad’s rhythm increased, his fullness sending waves of heat down her body and then his mouth tugged again on her breasts. His fierce sucking of her nipple set her over the edge. Wanting it all, she wrapped her legs around his waist and pulled him deep into her. Her release overwhelmed her and she closed her eyes. Chad’s groan echoed in her ear as he followed her into completion.
 
   They lay entangled for several silent moments. Chad rose and looked at her. She closed her eyes and chewed her lip, not wanting to put words to what she felt.
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   “Robbie, are you all right?”
 
   She pushed gently and Chad separated himself from her with reluctance and sat up on the side of the bed. Her eyes opened to watch him. The tears were back and they undid him. He reached over and caressed her face. “What’s wrong?”
 
   She swallowed and her eyes widened, but she took several moments before answering him.
 
   “Nothing’s wrong. I’m fine,” she whispered.  “Better than fine.” 
 
   “Robbie, truth.”
 
   “No, really. I’m fine.” She pulled the sheet up to her neck, carefully covering herself.
 
   Irritation hit him. “You don’t have to hide from me.”
 
   “I’m not!”
 
   Chad glared at her, not wanting her to deny the truth. Rubbing his hands over his face, he drew a deep breath. The floor was chilly against his feet. He walked into the bathroom to dispose of the condom and clean himself. He took his jeans off the hamper, put them on and walked back to the bedroom. “I didn’t mean to snap at you.”
 
   Robin slid to the opposite side of the bed, picked up her T-shirt and sleep pants from the floor and dressed. He mourned each flash of skin that was covered. She toyed with the drawstring on her pants and wouldn’t look at him.
 
   Chad moved around the bed and took her into his arms. His lips touched hers for a moment in apology. She kissed him back, her lips soft and willing. At least that was something.
 
   “I only wanted to hold you, Robbie.” He forced her eyes to his. His heart sank at the guarded expression there.
 
   “I know, Chad. Me, too.” She leaned against him. He tightened his embrace and enjoyed the feel of her.
 
   A knock on the door startled them both.
 
   Chad reluctantly released her and went to the door.
 
   Tom stood there, eyes blurry with sleep. “Sorry to bother you, but I think you should see this. The girls are scratching themselves and don’t seem to be able to stop.”
 
   “What?” Robin elbowed past both men and went to the family room.
 
   Chad followed, with Tom close behind.
 
   The girls were on the floor watching cartoons. Their faces were flushed, their little fingers scratched their tummies. Robin knelt between them to check their foreheads.
 
   She frowned. “They’re hot.”
 
   Chad knelt and felt their foreheads as well.
 
   “Yeah, too hot.”
 
   “Mommy, I don’t feel good.” Boo rolled over, kicking off her blanket.
 
   “Me neither.”
 
   “Let me look at your tummy, Lindy.”
 
   Robin raised the lavender nightie to expose Lindy’s tummy and showed him the little red spots. Boo’s stomach revealed the same rash.
 
   “Chicken pox.” Tom sat on the sofa and put on his shoes.
 
   Chad nodded.
 
   “Mommy, why do I feel so icky?” Lindy popped her thumb in her mouth, her eyes drooping.
 
   Robin stroked her hair. “Well, sweetie, I think you have chicken pox.”
 
   “What’s that?” Boo squirmed, her green nightie twisting around her.
 
   “It’s kind of like when you get a cold, only you get these little spots and they itch, honey. You have to try not to scratch.” Robin pulled Lindy’s fingers away from her stomach.
 
   “I’ll get the Tylenol and the thermometer.” Chad rose to his feet, glad she’d left them in his kitchen. He shouldn’t feel so relieved by this turn of events. But the girls’ being sick would keep Robin here so he could work out this mess and maybe convince her she belonged here.
 
   Tom trailed him to the kitchen. “Sorry, I didn’t mean to interrupt anything.” He dumped his coffee down the sink.
 
   “Don’t worry about it. Thanks for entertaining them this morning.” Chad opened the cupboard and found the supplies.
 
   Tom grinned. “Hardly a challenge. Hand them Cocoa Puffs and the remote and they take care of themselves.” Tom picked his keys up from the counter. “I have to go. I have to work later and still have stuff to do. Do you need me to help get your truck back?”
 
   “No. I’ll call Grandma.” Chad popped off the bottle’s lid and checked the chewable medicine.
 
   “I’ll call later, then.” Tom grabbed his hat and left.
 
   Chad listened to the door slam and lifted the phone to call his grandmother. Robin fussed over the girls and kept glancing at him.
 
   The fledgling hope was there.
 
   So was the uncertainty, the fear of him, of them together. It was a palpable thing, breathing, existing, trapped between them.
 
   He hoped he hadn’t taken two steps backward in the trust department.
 
   


 
  
 
  
 
 
   
   ~~Chapter Nine~~
 
    
 
   Robin rocked in the green recliner, its creak producing a soothing rhythm in the quiet house. Lindy’s eyes finally slumped closed, the poor thing exhausted from a fretful night. Water splashed in the bathtub where Chad was giving Boo another oatmeal bath.
 
   Over the last seven days, the red welts erupted on both girls and their fevers spiked. They were irritable. They scratched. They were hard to distract. They watched every movie Chad owned at least twice plus exhausted the listing on Chad’s online movie membership. They read all the books Chad brought from her house multiple times and then added the ones Olivia brought from the library. They’d played Chutes and Ladders, Candyland and taught the girls the basics of Yahtzee until they were all irritable and squabbling. Worse, it had rained all week. The dreary weather made their informal quarantine worse. If Robin saw one more exercise infomercial on television, she’d scream. In the midst, guilt and frustration chewed at her for not doing a better job of managing their vaccinations. 
 
   Stifling a deep yawn, Robin shifted Lindy and shut her eyes. The relief from the fatigue was short-lived. Visions of making love with Chad lurked, making her stomach seize and tears rise.
 
   She avoided the alluring replay, the mixed up remorse, but it stalked her. Especially the implications.
 
   She’d had sex with Lloyd.
 
   She’d made love with Chad.
 
   She now knew the difference. She reveled in how Chad touched her, how he’d sighed against her, how he filled her and held her afterward. It had never been like that with Lloyd. The disparity made her stomach cramp.
 
   But sex or lovemaking or whatever she decided to call it wasn’t love, wasn’t an everlasting commitment. It wasn’t anything to risk a future on.
 
   Chad would have expectations now—expectations that she wouldn’t meet, that fear wouldn’t let her. She knew herself well enough to recognize she would never again punch through that fear into belief. Her muscles tightened from head-to-toe. Shrugging against the tension, she tried to loosen her stiff neck without waking Lindy.
 
   She’d been avoiding him, using the girls and their chicken pox as a shield. When he eventually figured out what she was doing, he would confront her. He was that kind of straight-forward person.
 
   How could she explain her reluctance to a man with an almost perfect life? He was a man with a strong family behind him. Fear wouldn’t rule him as it ruled her. She could blame her decisions with Lloyd on loneliness, immaturity, naiveté or just a stupid choice. But if she made the same mistake again, how would she live with that?
 
   She craved Chad’s love and attention. She used to crave her father’s, too. That rankled and made her stomach heave. She thought she’d learned her lesson. When she was little, she always waited by the window for daddy to come home from work, something perverse making her stand there day after day after day, needing what other girls had. Most times he never came and she had to turn to the neighbors. He lacked any modicum of caring about the daughter with her nose pressed to the window. He’d provided her with the basics, but the time and attention she craved wasn’t as important as the bottle of brew at the local bar.
 
   Robin shivered, pulling Lindy closer to her to combat the remembered lonely emptiness. Her chest unbearably tight, her emotions churning in distress, she bent and kissed Lindy’s forehead.
 
   Sweeping her sweaty bags away from her face, Robin anchored herself in the here and now. Unfortunately, the grief and agony from the lack of love always came as a matched set with the same rhetorical questions. Why me? Why wasn’t I good enough to love? What would become of her children if she didn’t stay in control and make sensible choices?
 
   Robin forced her eyes open and leaned forward in the chair. Shoving those questions into a dark closet in her mind, forcing the whole scenario as far away as her mind would allow. She was a grown woman now and had her daughters to think of, daughters she loved with every fiber of her being. They would never know one moment of not belonging, never spend a minute with their noses pressed to a window only to be devastated—that was her vow and she would honor that however she needed to. She would not trust their future to any man or any promise implied with sex, no matter what her feelings. She wouldn’t make that mistake again.
 
   “You want me to take her?” Dark smudges surrounded Chad’s eyes and his hair stood on end.
 
   Robin flattened her feet on the floor, stopping the chair’s motion and squinted at Chad. Her breath escaped in uneven spurts. The man smelled delicious, the scent heating her insides to flashpoint. The itch to reach up and stroke his face tempted, her palms tingling.
 
   “Where’s Boo?” She stroked Lindy’s face instead, denying the devil urge.
 
   “She fell asleep in the bathtub. She’s in bed. Let’s see if we can get Lindy there without waking her.” Chad’s hands slipped along her thighs to cradle Lindy’s head and knees.
 
   Exhaustion allowed the door open again, the feel of his hands on her legs mimicking the gliding sensation of his hands over her body. He moved down the hallway and she wished they were walking that way together—wished she had the courage to ignore every instinct in her that was saying it wouldn’t last. He was going to want to talk soon and she damn well didn’t know what to say.
 
   I love you, but I don’t trust you not to tear my heart out.
 
   But love without trust wasn’t really love at all.
 
   Robin sighed, slipping to the edge of the chair and stretching muscles sore from a long time with no movement. She wasn’t in love. She was lonely. She was broke. She was tired of being a single parent and bearing the entire burden alone. Though lovemaking with Chad could get to be a serious addiction, it wasn’t love. Couldn’t be love. Gee, wouldn’t saying that to him go over well? Unfortunately, she could more than imagine the hurt that would cause.
 
   No. Better to avoid him and the whole stupid discussion.
 
   Chewing her lip, Robin rose from her chair and glanced at her watch. Seven a.m. Halloween morning. Tiptoeing down the hall, Robin peeked in the master bedroom, hoping to sneak into the shower without having a face-to-face with Chad.
 
   Chad was stretched out on the bed with Lindy tucked in his arms. Boo lay curled up against her sister. All three slept soundly. Robin’s heart swelled, threatening to burst. 
 
   A single tear slid down her cheek, before she swiped it away.
 
   He’d be a great Dad.
 
   Robin drew in a sharp breath. Her girls had already had found themselves a place in his life and she was too scared to let them stay. They couldn’t stay. Could they?
 
   She tucked a comforter around them. Forget the shower. She was too darn tired. She trudged back down the hall and pulled an afghan over her shoulders, slumping to the sofa, plagued by thoughts of whether to stay or go, to love or not. Her mind told her she’d be safe here. She’d be loved by his whole family, her burden lifted not added to.
 
   But her bruised heart knew better than to fall for that dream. It would be yanked away, just like always.
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   Chad woke and tried to move his tingling arm. There seemed to be a hundred pounds of dead weight on it. Cracking an eye open, he found Lindy’s knees were pushed against his belly and a large part of her body across his arm. Water was running somewhere and it looked like the sun was setting, which meant he’d slept all day. So had the girls.
 
   Where was Robin? She must have come in at some point, because the comforter was tangled across the bed. He’d lain down for a second to make sure Lindy went back to sleep. She whispered “I love you Daddy Chad” as he’d put her on the bed. He’d gathered her close and whispered back to her.
 
   Apparently he’d fallen asleep.
 
   He had to talk to Robin. Ever since they’d made love, she’d been pulling away. He could kick himself for the way their lovemaking happened. She belonged in his arms, in his bed. But he’d blown it totally by not at least telling her what he was feeling. No ‘I love you, marry me.’ Nothing. Instead, he’d snapped at her because she’d been shy about being naked in his presence. She didn’t trust him and after that performance, she had good reason.
 
   In careful, measured movements, Chad untangled himself from the girls and stood up.
 
   They both gave out little groans as he shifted, but rolled into new positions against each other and settled back to sleep. Every cramped muscle made itself known. Stifling a groan of his own, he went to the bathroom and cleaned up. Dressed in a fresh pair of jeans and a clean shirt, he tiptoed down the hall with stocking feet.
 
   The smell of pot roast permeated the air. The rich scent made him sniff like a dog on a good trail, his mouth watering. He stopped short when he saw his grandmother in the kitchen. He tip-toed up to her and hugged her from behind. “What are you doing here?”
 
   She patted his hands and he released her. She picked up the potholders and opened the oven. “I’m cooking our traditional Halloween meal for the family. Or had you forgotten?”
 
   Chad grimaced. Yeah, he had. The dinner had been a tradition since he’d bought the farm. His grandmother cooked a sumptuous meal with pot roast, sweet potatoes, green beans and rolls. Meg brought her famous Mudd dessert, a combination of chocolate pudding, cool whip and crushed Oreos mixed in a big bowl. The whole family sat down for the meal. Then they’d drive back to his grandmother’s and escort the kids through the neighborhood to trick-or-treat. He wouldn’t be doing any of that this year.
 
   “I know Lindy and Boo can’t trick-or-treat, but they can put on their costumes. I figured they were well enough for a few treats.” Closing the oven, she went back to the sink where she was peeling potatoes.
 
   “You are an amazing woman, Olivia Applegate.”
 
   “Well, I’ve been through this a few times before.”
 
   “Where’s Robin?”
 
   “Asleep on the sofa.”
 
   Chad stepped into the family room, peeking over the back of the sofa. Robin was snuggled with one hand tucked under her face. She looked innocent and sexy, her brown hair tousled, begging for his touch. Her slow, measured breathing raised the afghan, molding it against her breasts. His grandmother’s hand slipped around his waist as he studied her.
 
   “She’s sweet,” Olivia whispered.
 
   “Yes.” Chad didn’t add anymore, continuing to appreciate and enjoy every feature. He reached out and softly stroked a finger down her face, enough to assure himself of the warmth of her skin.
 
   They needed to talk, but it wouldn’t be happening tonight. He had to do it soon. Because as sure as he was standing here, she was poised to leave him. The three of them were wrapped around his heart. Rubbing a hand over his chest, he blew out a silent breath. He didn’t like being vulnerable or anxious. If they left again he didn’t think he’d to find a reason to get out of bed in the morning. Not even his family or the farm would be enough. Holding his grandmother’s arm, he walked with her back into the kitchen.
 
   Olivia stopped at the stove, checking the potatoes. “It’s obvious how you feel about her. Talk to her.”
 
   Chad leaned against the sink. “I’ve been trying to talk to her for several days. A little thing like chicken pox got in the way. That and the fact she’s avoiding me.”
 
   Olivia smiled. “Use sex. It always loosened the tongue for me and your grandfather.”
 
   “Grandma!” Chad grabbed his baseball cap from the table and settled it on his head. “Too much information.”
 
   She put her hand on his arm. “Oh, stop. We’re all adults here. There’s a lot of pull in sexual bonding. Use it.”
 
   Chad flushed. “This conversation has gone as far as I can handle. I’m going to check the market and do a drive through before it gets dark.”
 
   “All right, dear. But I talked to Trudy a little while ago. She was going to have Hank do that.”
 
   “I’d feel better if I did it myself.”
 
   “All right, dear. Just make the time to talk to her. Soon.”
 
   Chad nodded, pulled on his jacket and exited the house. The weather had cleared from the week’s rain, but there was a chill in the air. The clear weather would make for a busy Halloween, which always brought out the pranksters. The piles of pumpkins by the open market were always a target. He’d lost more than a few thousand dollars in pumpkins from teenagers stealing them and smashing them up and down the road in past years. He still had florist orders to fill for Thanksgiving. He couldn’t afford to lose any of the orange gourds. A stiff breeze ruffled his hair as he got into the truck and put it in gear.
 
   Chad drove down the road and pulled up by the market, his thoughts still on his Grandmother’s remarks. Snorting, he shook his head.
 
   Use sex?
 
   He’d done that.
 
   It definitely had not solved the problem. If anything, she staked out a few more ‘no trespassing’ signs. Damn, he was getting tired of those things. He wanted to build a big bonfire and turn them to hot ash, then marry her and spend the rest of his life showing her that she belonged to him. If he could do that with sex alone, he would.
 
   But her parents had abandoned her not only physically, but emotionally. Great sex didn’t make that better. She’d been badly burned by a man who had only wanted sex from her. A man who had walked away when she’d needed him most.
 
   Chad wanted more than her body. He wanted her friendship. He wanted her trust. He wanted her heart and soul.
 
   If he could get his body to cooperate, a long talk was the answer.
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   Robin stared at the sea of faces in the kitchen and tried to remember names. Olivia’s delicious dinner rolled in her stomach, barely staying down. Not indulging in a second helping, she’d risen from the table, rinsed her plate and now leaned against the counter, swallowing against nerves. The scene in front of her defied her experience. Squirming, Robin swallowed hard to settle her stomach. God, she didn’t belong here. Chad’s family was tight-knit and she only knew what that meant from the outside looking in. She’d never been a participant in that kind of circle of love.
 
   “Grandma, you’ve outdone yourself again.” Chad rose from the table and rinsed his plate in the sink. He came across the kitchen, leaned against the counter and brushed up against Robin.
 
   Robin forced herself not to slide down the counter to put space between them. Instead she checked the girls to be sure they were eating. Boo, the angel, and Lindy, the fairy princess, were perched on Tom’s knees, eating a second helping of mashed potatoes.
 
   Olivia wiped her hands on her apron. “It’s just pot roast, honey, but thank you anyway.”
 
   “I always enjoy this celebration. Crop’s in and all the hard work is done for another season.”
 
   Robin felt Chad’s eyes on her, but refused to look at him, instead found herself counting the floor tiles.
 
   “You going to be in the black this year, Son?” Bill stood at the counter with his arms around Meg. A prick of jealousy marred Robin’s enjoyment of the sentiments she saw in their expressions.
 
   “Yep. Finally, I have a viable farm.”
 
   “You had a viable farm before.” Rick rose from his chair and placed his plate in the sink. “Only it was sucking money from the trust instead of standing on its own. Now you have a profitable one. Good job, little brother. This calls for a toast. Grandma, open up that apple cider.”
 
   Rick passed around glasses of apple cider to everyone, including the children. “Here’s to family and a good year.”
 
   “Here. Here.” The toast echoed around the room as glasses clinked.
 
   Robin finally raised her glass to her lips and let the cool liquid run down her throat. Chad’s presence next to her was breaking her concentration. She couldn’t seem to catch a full breath without getting a strong dose of Chad. She struggled to take in measured breaths. Moving slightly, she put a couple of inches between them.
 
   She needed space to get her hormones back under control. Chad immediately closed the gap. He reached an arm behind her, touched her waist, sliding her hip nearer. Robin turned and glared at him. He wiggled his eyebrows at her, daring. Robin glanced at the rest of his family and forced herself not to make a fuss.
 
   Olivia walked to them, handed both a bowl of Meg’s Mudd and whispered so no one could hear.
 
   “Give the girl some space, Chad.”
 
   Robin flushed, stopping herself from fanning her face. Trust Olivia to zero in on it. If only the floor would open up and drop her out of sight. With a sigh, she took the dessert from Olivia. She didn’t want any, but managed to swallow a few bites.
 
   Chad raised a hand in surrender, but when he looked at Robin, the heat radiating from the depths of his gaze made the sweet confection toss in her stomach. He didn’t move away, didn’t move his arm, but didn’t tease her anymore either.
 
   “Can we go watch television, Mommy?” Boo kissed Tom’s cheek and jumped from his lap.
 
   “Yes, you may.” Robin bent to wipe Boo’s face. Lindy finished the last bite of her dessert and slid from Tom’s lap, following her sister. Rick and Tara’s three kids were already in the family room.  Their dinner plates littered the coffee table. Fourth grader, Carin, was dressed as a witch. Their boys, Derek in first grade and Devon in second grade, were dressed as Mario and Luigi.
 
   “The girls seem to be better.” Tom rose to put his own dishes in the sink.
 
   Robin nodded. “They’re on the downhill side. Fever’s down. No new spots. Keeping them from scratching the scabs is a full-time job, though.”
 
   “I remember when you kids got chicken pox.” Helen shrugged out of her red suit jacket and hung it over the back of a chair. After rolling up the sleeves of her black silk blouse, she began filling the sink with soapy water.
 
   Robin studied the tall woman. She dressed like a politician, but the chore looked practiced. Self-conscious next to the obviously educated, articulate woman, Robin focused on the genuine, endearing affection in Helen’s eyes and smile.
 
   Helen plunged her hands into the soapy water. “Rick got exposed at school, so we decided to expose all of you at once and get it over with. Rick got it first and was covered. The other three remained stubbornly well. Then, two weeks later Tom breaks out and two weeks after that Chad breaks out. Meg never did get them.” She rolled her eyes. “I wouldn’t wish six weeks of chicken pox on anybody.”
 
   “You two look like you could use a solid night’s sleep.” Olivia placed the dishes Helen handed her in the dishwasher.
 
   “I wouldn’t complain.” Chad took Robin’s empty dessert bowl and piled it with his, handing them to his mother.
 
   “Why don’t the girls come to my house for the night? They can help me with trick-or-treaters and we can make a slumber party out of it. I promise they’ll get a good night’s sleep and you two can do the same.”
 
   “I don’t know…” Robin glanced in the family room at the girls jabbering with Rick’s daughter.
 
   “Nonsense, hon. They’ll be fine. A little break will do them a world of good.”
 
   The two in question bounced into the kitchen. Chad squatted to their eye-level. “Hey, you two. Would you like to spend the night at Grandma’s house?”
 
    Olivia wiped her hands on a dish towel and looked at Robin “We’ll make popcorn and watch movies and sleep in my big bed upstairs. Would you like that?”. 
 
   Boo and Lindy both turned to their mother, too. “Can we, Mommy?”
 
   “Can we get our three in on this deal, too? It’s Friday night, after all.” Rick squeezed Tara’s hand.
 
   Olivia smiled. “Sure. The more the better.”
 
   The other kids rushed into the room. The promise of trick-or-treating and a slumber party made them dance around the kitchen in noisy celebration.
 
   “Then I want in, too.” Meg rose from her chair. “I never turn down slumber parties at Grandma’s.” 
 
   Chad looked up at her.  “Robbie?”
 
   Robin chewed her lip in indecision.
 
   “Can we, Mommy?”  Boo tugged at her hand.
 
   A night alone with Chad. God, they’d end up in bed again. Or worse, he’d want to talk. She wasn’t ready for that, but two little faces pocked with scabs grinned at her in anticipation.
 
   “Please, please, Mommy?” Lindy begged, wrapping herself around Robin’s leg. Boo quickly followed suit with her other leg.
 
   Robin sighed. “All right.”
 
   Squeals of delight echoed through the room and a flurry of activity to finish dishes and to gather clothes and pillows followed. In a short amount of time, everyone started out the door. Before Robin was ready, the girls were secured into the back of Olivia’s car, Lindy with her blankie and Boo with her daisy cow in her lap. Olivia’s hands were full of calamine lotion and Tylenol. Quick kisses and promises to be good were over too fast.
 
   Robin watched the tail lights of car after car leave the driveway until she was alone in the carport. 
 
   Chad slipped his arms around her waist and pulled her to his side. “They’ll be all right.” 
 
   “I know.”
 
   “In fact, Grandma’s slumber parties are notorious. If I didn’t have something better to do here, I’d go, too.”
 
   Robin turned to gaze at him, overwhelmed with a need to kiss him, to feel his firm mouth on hers, to wrap herself in his warmth. Before he could say anything else, she forced herself away from him and went inside.
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   Chad lingered on the driveway and watched until the last vehicle disappeared down the road. He unplugged the lights glittering along the porch railing, lingering for a moment in the darkness, enjoying the bright jack-o’-lantern faces. He took his time, blowing out their candles one by one. The smell of burnt pumpkin stuck in the back of his throat and he inhaled deeply, needing the magic of Halloween to sustain him through the tough conversation ahead.
 
   Back in the kitchen, he found Robin wiping down the clean counters. She attacked the chore with desperate concentration.
 
   “Do you want some more dessert?” Robin dropped the sponge and opened the refrigerator. She wouldn’t look him in the eye.
 
   “No.”
 
   She shut the refrigerator and attacked the surface again. Her fingers shook as she scrubbed the counter. 
 
   Surprised, he grabbed the sponge from her hand and tossed it in the sink. “I think this job is finished.” He turned off the overhead light, leaving the accent light on over the sink. 
 
   There in the muted light, Robin whispered. “They aren’t even well yet. I’m a horrible mother.”
 
   “They need a break from us. We need a break from them. They’ll have a great time at Grandma’s. Besides, if I have to stay up one more night and watch infomercials, I may hurt someone.”
 
   “You, too?” Robin’s hesitant smile made Chad’s heart pound.
 
   She smelled of spicy cinnamon and calamine lotion, a curious combination that made his body harden. He put an arm around her shoulder, turning her toward the family room. As much as he wanted a repeat of the other morning, they had to talk first. They wouldn’t talk unless he got her to relax. She was tighter than a cramped muscle. That combined with her natural stubbornness would make her disagree with anything he said.
 
   Lightly rubbing her neck, he zeroed in on the tension that tightened her muscles while he guided her to the sofa. Once settled there, he dropped his hands from her shoulders and hit the power on the remote. Friends blared from the TV. He turned the volume down, pulled Robin to his side and propped his feet up on the coffee table.
 
   “Come on, Robbie. Relax. God knows we need it.” Chad squeezed her shoulder.
 
   Tipping his head back against the sofa, he pretended an interest in the show. Finally, Robin relaxed against him. He knew her eyes were on him. Did she think he was going to pounce when she wasn’t looking? 
 
   When she shifted to get more comfortable, the curve of her breast brushed against his chest. White, hot lust shot to his groin. Clamping down on the need, he crossed his feet to ease the tightness of his jeans and took a deep breath. 
 
   No pouncing. 
 
   Not until they talked. Stroking Robin’s arm, he tried to distract himself by paying attention to what Rachel was saying to Ross on the television. Instead Robin’s soft skin tantalized him with how silky it would feel under his mouth.
 
   When Robin sagged a little more against him, he looked at her.
 
   Asleep. She was asleep. 
 
   Unbelievable.
 
   Chad closed his mouth on a desperate sigh. Okay. Maybe a little nap would help this conversation go in his favor. God knows they were both exhausted. Wrapping her closer, he picked up the remote and began to channel surf. Settling on an old Cary Grant movie, he muted the sound.
 
   Before the movie finished, Chad nodded off, too.
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   The loud ring of Chad’s cellphone woke Robin with a start. She was sprawled across Chad’s body, her face pressed against the warmth of his neck. Somehow they’d ended tucked against each other on the sofa. Chad reached behind him for his phone. His body pressed into hers. Her heart hammered against her ribs in a free-for-all arousal.
 
   “Hello. Yeah, she’s right here, Grandma.”
 
   The movement of handing the phone to Robin pressed Chad’s hips more firmly into her. Tucking the phone against her ear, she tried to force her mind away from the hardness pressed against her abdomen.
 
   “We wanted to say good night, Mommy,” Lindy said.
 
   “Grandma Olivia has two phones so we can talk at the same time. Isn’t that neat?” Boo asked.
 
   “Yes, sweeties. That’s great.” Clearing her throat, Robin was glad her girls couldn’t see her face.
 
   “We watched Finding Nemo and ate popcorn and helped Grandma with trick-or-treat.”
 
   “Grandma Olivia’s bed is so big.”
 
   “I’m glad you’re having such a good time. You go to bed now and sleep tight. Have Grandma Olivia give you extra kisses from me, uh, and Mr. Chad.”
 
   “We love you, Mommy and Mr. Chad.”
 
   “We love you, too.”
 
   Robin handed the phone back to Chad, who stretched to put it on the side table. That action forced every square inch of his body against hers.
 
   Fire erupted.
 
   God, it wasn’t smart, but darn it she was a normal, healthy woman.  She wanted to make love right now before Chad tried to talk about the future and other things to which she didn’t have answers. She wanted one more moment to store away for later. When she was alone again.
 
   He dropped back to the sofa and slid his arm around her. His gaze burned. The restriction of clothes was too much. Still side by side, she reached for his shirt and pulled it from his jeans.
 
   Robin leaned into him and sealed her mouth to his before he could say anything that might destroy the moment.
 
   His surprise was evident, as he hesitated, and then his arms locked around her.  His head angled to let her take the kiss deeper if she chose.
 
   She chose.
 
   Lord, did she choose.
 
   His mouth was warm and sweet. She buried her fingers in his thick, soft hair and tangled her tongue with his, stroking and sampling his unique taste and texture. A series of tremors exploded through her system. She’d never kissed a man like this. Not before when they’d made love. Not ever. Frightened at the riotous feelings coursing through her, she pulled back.
 
   “Robbie.” Chad’s hoarse murmur made her look at him. The desire drowning her was also reflected in his eyes. His mouth slid from hers to her throat to her collarbone, shooting fire across every nerve ending. His fingers fumbled to unfasten the buttons on her shirt.
 
   Yes. Get me out of these clothes.
 
   She unfastened the buttons of Chad’s shirt and then tried to pull it off. Elbows bumped.
 
   “Robbie, we’re going to hurt each other.”
 
   With one hand, he pulled his shirt over his head and tossed it behind the couch. Robin wasted no time in splaying her hands through the pale hair on his chest, her fingers absorbing the warmth.
 
   Chad moaned.
 
   “What?” Robin stroked her hand down his sides.
 
   “I like this honey. Your hands on me like this.” She moved her mouth across the plane of his chest, ran her tongue around first one tight, brown nipple and then the other and listened with satisfaction to his hiss of pleasure.
 
   “Two can play that game, sweetheart.” Pulling atop him, Chad ran his mouth down her breastbone and settled over her nipple, sucking through the fabric. His big hands gently squeezed the mounds. Her skin tingled where he touched her, his mouth sending a raging river of heat to her core.
 
   “Please, Chad, get me out of this.”
 
   Chad released her and helped her divest herself of her shirt. Behind her, he found the clasp and released her breasts into his wanting hands. Robin grasped his shoulders for balance and tried to control the heat ripping through her. When Chad settled his questing mouth over her breast and began sucking, Robin fractured. Not wanting to go alone, she stroked her hands over the bare skin of his back and reveled in his tight moan.
 
   Chad rose up enough to grip either side of her face in his gentle hands. His fierce gaze pierced her heart.
 
   “Last time just happened. This time I need to know if you’re sure this is what you want.”
 
   Robin slipped her hands to the front snaps of Chad’s jeans. Releasing the snap and forcing the zipper down, she leaned up to run her tongue around the rim of Chad’s ear while taking advantage of the proximity to his erection to take a thorough feel. A rush of feminine pleasure and anticipation flooded through her.
 
   “I’m sure.” She whispered in his ear. A shiver worked down his body, making her feel powerful, sensual.
 
   Two seconds of breathless swearing was all it took for Chad to rise, get rid of boots, jeans, underwear and socks and to grab a condom from his wallet. Only another brief moment followed before Robin’s slacks and panties joined the pile on the floor. The fledgling discomfort at Chad seeing her without the security of sheets or partial clothing existed for only a breath.
 
   Then he eased himself back to her, naked skin to naked skin. A moan of pleasure escaped from deep in her throat. Chad’s breathing brushed hot and heavy against her neck. His fingers found her breast and lightly twisted her nipples, compelling her to raise her hips straight into the hardness pressed at her core. A hot ache exploded, making the moisture flow to her center.
 
   “Slow, Robbie. We’re going to slow down this time.”
 
   “I don’t want to.” 
 
   “Robbie—”
 
   “Next time, next time we’ll go slow. Not now.”
 
   Reaching for the condom, she tore it open and helped Chad put it on. Then Chad once again pulled her on top of him. The freedom and control from this position was an unfamiliar treat.
 
   “You decide, sweetheart. Take us there, whenever, however you want.”
 
   Robin stared at the fever gleaming in Chad’s eyes.
 
   Whenever. However.
 
   Not one other time had she been allowed to be in control. Warmth spread through her heart causing tears to fill her eyes. Blinking them back before they could fall, she rose up to settle her knees on either side of Chad’s hips and lowered her wet core over him. Pushing down, she slid onto him, anchoring him deep in her center, then collapsed on his chest. His arms wrapped tightly around her.
 
   “God, you feel incredible.” Robin whispered against his throat. Chad flexed upward and slipped completely home.
 
   “Come on, sweetheart. Ride’s not over yet.” His warm breath fanned her face. His hardness buried deep inside spread hot sensation through her body. Rising up, she lifted slightly until Chad was nearly out of her and then slammed down again.
 
   Chad’s warm hands settled on her hips to help her set an electric rhythm. The pressure spiraled tighter and tighter. Chad placed his hand where they were joined and smoothly stroked her there. His muscles tightened. He gave a hoarse cry pressing into her to the hilt. That pressure erupted in her womb, filling her, hazing her mind in a flash of black and light. Sweet pleasure filled every sense. She collapsed on his chest in a heap, her heart pounding erratically.
 
   Tears sprang to her eyes, but she stifled them. 
 
   For several long moments, Chad stroked her back.
 
   Finally, he rolled her to the side and rose to dispense with the condom. Content and satisfied, she drifted in a relaxed haze.
 
   “Let’s move this to the bedroom.” Chad’s breath whispered across her neck.
 
   “Okay.” Robin rolled over.
 
   He lifted her into his arms, carrying her down the hall. Feeling cherished, Robin let go of the emotion beating at her.
 
   She wanted this time. With him. Before their differences tore them apart.
 
   


 
  
 
  
 
 
   
   ~~Chapter Ten~~
 
    
 
   Chad woke alone.
 
   After a night of loving Robin, it was not a great way to start the day. The clothes he’d worn last night lay on the hamper. Rolling over, he checked the bathroom.
 
   Empty.
 
   Trying to control the panic, he tumbled out of bed, shoved his legs into his jeans and raced to the kitchen. Robin stood at the stove in her jeans and a shirt, with one bare foot on top of the other. She’d told him once that it was habit from when she was younger, had no slippers or socks and no one gave a damn whether she was cold. The stance made him angry. He turned back down the hall to his room, swearing at everyone who had let her down. He pulled out what he wanted from his drawer and walked back to the kitchen, taking a deep breath to banish his irritation.
 
   Robin turned as he entered the kitchen, frowning as he approached her. “Is something wrong?”
 
   He didn’t answer, instead kneeling on the floor. She lifted her foot at his command. He fit first one foot and then the other with a pair of his socks. Rising, he threaded his fingers through her silken hair and pulled her tight against him to kiss her lush and startled mouth.
 
   “I love you. I should have told you last night.” Chad searched her eyes. He hadn’t meant to start that way, but he couldn’t keep his heart from spilling out of his mouth. Her wary expression pierced his hope. Patience warred with fury, making him grind his teeth. “You can’t deny we made love last night.”
 
   She tried to shift out of his embrace.
 
   Frustrated but determined, Chad pulled her closer, burying his nose in her hair, holding the pleasure of the apple scent in his gut. The warmth of her against him dallied in his heart, determination to win this fight chasing out the doubts.
 
   “Chad…” Robin stumbled over his name. “Don’t.”
 
   “Don’t what, Robbie?” Chad pulled back, grasping her chin, forcing her eyes to his.
 
   “Don’t do this.” Robin bit her lip, lowering her eyes.
 
   “Don’t do what, Robin? Tell you I love you? That I want you as part of my life?”
 
   “I woke up this morning and realized I can’t do this.” Her eyes pleaded with his. 
 
   “Can’t do what? Love me?”
 
   She fought his hold until he released her. She stalked to the back door to stare out. Bessie barked at Rover down by the shed. Multiple barks from the puppies followed. The sun slipped over the horizon, shooting pinks and oranges across the sky. The morning light brightened the kitchen, skipping across the tile floor, accentuating the chill of her distance.
 
   “Tell me you don’t love me.” Chad clenched his hands, anticipation of either pain or pleasure pressing him. She turned and took a few steps toward him, her eyes filled with dread.
 
   “I know you love me, Robbie. I felt it in every touch last night. Don’t deny it because I won’t believe you.”
 
   “I won’t deny it.” Robin lifted her chin, but didn’t say the words he needed to hear.
 
   “But?”
 
   Her shoulders straightened and she sucked in a deep breath, leaning against the counter opposite from where he stood, arms cradling her body. “I’ve loved before. I believed in the big white house, a picket fence and a dog fantasy. It left me pregnant and alone. I won’t ever do that again.”
 
   “Do you think I would ever let you down?”
 
   Chad forced himself away from her, pacing the kitchen like an animal trapped in a kennel.
 
   “I don’t think you’d do it on purpose. But time passes, things change, eventually you’ll get tired of me.”
 
   “How do I prove that I’ll stay?” Chad stared at her, wanting to shake some sense into her, instill some belief in who he was and how he felt. “How?”
 
   Robin shrugged, biting her lip. “You can’t. Don’t you see?”
 
   Chad swiped his hand through his hair, then yelled. “No, I don’t see. I love you. I am crazy about your kids. I wouldn’t mind making a few of our own with you. I want you in my life and want to take care of you and your children for the rest of our lives.”
 
   Robin’s face flushed. “My mother left. My father disappeared. My foster father died after making lots of promises for my future. And the girls’ father…” Robin stopped and laughed, sarcasm dripped from her words. “As soon as he found out I was pregnant, he vanished.” She slammed a fist on the counter. “Prove to me that happily-ever-after exists. I have never seen it, never experienced it.”
 
   He couldn’t find words.
 
   She looked at him, challenging. “No. One. Stays.”
 
   “I would.” Tears flood his eyes, pain crushing his chest.
 
   Robin’s mouth firmed. “For how long?” 
 
   “For keeps.”
 
   Robin shook her head. “I have two daughters to think about. I can’t afford to believe another person, can’t risk it. Won’t risk it. I have to take care of myself. I’ve learned how the hard way. You make it sound so easy. But happily-ever-after only exists in Cinderella.”
 
   Chad reached for her hand. “Happily-ever-afters don’t just exist. They’re made. They’re worked out, compromised on, sacrificed for. All you have to do is believe. Believe in us. Believe in me.”
 
   Robin pushed his hand away, her voice harsh. “I can’t.”
 
   “Not can’t, Robbie. Won’t.” Chad heard footsteps, seconds before the twins burst into the room.
 
   “Don’t yell, Mommy.” Boo’s two little fist hit Robin in the back.
 
   Robin turned and caught them in her hands. Lindy stood in the doorway with tears running down her cheeks. She launched herself at Chad. He grabbed her pajama-clad figure and lifted her into his arms. 
 
   She gripped his face in her two hands. “Stop yelling, Mr. Chad. It’s not nice. You and Mommy aren’t supposed to fight.”
 
   She sent a frantic look Boo’s direction and then looked to his grandmother who stood in the doorway.
 
   Robin stooped to wrap Boo in her embrace.
 
   Boo pushed away and pointed her finger at Robin. “You should tell Mr. Chad you’re sorry, Mommy.”
 
   Olivia shifted in the doorway. “Sorry. They wanted to come back as soon as they woke.”
 
   “It’s okay, Grandma.” His grandmother studied him and for the first time he damned well didn’t care what she saw there. 
 
   He was upset. Frustrated. Every breath he took stalled at the pain blocking his throat. The woman he wanted more than his next breath didn’t trust him to make her dreams come true. Her rejection hurt worse than when Gwynne had announced she was marrying his best friend, hurt like every dream he’d ever had was lost to him now. Struggling with his composure, he tightened his hold on Lindy’s soft body.
 
   “You’re right, Lindy. I shouldn’t have yelled at your mom. We were just discussing something.”
 
   “Well discuss nicely, please.” The hopeful look in her eyes made the devastation inside him sink to his toes. He turned his eyes to Robin, but she wouldn’t look at him.
 
   “I’m sorry, Robbie. Maybe we both better think about this.”
 
   “I’m sorry too, but I don’t believe thinking is going to change anything.”
 
   They were at an impasse. She was going to pack up and go back to that little hole in the canyon and he wasn’t going to sleep again with worrying about them.
 
   “I think I should make everyone some breakfast and you two should finish this conversation later when there aren’t so many distractions.” His grandmother raised her eyebrows and pointed at the two little girls.
 
   “Breakfast sounds great, Grandma.” Not that he would be able to choke down anything.
 
   The girls chattered while Olivia cooked and then gobbled down breakfast like there was no tomorrow, oblivious to the way he and Robin eyed each other like gunslingers at the OK Corral. Robin left the table shortly after and he heard the shower turn on. He wanted to slip in there and join her.
 
   “Give her some time.”
 
   His Grandmother’s quiet words had him looking up from his plate. The girls had gotten down from the table and were in the family room watching cartoons.
 
   “I don’t think time is going to fix this.” 
 
   “Time fixes everything, honey. You’ll see.”
 
   He let his grandmother fill his cup again. He sipped at the coffee while she cleared the dishes and cleaned the kitchen. Lost in despair, he couldn’t find any answers. He sighed, stood and set his cup in the sink.  He kissed his grandmother, went to the laundry room and found a shirt and a pair of socks from the dryer. Finished dressing, he jammed on his boots, slipped on his baseball cap and headed for the open market. They were closing it today for the season and he needed to concentrate on something besides Robin until inspiration struck.
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   Robin worked steadily most of the day to finish the third bedroom. She organized the boxes, deftly labeling each one for contents and destination. Mr. Slade from the Echo Falls Antique Mall had come while the girls were sick and picked out the items he wanted, writing Chad a hefty check. He’d taken many of the collectible items from the dining room and living room on consignment. With Chad’s approval, he was coming tomorrow to pick up everything. Much of the rest was going to the Good Shepherd Church’s rummage sale. There would still be lots of little bits left to clean up, but she would do that after they’d settled back in at their house. She would work a four-hour shift, three days a week, to match the girls’ preschool schedule, keeping everyone’s contact to a minimum.
 
   She looked longingly at the thimble collection before she resolutely put them in the box for the rummage sale. She didn’t want anything that would remind her of this time. Though she wasn’t likely to forget. The devastation in Chad’s face matched her own broken heart, but the logjam of fear that existed deep inside her trapped the trust like water behind a dam.
 
   Boo and Lindy were subdued too, but she attributed it to still not feeling quite well from the chicken pox. All their boils were scabbed over, but the girls were still lacking in their usual energy. They already loved Chad so much. It was going to be difficult to leave here. Groaning, she sank to the bed and put her head in her hands.
 
   “Whatcha doing?”
 
   She raised her eyes to look in Boo’s little face, pale and scabbed.
 
   “A man is coming today to take a lot of the furniture. I’m getting ready for him.  It’s almost the last of what Mr. Chad is paying me to do.”
 
   “Will that pay Mr. Chad back for Lindy breaking the clock?”
 
   “Yep. And we’ll be going home.”
 
   Boo’s expression clouded.
 
   “I know you like it here, but we can’t stay forever.”
 
   “Why, Mommy? Don’t you like Mr. Chad?” 
 
   “Yes, I do. But this isn’t our home.”
 
   “But it could be if we asked Mr. Chad nicely.”
 
   “It doesn’t work that way, honey.”
 
   “What doesn’t work that way?” Lindy came through the doorway dragging her blanket behind her. 
 
   Robin pulled them both into her arms. “I’m almost finished with the job I signed on to do. It’s time for us to go home and for Mommy to find another job.”
 
   “Nooooo.” Lindy whined. “We can’t.”
 
   Her cries made Robin sick at heart. “I’m sorry. But this was always temporary.”
 
   “But we can’t leave Bessie and Rover and Tic and Tac and the puppies. Mr. Chad needs us. He’s lonely without us.”
 
   More likely they would be lonely without him. Robin sighed. Part of her wanted to believe, to stay, to be with Chad for the rest of her life. She did love him. But she couldn’t stand one more time to see love sink to indifference and then die. When he changed his mind, it would kill her. She knew beyond doubt she’d never recover and that put her girls at risk. She wouldn’t do to them what had been done to her.
 
   “It can’t be helped, girls. We’ll leave in the morning. I’ll need the rest of the day to finish here.”
 
   “Mommy. Noooo.” Lindy whined again. Tears tracked down Boo cheeks.
 
   “I know you’re upset. But we’ll be okay.” Robin held them tightly for a moment, then led them back to the sofa in the living room. She wiped their tears and their noses, tucked the blankets around them and put another video in the DVD. She went to the kitchen and poured apple juice for each girl, then went back to the bedrooms to finish her job.
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   “Mr. Chad, will you give us a bath?” Lindy asked.
 
   Chad looked up from his empty plate. The hopeful expression in her eyes was balm for his heart. Dinner conversation had been stilted and mostly the girls doing the talking. A break from the tension would be a good thing.
 
   Robin stiffened, pausing in the process of loading the dishwasher. “Lindy! I can help you.”
 
   “Please, Mommy.” Lindy put on what Chad considered her best pouty face.
 
   “Yeah, sure. Go get fresh pajamas.” Chad rubbed her head. Both girls hopped from their chairs and dashed down the hall.
 
   Robin walked to the table and picked up their empty plates. “You don’t have to do that.”
 
   “I want to.” Biting his tongue before he added something he’d be sorry for, he went to the bathroom and started the tub. The girls came in juggling fresh pajamas and the bubble bath.
 
   Chad looked at the two faces shining up at him. He didn’t think his heart could break anymore, but when he looked at these two he couldn’t stand the thought of them growing up without him. They’d need someone to help them with their homework, chase off the boys and teach them to drive. Not that Robbie couldn’t do that. Sometimes, though, a father had a special touch.
 
   “Mommy says we’re going home tomorrow. She’s finished with her jobs.” Boo pulled her shirt over her head and inspected all the marks on her tummy. She poked at a few with the tip of her finger.
 
   Robin did, did she? Nice of her to tell him. Damn it.
 
   “We want to stay here, Mr. Chad.”
 
   Chad tested the water to make sure it wasn’t too hot before he looked at Lindy.
 
   “Pleeeasse?” They both whined.
 
   “Come on. Get in before the water gets cold.” They both stared at him with those big helpless blue eyes and he was a goner. They didn’t badger him. They simply looked at him like he was chocolate ice cream with sprinkles.
 
   Helping both girls into the tub, Chad tried to figure out what to say. He used a cup to dump warm water over both girls and then helped each get her hair wet. Taking the baby shampoo, he squirted some in his hand and proceeded to wash Boo’s hair. No words had come to him by the time he got to Lindy’s hair. Finally finished, he went out to the dryer to get their towels and came back to wrap them up, holding his girls close.
 
   “No matter what happens, I love you both very much. I’m not going to forget about you. When you go home tomorrow, that doesn’t mean I’ll never see you again. I’ll come visit and we’ll see if your mom will let you visit here.”
 
   Boo dropped her head to his shoulder, leaving a wet mark from her hair on his shirt. “Nooo, Mr. Chad. We’re supposed to stay here.”
 
   Lindy shushed her. Boo bit her lip.
 
   Chad puzzled at the two for a moment and then briskly helped them to dry off. He directed the powder, lotion, pajamas, hair and teeth brushing routine and hoped to God this wasn’t the last time he’d get to do this.
 
   “How about a story?”
 
   “Yeah!” They both shoved their towels over the rack.
 
   Chad helped straighten them and followed them to the living room. The enthusiastic response stirred the determination for him to work this out with Robin. While he settled in the recliner, they selected books from the skyscraper stack. There were lights on in the back bedroom and the sounds of Robin rustling around.
 
   He began to read, mulling over what the girls had said. So Robin was finished with her job and they were going home. 
 
   No way in hell! 
 
   She wasn’t sneaking out of this house without another conversation about her fears and their future.
 
   He was in the process of transferring the sleeping girls from the chair to bed when a soft knock sounded at the back door. Having already moved Lindy, he tiptoed to the first bedroom and tucked Boo in the bed next to her.
 
   A second knock sounded. Chad reached the door and unlocked it. Tom, dressed in his police uniform, waved at him.
 
   Chad stepped aside to let him in the house. “Are you on duty?”
 
   “Yeah. I responded to a burglary call from one of your neighbors.”
 
   Chad went to the half-full coffee pot and reached for a mug. “Who was it?”
 
   “Anderson Farms.” 
 
   “Jed and Marla?”
 
   Tom nodded.  “Know them well?”
 
   “Yeah, Marla was one of the first people to welcome me when I bought the farm. Jed raises apples and Marla makes blue ribbon apple pie almost better than Grandma’s. They have four teenage sons; two have worked for me.”
 
   “Thought I recognized a couple of them.”
 
   Chad lifted another mug. “Do you want some coffee?”
 
   “Do fish swim?” His brother lowered himself into a chair and rubbed his face. “It’s going to be a long night. This is the fourth burglary call I’ve been on out here since I came on duty. We’ve had a rash of similar burglaries in town, too. They might be connected.” Tom massaged the back of his neck, exhaustion in every move.
 
   Chad handed him his coffee. “You want something to eat? I think there are leftovers from dinner.”
 
   Tom shook his head. “I ate at Grandma’s during my dinner break.”
 
   Chad swallowed a huge gulp of coffee. “You said there were four families. Who are the others?”
 
   “Lancaster, Bradda and Carey.”
 
   “That wouldn’t be the Lancasters two miles down the road that raise the llamas.” 
 
   “That’s them.”
 
   “Is the other Carl Bradda? Raises champion heifers that he shows at the fair? Or was it his son, Luke?”
 
   “Luke’s running the ranch now.  Old Carl took off.”
 
   Chad frowned.  “Didn’t know that. Don’t know the Carey’s.”
 
   “I’m not surprised. It’s the old Drury place. A woman and her teenage son bought that farm a month ago. They’re from Pennsylvania.” 
 
   “What was taken?”
 
   “Usual stuff. Televisions, DVD players, stereos, cash, some jewelry. All house burglaries. Nothing bothered in any of the barns.” Tom took a sip of coffee. “You know, it would help if you damned farmers would lock your doors. The Anderson’s were out to a church function and she doesn’t remember locking the door. Same with the Lancasters.”
 
   Chad grinned. “Don’t have much trouble out this way.”
 
   “No excuse. You should check out the place and then make sure you lock up. Have you seen anyone?”
 
   “We haven’t had any traffic to speak off since yesterday. I’m closing the market tomorrow. They wouldn’t come around here anyway. The dogs would chase them off and with the girls sick, we haven’t left the place.”
 
   “Can you ask Robin?”
 
   “Sure.” Chad rose from the chair. If she’d speak to him. She’d been doing a damned fine job of avoiding him. “She’s in the back room working. I’ll get her.”
 
   If Tom noticed his hesitation, he didn’t say anything. Down the hall, Chad entered the doorway to the back room. Robin was placing sheets and tablecloths into a paper bag for the church sale. His heart clenched and he swallowed against the emotion. “Robbie.”
 
   Robin’s hands flew to her breast. “Lord, Chad…”
 
   “Sorry, didn’t mean to scare you.”
 
   “Not your fault. I was just lost in thought.”
 
   “Tom’s here and needs to talk to you.” Before she could ask any questions, Chad turned and went back down the hall.
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   Robin followed at a slower pace. When she entered the kitchen, Tom explained what he wanted to know and she shook her head.
 
   “I haven’t been out of the house except to feed the animals. I haven’t seen anyone.”
 
   “I knew it was a long shot, but I had to check.”
 
   He finished off his coffee and rose to his feet.
 
   Chad shrugged into his jacket. “I’ll take your advice and check things out.”
 
   Robin studied the two men: one dark and one light, but both handsome, solid and dependable. The door had already slammed behind Chad when Tom turned to Robin.
 
   “I checked out your house today before I went on duty. It’s still locked up tight. Nothing’s been disturbed.”
 
   Robin nodded. “We’re going home tomorrow.” 
 
   He stared at her for a moment, not condemning, but looking tired and a little bit sad. “He’s got his feet firmly planted on this farm. He isn’t going anywhere. If you need anything, he’ll come running. So will I.”
 
   Another round of tears clogged the back of her throat. “Thank you.”
 
   “Kiss the girls for me.” Tom gave her a salute with two fingers to his forehead.
 
   Robin nodded, words jammed behind the tears. 
 
   He stared at her for a moment longer and then quietly closed the door behind him.
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   Chad pulled up into the driveway and turned off the ignition. Leaving the flashlight in the truck, he got out. Tiredness tightened every muscle and he stretched for a moment. The lights were still on in the kitchen. Was it too much to hope that Robin had waited up for him? It had taken an hour to do a thorough check of all the sheds and storage areas. That hour had given him considerable time to think.
 
   He’d come to one conclusion. If Robin thought she was walking away from him, she was in for a little dose of his reality. She wanted to move back to her house? Then he was going with her. Late fall and early winter were his easy times when he did preparation, planning and machine maintenance. He could be her shadow and run this farm. Before he finished, she’d understand he meant what he said. He’d prove he wasn’t going anywhere.
 
   He slipped into the house, laid his coat across the dryer and stepped out of his boots. Moving through the kitchen he hit the light and then walked down the hall to check on the girls. They slept soundly. Robin was beside them, wrapped in a blanket. Taking a deep breath, he forced himself not to get angry.
 
   Time and patience.
 
   His grandmother was right. Going to his room, he shed his clothes and crawled under the covers, trying to ignore the scent of Robin and sex in his bed.
 
   


 
  
 
  
 
 
   
   ~~Chapter Eleven~~
 
    
 
   Robin woke with a stiff neck and Boo’s feet plopped across her face. The room was dark, but the smell of rich, dark coffee permeated the air. Unable to sleep anymore, she craved a cup of the strong brew.
 
   Stuffing Boo’s feet under the covers, Robin sat up. Pushing aside the remorse, doubts and heartache, she shoved the blanket aside and got out of bed. Her time here had resulted in hurting Chad, hurting herself and giving the girls false hope. She’d known from the beginning that she shouldn’t get involved.
 
   Restless, she walked to the kitchen, finding the room dark and empty. Getting a cup from the cupboard, she poured herself a cup of coffee and went to the table.
 
   “Good morning.” Chad’s voice reached out to her in the darkness.
 
   Hot coffee sloshed over her hand and burned the tender skin. “Ouch.”
 
   “Sorry, I didn’t mean to startle you.” He half rose from the chair, but Robin went to the sink before he could try to help her. Keeping her distance was the only way to maintain control. The cold water stung on the burn, but that pain was better than the ache in her heart. She felt Chad’s eyes on her and wished she’d detoured to the bathroom for her robe.
 
   “Is it all right?”
 
   “Yes.” She shook off the extra water and wrapped her hand in a towel. Back at the table, she wiped up the mess and then sat. The first sip of caffeine jolted through her body and bolstered her nerves. “I’m going home today after Mr. Slade comes.”
 
   “So I heard.”
 
   Robin stared through the darkness at Chad. His silhouette on the other side of the table was all she saw. She sensed bare skin and wanted to reach and confirm, but forced her hand back in her lap before she could. “Everything is arranged. I’ll need to work for a few more weeks to clean the rest out. How about three days a week for four hours?”
 
   “Fine.”
 
   He didn’t sound mad. He didn’t sound upset.
 
   She’d thought he would be. At the least, he should have begun another argument about why she should stay and give them a chance. Maybe he’d had time to think and realized he didn’t really love her.
 
   Robin squinted through the darkness and tried to get a better sense of what was going on. She heard him take a loud sip of his coffee, but he didn’t utter another word.
 
   Robin pursed her lips, taking a calming breath. He never did what she expected. How was she supposed to figure him out? She squirmed in her chair. “We’ll need a ride home.”
 
   “I’ve got pumpkins to deliver to the florist this morning, but I should be back before Mr. Slade leaves. I’ll take you.” Chad rose and put his cup by the sink.
 
   Not able to get any words past the dam of anxiety stuck in her chest, Robin nodded. He couldn’t have seen it in the dark, didn’t seem to need the answer. A light flashed, then his bedroom door closed and the shower turned on. 
 
   Robin sagged at the counter and buried her face in her hands.
 
   The kitchen clock ticked loudly in the darkness.
 
   Time moved on.
 
   Belief was highly overrated.
 
   She needed to leave. Maybe he wanted her to.
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   The girls woke crabby and restless. They didn’t want to brush their teeth. They didn’t want breakfast without Mr. Chad. They wanted to stay. If Robin said black, they said white. Frustrated, Robin shoved the final pile of items into the suitcase and set it on the floor with the girls’ books and Barbies. It was almost noon and Mr. Slade would be here soon.
 
   Forcing herself not to question the decision to leave again, Robin went to the kitchen and made sandwiches. Chad wasn’t back. Frowning, she smeared jelly over the peanut butter, found some potato chips and sliced an apple. She called to them and set their plates on the table, pouring them each a glass of milk.
 
   The girls crawled out from under the tent they’d made out of blankets in the living room.
 
   They dragged into the kitchen, mutinous expressions on their faces.
 
   “I know you usually have lunch with Mr. Chad, but he’s not back. He is out delivering pumpkins. Sit and eat.” Robin made a sandwich for herself.
 
   The doorbell rang at the front of the house. Pointing to the chairs, Robin watched until her daughters settled in at the table, began to munch and went to open the door.
 
   “Hello, Robin.” Mr. Slade voice boomed through the house. His barrel chest was covered in a Texas Christian University purple sweatshirt, his gray hair brushing the collar.
 
   “Hello, Mr. Slade. Everything is ready.”
 
   “Good. The truck’s backed up on the carport. If you’ll just walk me through where you’ve put everything.”
 
   Robin checked to make sure the girls were behaving themselves and then took him down the hall to the bedrooms.
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   “What are we going to do?” Boo tossed a piece of bread crust at Lindy. “As soon as Mommy’s done with that man, we’re going back to the other house.” 
 
   “I know.” Lindy pitched a potato chip Boo’s way.
 
   “I don’t want to go away from Mr. Chad and I don’t want to leave Bessie and Rover or the puppies or Tic and Tac.”
 
   “I don’t want to go either. I don’t get it. The magic was working so well. Then it messed up.” Lindy crunched down on an apple slice and frowned across the table.
 
   Boo slid off her chair and took her empty plate to the sink. On her way back, she checked down the hall for their mom. She heard their muted conversation about the furniture.
 
   “It’s time to give up on that old spell and do something ourselves.” 
 
   “Yeah, but what?” 
 
   “Run away.”
 
   Lindy’s mouth dropped in shock. “We can’t do that. Mommy will get real mad.”
 
   Tears flooded Boo’s eyes. “I don’t care. I’m not leaving Mr. Chad. I’m taking a blanket and going out to make a fort in the pumpkin patch.”
 
   “It’s cold outside, Boo.”
 
   “We’ll wear lots of shirts and socks and a coat and take a blanket. Let’s go!”
 
   “Oh, Boo! We’re not supposed to go past the gate without Mr. Chad or Mommy.”
 
   “Do you want to stay on the farm with Mr. Chad?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “Do you think Mommy will go home without us?”
 
    Lindy wrinkled her nose, thinking over what Boo was saying. “Nope.”
 
   “We need some food and some blankets. And we’ll take the wagon. But we gotta go while Mommy is busy and Mr. Chad isn’t here, because if anybody sees us, it won’t work.”
 
   Opening the refrigerator, Boo took two apples, some cheese and some juice boxes from the shelves.
 
   “Go put on a couple more shirts, Lindy, and some socks.”
 
   Running to the family room, Boo shoved the extra food under the tents and started out to find some extra clothes for herself.
 
   “Are you girls done with lunch?”
 
   Boo froze, her eyes widening with terror. Throwing Lindy’s blankie over the pile of food, she peeked out the opening on the tent.
 
   “Yes, Mommy. We’re getting ready for a nap. Can we sleep under here?”
 
   Her mom wiped the table with a sponge. “As long as you settle down and sleep. No talking.”
 
   “Okay.”
 
   Relieved when her mom went back down the hall, she pulled another shirt from the laundry pile on the sofa and threw it to Lindy.
 
   “Boy, she almost caught us.” Lindy crawled in the tent, Boo behind her. She sat and pulled on another pair of socks.
 
   “We’ll lie down and wait until Mommy checks. We’ll pretend we’re asleep. Then we’ll sneak out to the wagon and go.”
 
   “Go where?” Lindy gave in to the need to put her thumb in her mouth.
 
   “I don’t know exactly where, but we’ll find a place.”
 
   “This had better work or we won’t be watching TV ever again.”
 
   Boo lay down, tugged Lindy beside her and covered up. A short time later, she heard her mother’s footsteps and whispered to Lindy to close her eyes. Pretending to be sound asleep was harder than Boo thought. Nerves and excitement made it hard to lay still. Mommy had to believe, though.
 
   For a moment, she felt really bad for lying, but then she remembered how much worse it would be to leave Mr. Chad. He was supposed to be their daddy and nothing was going to stop that. Not even Mommy.
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   Lindy tugged on the handle of the pretty red wagon Mr. Chad bought them. It wouldn’t roll well on the moist, packed dirt in the pumpkin field. Plus all the stuff kept falling off the top. At the last minute, they’d added books, coloring books, crayons and their toothbrushes and a hairbrush, plus a flashlight, some cookies and Captain Crunch.
 
   “Stop, Lindy. The blankets fell off again,” Boo said.
 
   Lindy stopped, dragging her thumb into her mouth with a satisfying suck. She’d never been out this far by herself. A scary feeling rolled in her tummy like the night all the popping sounds happened at home and the police and Mr. Chad came. She wished Mr. Chad would come in his nice, warm red truck and rescue them. The wind was blowing hard. She shivered and pulled her coat tighter.
 
   “We’ve come an awfully long ways already.” Lindy watched Boo rearrange the blankets on the wagon. Sneaking out of the house had been easier than she thought. With Mr. Slade moving furniture in and out of the front door, no one paid any attention to Boo getting the wagon or the three trips from the family room to load up. Thankfully mommy stayed in the back, telling the man who helped Mr. Slade what to do. Their big truck blocked the carport. Boo couldn’t get the gate open until she used the wagon to make herself taller. With no one at the open market, and Mr. Chad’s truck gone, it had been easy to head down the ruts into the pumpkin field.
 
   Bessie had spotted them, though, and streaked to join them. Lindy tried to make her go back, but she wouldn’t.
 
   “How far are we going?” Lindy patted Bessie’s head, more to comfort herself than the dog.
 
   “We’re going to those trees. Then we’ll find a good place to make a tent.” Boo patted the top of the load and took the wagon handle from Lindy.
 
   “Boo, I’m cold.” Lindy sniffled, her nose running.
 
   Taking the edges of her sister’s bright pink coat, Boo zipped it tighter to her chin.
 
   “We’re almost there. Then we’ll get wrapped in a blanket with Bessie and we’ll have some cookies.” 
 
   “What are we going to do when it gets dark?”
 
   Lindy wavered for a minute and thought of turning around. She didn’t like the dark. Plus, it seemed different out here without Mr. Chad.
 
   Boo looked at Lindy. “We have Bessie. The pumpkin magic will protect us. We’ll find a dry spot. Cover up with our blankets. It’ll be scary, but we can’t go back.”
 
   Pulling on the wagon handle, Boo started forward again. Lindy looked back, but couldn’t see the house or the market. She hadn’t been able to see them for a long time. Lindy tried to control the shivers, aiming to be just as brave as Boo. If this didn’t work, there’d be no TV and no Mr. Chad either. They just couldn’t let that happen. 
 
   Boo pulled harder on the wagon to get it over a rock.
 
   Finally, they reached the trees.
 
   Boo found a spot in a small hollow surrounded by lots of bushes, the ground was covered in pine needles.
 
   “What do you think?”
 
   “It’s all right.”
 
   Boo took a blanket from the top of the pile and spread it out on the ground.
 
   Unloading another blanket, she made a sloppy roll for a pillow. Throwing two more blankets off the pile, she took their food and put it on the corner of the blanket close to the bushes. Pushing the wagon to the other side to hold it down, she left their books and crayons in the wagon and took the flashlight.
 
   “Come here, Bessie.” Boo slapped her thigh. Bessie trotted over, whined, but lay down in the center of the blanket. Lindy followed. Boo sat down and covered them all with the remaining blankets. Lying back, they stared at the gray sky.
 
   “It’s going to rain.” Lindy sucked her thumb back into her mouth, drawing on the calming rhythm to settle down.
 
   “No it’s not. It’s always gray like this in the afternoon.” Boo sounded so sure.
 
   Boo and Lindy snuggled closer to Bessie to warm up. Before long they’d both fallen asleep, their long trek and lack of a nap catching up with them.
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   Robin searched the house again tearing the tent city completely apart.
 
   “Lindy! Boo! Where are you?”
 
   They weren’t anywhere.
 
   After Mr. Slade left, Robin had moved the sacks for the rummage sale to one room and cleaned the other bedrooms. The tasks went faster with the girls were sleeping. An hour later, she glanced at the clock and was surprised how long the girls had slept. A check of the tent, the bathroom and their bedroom didn’t find them. She made another frantic circuit through the house, ending in Chad’s bathroom and bedroom.
 
   “Belinda and Bonnie, if you’re playing hide and seek, you come out this instant!”
 
   The silence made chills run down Robin’s spine. “Oh my God, where are they?”
 
   Looking out the window, she checked the yard.
 
   The gate was open. Chad’s truck sat at the market. That’s it. He’d come up while she’d been busy and they’d gone with him.
 
   Pulling a jacket from the hook by the door, she tore down the road. Chad stood at the market talking to Hank, one foot on the running board of the delivery truck. Out of breath, she stumbled next to Chad and grabbed the front of his jacket.
 
   “Where are they?” Robin panted, out of breath.
 
   “Where are who?” Chad frowned at her.
 
   “The girls. Where are they? They came down here, didn’t they?”
 
   Chad shook his head. “No. I just got back. I haven’t seen them.”
 
   Robin clenched her teeth, swiped her hair from her eyes and turned a circle to look around her. “You have to have seen them. They aren’t in the house. They must have seen you drive up and come down here. Where are they?”
 
   Chad grasped Robin’s arms, shaking her. “Back up.”
 
   It took all her effort not to scream at him. “Mr. Slade came. The girls had lunch. They used blankets to make a tent in the family room. They asked if they could sleep in it. I checked on them. They were asleep! Then I got busy with Mr. Slade and cleaning. I just checked and they aren’t there. They aren’t anywhere in the house.”
 
   “Robbie, I swear I haven’t seen them. I just drove in. We had a flat on the truck and we were stuck at the tire place for two hours.”
 
   Robin stared, horror flooding through her. “Where could they be?”
 
   She frantically turned circles again to search the immediate area. With both hands she trapped her hair at the sides of her head, as if that action alone would hold her together. Panic splintered through her.
 
   Chad gripped her elbow. “Let’s go check the house again.”
 
   Hank stepped to the ground. “I’ll check around out here, Chad.”
 
   “Thanks, Hank.”
 
   Twenty minutes later, they had checked every room, every closet, every cupboard and corner.
 
   Robin sat at the kitchen table barely able to breath. Her babies. Where had they gone?
 
   Chad knelt at her feet and rubbed her icy hands. “Let’s think this through logically.”
 
   “All right.” Robin swallowed hard to clear her throat.
 
   “How were they this morning?”
 
   “Cranky.” She gripped his hands. “They didn’t want to leave today.”
 
   Chad squeezed back. “You put them down for a nap? When?”
 
   “It was just a little after noon when Mr. Slade got here. They were asleep. I swear they were!” Robin closed her eyes, dread like a rock against her breast, guilt choking her.
 
   Chad lifted one hand and rubbed her cheek. The warm, steady stroke made her open her eyes and stare into his.  “Robbie, I’m not accusing. I’m just trying to figure out how long they may have been gone.”
 
   “I was distracted with Mr. Slade and I didn’t check again, but I’d say it was around noon or twelve thirty when they went to sleep.”
 
   Chad checked his watched. “Let’s check the house and see if anything is out of order.”
 
   “What are you thinking?”
 
   Chad studied her face for a long, silent moment.
 
   “Tell me.” Robin gripped his hands.
 
   “Well, we do have a burglar in the neighborhood.”
 
   Robin sucked in a breath. “Oh, God.” 
 
   “He or they haven’t hurt anyone, but…”
 
   “They’re so little.” Robin gripped his hands tighter. The warmth and safety there helped her calm down. A knock on the back door startled both of them.
 
   “Come on in, Hank,” Chad called.
 
   The man stepped into the house and lifted off his cap.  “I’ve checked. No sign of them, although didn’t you buy them a red wagon?” 
 
   Chad rose. “Yes.”
 
   “It isn’t in the yard.”
 
   Chad frowned and walked to the door, checking himself. “Where’s Bessie?”
 
   Robin rose, joining Chad at the door. Studying the yard, she saw Rover herding the puppies, but no Bessie. “I don’t see her.”
 
   “You don’t suppose they ran away?” Hank quiet words ricocheted in the room.
 
   “Ran…” Robin stared at the older man.
 
   Robin turned to Chad. His shocked expression matched her thoughts.
 
   Hank shrugged. “Well, you did say they weren’t happy about going home.”
 
   “I’m calling Tom.” Chad reached for the phone. 
 
   “I’ll get Trudy and drive around the fields some,” Hank offered. “I’ll see what we can find, but this is a big farm. If they’ve been gone for awhile, they could be anywhere.” Hank exited.
 
   The slam of the door grated on Robin’s jumpy nerves. She stood in the middle of the kitchen, shell shocked and watched Chad pick up his cell phone. When he reached for her, she sagged at his side, wrapping her arms around his waist, wanting to sink into him.
 
   “We’ll find them.” His lips at her temple were her only solace.
 
   Laying her head on his shoulder, she closed her eyes, trying to chase away the nightmare.
 
   Her children had abandoned her just like everyone else!
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   Chad pulled Robin tighter in his embrace and listened to the ring on the other end.  A sick feeling pooled in his gut.
 
   “Applegate.”
 
   “Tom?”
 
   “Yeah, Chad. What’s up?” 
 
   “The girls are missing.”
 
   His brother’s sharp intake of breath was all he heard for a moment. “How long?”
 
   “As near as we can tell, maybe two hours. Robin thought they were sleeping.”
 
   Robin’s warm tears soaked through his shirt. 
 
   “We’ll find them, baby.” He stroked his arm down her back and continued with Tom. “Their wagon is gone and so is Bessie.”
 
   “Hold on.” Tom’s siren sounded. “Search the house. See if anything else is missing. I’ll be right there.”
 
   Chad hung up and forced Robin to look at him.
 
   “We can’t fall apart. This is a big farm. We need to do everything we can in a logical order. Let me call Grandma. She’ll alert the family and we’ll search the house to see if they took anything else.”
 
   Fifteen minutes later, Tom’s patrol car sat in the driveway. The lights from the bar flashed in the fading afternoon light.
 
   Chad described all the girls took.
 
   Tom shook his head. “Well, they prepared themselves.”
 
   “Yeah.  Hank and Trudy searched and found some wagon prints, two sets of kids footprints and dog prints in the mud at the edge of that field down by the market. It’s a muddy mess out there. The tracks quit, but may pick up further on. They are looking now.”
 
   “Good. We have a direction. What’s out that way?”
 
   “Pumpkin fields, more pumpkin fields, other farm land, irrigation trenches, a ravine, several wooded areas. We’re going to need some help aren’t we?”
 
   Tom nodded. “We’ll get it.”
 
   Robin wrung her hands.  “We’re just going to stand here and wait?” 
 
   Tom reached for her, took her shoulders in his hands and bent to look her right in the eye. “We stand a better chance of success if we mobilize correctly, get people in place to scour all sections, not just us doing little bits at a time. It’ll take a little time to organize, but will save lots of time on the search side. Understand?”
 
   Chad slipped an arm around her. Robin chewed her lip and said nothing.
 
   “It’s the right thing, I promise.” Tom let her go.
 
    Chad turned her into his arms and held tight, waiting.
 
   A second patrol car pulled into the driveway. Tom hurried outside to the driver of the car. Chad recognized the officer as Bret Cara, a co-worker and friend of Tom’s.
 
   “Let’s make some coffee. By the time it’s done, Tom will have organized a search.”
 
   Robin shadowed him. He kept one hand on her as he put together the coffee.
 
   “I’m scared.” She shivered. 
 
   “Me, too.”
 
   “From the moment I found out I was pregnant, I wanted the baby. I was shocked when I found out it was twins. I was scared, but my feelings didn’t change. The wanting didn’t stop. I couldn’t wait to hold them and love them like nobody had me.” 
 
   Moisture flooded his eyes. He put the carafe of water on the counter and pulled Robin against him again, needing her comfort as much as she needed his. “I wanted them, too. From the moment I fell in the mud beside your car and I thought they were fairies.”
 
   Robin smiled through her tears. “You stared at my breasts.” 
 
   Chad blushed. “Yes I did.”
 
   She made a sad attempt at a smile. “Scum.”
 
   “No, ma’am. Healthy male. And I didn’t organize the wet T-shirt contest. God did.” Chad poured water in the coffee maker and turned it on.
 
   The back door slammed and his grandmother was there. Chad released Robbie to her outstretched arms.
 
   “How long have they been gone?” Olivia’s arms cradled Robin, soft shoulders absorbing her sobs.
 
   Chad had to clear his throat before he could find a voice to reply. “About three hours now, we think.”
 
   “The whole family is on their way. Meg just got out of school. She’ll be a little late, but she’ll be here. We’ll start looking and we won’t quit until we find them safe and sound.”
 
   Tom entered the house. With Robin in good hands, Chad went to his brother to talk about the search plan.
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   Robin pulled away from Olivia and went to the bedroom to blow her nose.
 
   Olivia followed her, walking in behind her. “Don’t worry. We will find them.” She rubbed Robin’s back, the warmth of her hand soothing.
 
   Overwhelmed by the affectionate gesture, Robin broke away. She walked to the window to stare out at the fields. Were her daughters out there somewhere, alone and afraid? “Olivia, what have I done?”
 
   Olivia sank into the rocking chair. “What are you talking about, child?”
 
   “They ran away from home. Because of me.” Robin turned, gripping her hands together in front of her, words tumbling out unplanned. “They wanted to stay here with Chad.”
 
   “You belong here with Chad.” Her faith in that statement shook Robin to the core.
 
   Robin bit her lip. Her insides churned, her worry coated with a heavy layers of temper, guilt and doubt. “Does that justify what they did?”
 
   “Of course not and you know it.” Olivia leaned forward in the chair, her hands gripping the arms of the rocker. “What you are afraid of, child? Why isn’t staying with Chad possible?”
 
   The loving command in her voice made Robin stumbled over her words. “Being left, it’s what people do to me. He’ll leave me like all the rest. When he does the girls will be devastated. I have to protect them.”
 
   “Poppycock.” Olivia rose and took Robin’s shoulders, giving her a firm shake. “You’re protecting yourself. Look at what’s in front of you, honey. Chad adores those children and they feel the same about him. He’s just as upset about their running away as you are. Besides, aren’t you already forcing them to leave someone they love, devastating them? Isn’t that much the same way it was for you?”
 
   Robin stared at Olivia, stunned by the thought of what she was forcing on the girls with her decision. Tears gathered in her throat, frustration choking her. She was making them leave Chad, but she had to, didn’t she? While they still had good memories, not bitterness? Before he let them down? Would he let them down? Robin cataloged everything she’d seen of Chad over the last six weeks and all her careful reasoning fell apart.
 
   Olivia gripped her hands, her eyes locked to Robin’s. “I’ve never seen Chad like this. Even over Gwynne. He loves you. His roots are on this farm and in this community. He isn’t going anywhere.”
 
   Robin opened her mouth to speak, but nothing came out.
 
   Olivia smiled and hugged her, the affection obvious. “I love you, too. And I’m certainly not going anywhere. This whole family cares about you. Look at Tom. He came as fast as he could when he heard there was trouble.”
 
   “He came because of Chad.”
 
   “He came because he knows Chad loves you and we’ve all accepted that and you.” She smiled.  “We love your girls, too.”
 
   Robin drew back, Olivia’s comments tumbling through her head—the sense of belonging so foreign she couldn’t grasp it. Confusion raced with her fears, neither finding ease.
 
   Olivia sighed, dropping her hands and walking to the bed. Turning around, she fired another question. “Did you ever consider that you were better off without your mother? That she didn’t deserve you?”
 
   Robin shook her head. Memories of her mother hurt. “No. She was my mother.”
 
   Olivia snorted. “Well, the title ‘mother’ doesn’t make a woman a saint. Look at her from what you know now. Some adults do all the wrong things, for all the wrong reasons. From everything you’ve said, you were better off without her.” She walked to Robin and took her hands again, squeezing them tight. “You are stronger than her, smarter than her. You’ve proven that with your girls.”
 
   “Olivia…” Robin bit her lip, not sure what she wanted to say. She’d never thought of herself as better than her mother.
 
   “You’re not your mother, Robin. You have wonderful children and you’ve got a strong heart. All you have to do is let go of the fears and listen to your head. You love him, don’t you?”
 
   Robin nodded, biting her lip to contain the sobs.
 
   “And you’re strong, tough enough to take care of yourself, right?” 
 
   “I’ve had to.”
 
   “Then you could do it again, if the worst happened. Don’t tell me you couldn’t. You won’t have to, though.” Olivia waggled a finger. “That boy won’t give up on you. You can’t protect yourself from love for the rest of your life. The girls will grow up and go their way, regardless of what you do and you’ll be alone. Then what?”
 
   The thought swiped at her. They’d left her alone here and now, too. “I don’t know.”
 
   “You’re listening to the emotions from your past, not what your heart is telling you, not what your head is telling you. Wouldn’t you rather give them a strong foundation with two parents who love them?”
 
   Robin nodded, pulling a tissue from the box on the nightstand and wiping her eyes.
 
   “Chad has chosen you. All of you.”
 
   Robin’s forehead puckered. Olivia’s comments pricked at her most tender spots. Hope sparked.
 
   “Why would the girls do this, Olivia?”
 
   “They didn’t know how else to make you understand.”
 
   “They’ve never been out alone like this.”
 
   “Yeah, but they are tough and smart like their mother. They’ll be fine until we find them and we will find them.”
 
   From the kitchen, Chad yelled for her. “Robin!”
 
   “Think about what I said.” Olivia hugged her. 
 
   Robin ran down the hall to the kitchen. Olivia followed. Chad reached for her. She slid her hand into his, studying his face. The lines around his eyes were tight with stress and worry, confirming Olivia’s comments. He clasped her hand as if he needed the contact, as if she’d been away too long.
 
   Tom snapped his cell phone shut. “We’ve got a search pattern laid out. Bret has gone to put out the word to your neighbors. As soon as the rest of the family gets here, we’ll divide up. We’re going to start the most likely places. Pulling a wagon loaded with stuff, I figure they could not have gotten to the boundary of your land. So unless we run into some other complication, we should find them quickly.”
 
   Chad cleared his throat. “A complication like what? Your burglars?”
 
   Tom looked out the window. “And the weather. Front moving in. Possibility of snow tonight.”
 
   Chad’s face paled. “Great.”
 
   “Oh, no.” Fear congealed in Robin’s stomach. Tom turned to his grandmother. “Grandma, I want you to stay here in case they come back. Mom and Meg can help you when they get here. The rest of us are going to search.”
 
   “Done.” His grandmother fastened on an apron, preparing to make coffee, cocoa and sandwiches for the searchers.
 
   Tom cell phone rang and he answered it.
 
   With nothing to do, Robin and Chad listened to Tom’s end of the conversation. The back door slammed. Bill, Helen and Rick entered through the laundry room. They all still wore their suits from work.
 
   Helen went straight to Robin, pulling her into a tight embrace. “We’ll find them, dear. Don’t worry. They’re tough like their mother.”
 
   Robin nodded, stunned by the sentiment. “Thank you.”
 
   “You have different coats we can both wear, Chad?” Bill dumped his suit jacket at the kitchen table.
 
   “Yeah, Dad. In the closet in the laundry room. Take your pick.”
 
   Rick followed with the same intent.
 
   The toot of a horn signaled the arrival of more people.
 
   Tom straightened his cap. “Let’s get started. With that storm rolling in, we’re losing light fast. Keep the coffee hot, Grandma.”
 
   


 
  
 
  
 
 
   
   ~~Chapter Twelve~~
 
    
 
   Chad stood on the front porch, overwhelmed at all the vehicles crowding his driveway. Bret must have notified every neighbor in a five-mile radius. Twenty men and women, friends and neighbors, stood in his driveway.
 
   Hank and Trudy were talking with Bret by his truck, back from their task of looking for more tracks. Clamping down on his impatience, he moved through the group and greeted everyone while Tom explained what he wanted done. The back door banged shut and Chad returned to the porch. Robin stood poised at the back step, staring at all the people.
 
   “Chad, all these people…” Robin put her hand over her mouth, tears in her eyes.
 
   “This is what you wanted in a smaller town, honey. Family, neighbors, community—that’s what it’s all about.” Chad cupped her face. “We will find them. They can’t have gone that far.”
 
   “It’s going to snow.” Her eyes searched the sky. She shivered and zipped her coat all the way to her throat.
 
   “I promise you they are holed up somewhere, snug as bugs.” He touched her nose with his.
 
   “For how long?”
 
   “For as long as it takes.” He kissed her. Her lips clung like they belonged.
 
   He threaded his fingers through hers and walked to his truck. When he opened the door for her, she slid into the middle. Tom joined them. His Dad, Rick, Bret, Hank and Trudy split up among the neighbors. The puppies tumbled around the yard, howling at the fence, obviously missing Bessie. Walking to the gate, Chad yelled for Rover.
 
   The dog trotted to the gate and he let him through. “Come on, buddy.” The shepherd mix jumped into the bed of the truck.
 
   “You think he might be able to track Bessie?” Tom pulled his gloves tighter.
 
   “Maybe. It’s worth a try.” Chad climbed in and slammed the door. He turned the vehicle down the road and into the fields along a bumpy path.
 
   Robin looked across the land, squinting in the fading light. Olivia’s words echoed through her in tandem with her fear for the girls. She looked over at Chad and then Tom—two men unlike anyone she’d ever met and they were here for her and for her girls. Robin shook her head, trying to comprehend all that implied. Chad’s hand reached down and clasped hers. She held her breath for a moment, then tightened her hold.
 
   Angry gray clouds tumbled across the sky, the wind whipping through the trees. The temperature was dropping, the front moving in. An hour passed.
 
   They’d stopped every few minutes and yelled for the girls, carefully searching each area in their grid.
 
   Every time Tom’s cell phone rang, her heart pounded against her ribs. With every second that passed without them being found, her fear grew until she thought she wouldn’t be able to breathe. She thought she knew fear, thought she had an intimate relationship with it.
 
   She was wrong.
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   Lindy woke to the dark and started to cry.
 
   Reaching for the flashlight, she fumbled with the switch. Her fingers wouldn’t bend they were so cold. The light finally on, she rolled over against Bessie and looked at Boo.
 
   “Wake up, Boo. It’s dark. I’m scared.”
 
   Boo woke and sat straight up, shaking with fright. Grabbing Lindy, she strangle-hugged her over Bessie.
 
   “I want to go home, Boo. I don’t like it out here.”
 
   Boo let loose of Lindy. “I can’t find our way in the dark. I don’t know which way to go.”
 
   Lindy gripped the flashlight with both hands and flashed it around through the bushes. “I don’t think this was such a good idea.”
 
   “We have to stay put. Mr. Chad will find us.” 
 
   “I have to go to the bathroom, Boo.”
 
   “Me, too.”
 
   “So what do we do?”
 
   “We do what Bessie does and go on the ground. Let’s take the flashlight and go over there a little bit.”
 
   “What if we can’t find our way back?”
 
   “We won’t go that far.” Boo shook off the blanket. They shivered in the cold air. After taking her pants down and going on the cold ground, Lindy promised herself she would never run away from home again. She wanted a bath and some hot chocolate. And Mr. Chad’s warm lap. And Mommy’s hugs.
 
   “I can’t see our way back.” Lindy started to cry again.
 
   “I can. It’s over this way.” Boo grabbed her hand.
 
   Bessie helped herd them back to where the blankets were and plunked back in the middle.
 
   “Let’s eat something. Maybe that will make us feel better.” Boo split the cheese and cookies. She gave half to Lindy and then wrapped them both back in the blankets. Sharing tidbits with Bessie, they quickly finished off the snack.
 
   “What now?” Lindy squeezed Boo’s hand.
 
   “We color for awhile.”
 
   Crawling to the wagon, Boo took the coloring book and crayons and dragged them toward her.
 
   “Boo, I don’t want to color. I want to go home.” 
 
   “I know. Me too. But we can’t yet.”
 
   Sticking her thumb in her mouth, Lindy snuffed up her runny nose and watched Boo half- heartedly color the picture from their Star Wars color book. Bessie licked her face to try to make her feel better. It didn’t work. 
 
   The flashlight flickered.
 
   Suddenly, it went out. Lindy screamed and started to cry.
 
   They clung together in the darkness. Boo started to sob, too.
 
   The pumpkin magic had let them down.
 
   And so had Mr. Chad.
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   It was dark. Another hour crept by. They could hardly see. The oncoming storm darkened the sky. Little light could be seen except what was coming from the flashlights and the headlights of the truck. Chad shivered as the wind sent another draft of cold air down his neck. They fanned out in roughly the direction they thought the girls had gone, but what if they were wrong?
 
   Chad squeezed Robin’s hand and approached the spot where Tom had met up with Jed Anderson and his sons. “What now?”
 
   Tom glanced at the sky and looked at his brother. “I’m not quitting, if that’s what you’re asking.”
 
   Chad blew out a breath. “No, that’s not what I’m asking. Where to next?”
 
   “We keep following the grid.” Tom’s phone rang.
 
   He looked over at Robin. She was holding her breath. After a short  conversation, he hung up. “Dad’s group reporting in. They haven’t had any luck.”
 
   Robin exhaled loudly.
 
   Chad rubbed his chin. “The next grid will take us to the ravine. I don’t think they went that way.”
 
   “Why?” Robin huddled in her coat, grim worry on her face.
 
   “They were pulling a wagon. It’s full of food and books and blankets. That’s heavy for a couple of little girls. And the ground is soft from all the rain. Even with both of them pulling. There are lots of potholes and rocks. It’s a pretty tough path. They wouldn’t have gotten very far without having to turn around or at least abandon the wagon.” Chad looked across another field, pointing another direction. “A little to the east of this ravine is a stand of trees. The pumpkin patch runs right up to the edge because I toyed with taking out those trees last spring. Let’s skip this grid and take a look over there.”
 
   Chad looked at Robin. “Is that all right with you?”
 
   “You know the farm.” Robin squeezed his hand.
 
   Rover returned from a sniff around the area and sat at Chad’s feet. Jed took his sons and started toward the trees. Rover took off again, sniffing every little clod. Chad, Robin and Tom trailed behind. Praying he wasn’t wrong, Chad turned to Tom. “How long do you think before it starts to snow?”
 
   “Temperature’s been dropping rapidly. Feels like it could be any minute.” Tom rubbed his hands together.
 
   “That’s what I thought, too.”
 
   Robin stifled a gasp. 
 
   Chad pulled her closer. They trudged on in silence for several hundred yards before Josh, Jed’s son, stopped them all. “Do you hear that?”
 
   Everyone tensed to listen.
 
   A muted wail carried on the wind.
 
   “Animal or person?” Jed turned a circle.
 
   “Person.” Chad started to run. “Boo! Lindy!” 
 
   No answer.
 
   Robin followed close behind. Stopping for a moment, he listened again. The wail sounded again, closer this time.
 
   “Boo! Lindy!” Robin’s yell was whipped away by the wind. Moving as quickly as possible, they stopped every few feet to check. Within minutes, he could hear two girls bawling.
 
   Chad yelled again. “Boo! Lindy!” 
 
   No answer.
 
   “They can’t hear you over their crying.” Tom paused near Chad, tipping his head to sort out the direction.
 
   Rover barked frantically and took off on an arrow straight path into the strand of trees. Bessie’s answering bark was nirvana to Chad’s ears.
 
   Chad tightened his hold on Robin’s hand and ran.
 
   Tom kept up with them step-for-step. “We’re almost there.”
 
   Moving faster, they followed the barking dog.
 
   Chad and Robin found the girls sitting in a pile of blankets under the trees.
 
   “Lindy! Boo!” He swept them up and turned to Robin, folding them into a family hug.
 
   Rover and Bessie danced at their feet. 
 
   “Mommy! Mr. Chad!” Both girls sobbed.
 
   Shaking, Chad tightened his hold.
 
   “Our flashlight went out and we got scared.” Lindy sobbed.
 
   “God, girls what did you think you were doing?” Robin’s voice shook with relief and anger.
 
   “We’re sorry, Mommy. We didn’t want to go to that other house.” Boo wiped her tears. “We wanted to stay with Mr. Chad.”
 
   “Let’s get back home. We can talk about it there.” Chad shifted Lindy to Robin and he carried Boo.
 
    Tom pulled his cell phone from his pocket and dialed Bret. “We found them. They’re fine. We’ll be back in about ten minutes. Call off the other teams, will you?”
 
   Chad could hear the cheering as Tom hung up. 
 
   “Hi, Uncle Tom.” Boo leaned to kiss him.
 
   He kissed her cheek, then Lindy’s. “Hi, sweeties. I’m glad you’re all right.”
 
   “We did something bad didn’t we?” Boo ducked her face against Chad’s neck.
 
   “We’ll talk about that later.” Chad answered her, stifling his anger and inhaling her precious scent.
 
   Robin was silent, holding Lindy tight.
 
   “Dad went back for our truck.” Josh stood with his brother. “We’ll gather up their stuff and bring it back to the house.”
 
   “Thanks.” Chad walked to the clearing at the edge of the pumpkin patch, Robin close behind him.
 
   Tom followed, calling to the dogs who were running through the field.
 
   Jed came toward them with his truck, the headlights giving off an eerie glow as the truck bounced across the ground. Feeling something wet touch his cheek, he looked up.
 
   “It’s snowing, Mr. Chad.”
 
   “Yes, it is, sweetheart. We found you just in time.”
 
   Robin stopped and stared at the sky, then shivered and kissed Lindy’s forehead.
 
   Tom lifted his hand, palm up. A few flakes landed there and melted.
 
   When they reached his truck, Chad let Robin slide in the middle and got in the passenger side beside her. Tom ordered the dogs into the back of the truck and slid in the driver’s seat. Chad stared at Robin, but she had her head buried in Lindy’s hair, her hand reaching for Boo’s. Boo twisted in his lap, so she could hold her mother’s hand.
 
   The truck headlights highlighted the Anderson boys lifting the girls’ wagon filled to overflowing with coloring books, blankets and food into the back of their truck.
 
   Tom turned the truck around and drove toward the house.
 
    
 
    [image: ] 
 
    
 
   Robin rubbed her nose in Lindy’s hair and squeezed Boo’s hand. Intense relief made her knees shake. She bit her lip to keep from screaming at them, the blessing of having them safe more important. The truck bounced across the field, finally moving onto the smoother service road by the market. Tears slipped down her cheeks. 
 
   “I’m sorry, Mommy,” Lindy whispered.
 
   “Me, too. We didn’t mean to be bad.” Boo leaned over so their three heads were pressed together.
 
   “You really scared me.” She stopped talking—couldn’t say any more.
 
   Tom stopped the truck in the driveway. Chad opened his door and slid out, lifting Boo to the ground. He took Lindy from Robin and set her beside Boo. The girls clasped hands. Robin scooted across the seat and got out, too. With the girls between them, they held hands and walked to the porch. Like a family. Like they belonged together.
 
   “Let’s go inside and get everyone warmed up,” Olivia called to them. 
 
   Helen and Meg stood behind her on the porch. The girls dropped Robin and Chad’s hands and ran to Olivia, accepting her hugs and kisses. Robin wanted to pull them back, hold them against her and claim them as hers to protect. But that was exactly the kind of thinking that got her stuck in this situation. This was Chad’s family. They loved the girls, too. The thought that she wasn’t alone anymore tossed around inside, pounding on her heart and her mind.
 
   Robin turned to Tom who had joined them after putting the dogs in the yard. “Thank you. I don’t know what we would have done without you.” She brushed a kiss across his cheek.
 
   “My services are always available.” He gripped her hand. “But I’d appreciate it if you would lock them in their rooms for about twenty years or so.”
 
   Robin snorted. “Yeah, I’ve got that covered.” She looked over and found Chad staring at her. Awkwardness rose between them and Robin didn’t know what to do. Her fears were wasted, torn apart with confusion. Her heart and mind told her one thing. Her past and experience told another. She didn’t know what to think or to feel. Olivia had been right. She’d been on the verge of doing the same thing to him, and to the girls, that had been done to her all her life. But he hadn’t given up on her or changed his mind. He’d honored her decision. He respected her.
 
   Robin’s eyes widened at the thought.
 
   “Let’s go inside.” Chad reached for her hand and she clasped his. Several other trucks pulled up.
 
   Bill, Rick and Bret got out of the vehicles. The Anderson’s dropped off the girls’ things, depositing them with the men. Several of the drivers called to Chad and Robin, glad to have things work out. 
 
   “Where are they?” Bill walked to the back door with his arms full of the girls’ supplies.
 
   “In the kitchen with Grandma,” Chad said. Robin watched the exodus down the driveway. 
 
   “Good. I could go for a cup of hot chocolate and some hot food,” Bill said. 
 
   “Thank God my kids never ran away from home.” Rick slapped Chad on the back on his way by.
 
   Tom reached out and shook Bret’s hand. “Thanks. I owe you. Come in for some coffee.”
 
   Bret shook his head. “I should get back to work.”
 
   “One cup.” Tom glanced at his watch. “Then we’ll both go.”
 
   “All right.” Bret followed Tom into the house. Robin followed Chad. In the kitchen, she smelled the casserole Olivia must have made and her stomach growled. Bill had already managed to fill a plate of food.
 
   Boo sat in Grandma’s lap. Lindy sat with Helen. Their coats were in a heap on the floor. Olivia, ever thorough, was checking them for injuries. Meg stirred hot cocoa warming in a pan on the stove. Rick ribbed her for not doing it right. Meg’s eyes kept darting to Bret. Bret poured a cup of coffee and escaped to the far corner of the room.
 
   Chad stood silent for a long moment. Finally, he released Robin’s hand to shrug out of his jacket. She watched Chad from the corner of her eye as she took off her own coat.
 
   The girls loved him. She loved him. Whether she liked it or not, they’d become a family of sorts.
 
   “Mommy.”
 
   Boo tugged on her hand. “It was my idea.” Robin went to her knees in the middle of the kitchen so she could look Boo in the eye. 
 
   Lindy slipped out of Helen’s lap and took Boo’s hand. “It was her idea, but I went, too. I’m sorry, Mommy. The pumpkin magic was supposed to make Mr. Chad our daddy, but it quit working and we didn’t know what to do.”
 
   “The pumpkin magic?” Robin glanced at Chad, but he shrugged. Everyone quieted.
 
   “We’ve been trying our daddy spell for a long time. It wasn’t working until we met Mr. Chad and we came to his farm and he told us about the pumpkin magic.” Boo hiccupped.
 
   “What spell?” Chad squatted by her side. 
 
   The girls chanted together. “Shasta, masta, lasta, poo. Please magical pumpkin in the patch. Make Mr. Chad our daddy, just like that.”
 
   “Bibidity, bobidity, boo.”
 
   Boo rolled her eyes and elbowed Lindy in the side. “I keep telling you not to add that.”
 
   Several adults chuckled.
 
   “Then it started working.” Lindy rubbed her hands together.
 
   “How do you know?” Robin watched the girls. Their eyes flashed with pleasure.
 
   “Because Mr. Chad knew Old McDonald and ate peanut butter and jelly.” Boo grinned.
 
   “And he didn’t yell when I broke his clock.” Lindy nodded, reaching for Chad’s hand.
 
   “Yeah, and he has a nice warm lap and likes Dr. Seuss and gives good baths.” Boo twisted her fingers in front of her.
 
   “Yeah, and you kissed him. So we thought everything was set.” Lindy leaned against Chad. “But then you were yelling at each other and then we were going away.”
 
   “We don’t want to go away, Mommy. We belong with Mr. Chad.” Tears flooded Boo’s eyes.
 
   Robin looked at Chad, but he was focused on the girls, studying each face as if to memorize it. Before she could say anything, he cupped a hand on each girl’s cheek.
 
   “Running away was the wrong answer,” he told them. “You understand? Running away won’t solve your problems. It only makes it worse. You promise me you’ll never do that again.”
 
   Chad ran a thumb over Boo’s nose and then Lindy’s.
 
   “We promise, Mr. Chad.” Robin studied her daughters’ faces as they recited the promise together.
 
   “You scared your mother to death. She loves you very much. You belong with her wherever she says that is. Understand?”
 
   They looked ready to argue, but Chad didn’t give them the chance. He rose to his feet and walked out of the house. His clouded expression broke her heart.
 
   Silence echoed like those first moments when the electricity goes off. Robin looked at the hopeful expression in her daughters’ faces.
 
   Running away only makes it worse.
 
   The truth of that struck Robin in the heart, tightening, binding.
 
   Wasn’t that what she was doing? Running away because she was scared, scared to choose love over fear?
 
   She looked at Olivia whose eyes were filled with hope.
 
   Robin turned back toward the back door and then stared at the girls.
 
   He’d been there for them.
 
   He’d helped them with the dog he didn’t want, taken care of Robin when she’d cut her hands, come when there was trouble in their neighborhood.
 
   He’d helped her when the girls had chicken pox.
 
   Most of all, he helped her find her girls when they were lost.
 
   What more does the man have to do to prove to you that he won’t leave you like everyone else?
 
   Nothing. Nothing. Nothing. The word pounded in her brain.
 
   Robin punched through her fear, shooing it out of her heart. Battling down the doubts, she made the decision she’d been longing to make, a decision to take a chance. Gripping her daughters’ chins, she lifted their eyes to hers. She pointed at the floor and gave them orders. “You stay here. You understand? Do not move from this spot.” They both nodded at her, eyes wide.
 
   Everyone made a path for her as she rushed to the porch.
 
   Chad had stopped in the yard. He stood silent and still. When the door slammed, he watched her walk to him. She couldn’t see his expression, but she chose hope over doubt.
 
   He raised his face to the sky to watch the snowflakes fall. “I think I understand what you were trying to tell me.” 
 
   He did? 
 
   She was the one who hadn’t understood. Joy, nerves, fear all clogged her throat. “Will you marry me?” Robin blurted, owing him the faith, the belief.
 
   “What?” Chad turned around, a light sheen of tears on his face.
 
   “Will you marry me? Give me your name? Adopt my daughters and give them your name? And be there every time we need you?”
 
   He straightened his shoulders, turning so she could see his eyes. “Yes.”
 
   He said it so matter-of-factly.
 
   Like that kind of promise was such an ordinary thing.
 
   But it wasn’t.
 
   “Nobody has ever done that for me.”
 
   His silence made Robin hold her breath. “I will.”
 
   Released from fear, her heart surged. Robin threw herself into Chad’s arms. Her mouth sought his, the warmth of his lips made her sigh. The kiss was moist with love, with passion, with commitment.
 
   Chad pulled away and kissed her eyelids. “I will stay with you until my dying day.”
 
   She reached up and wiped away the tears on his cheeks. “What was it you said about happily-ever-afters being made?” Robin studied the fierce expression in his blue eyes.
 
   “Yeah?”
 
   “I promise you that ours will be a happily-ever-after.” Settling her mouth over his, she savored her victory over the fear, the promise feeling right.
 
   He eased out of the kiss, but kept his mouth close to hers. “I wasn’t letting you go, you know.”
 
   “You weren’t?” Robin tilted her head, wondering at his smug expression.
 
   “No. I had burgers and fries planned for dinner on your living room floor and Dr. Seuss for dessert. My sleeping bag is in the truck.”
 
   Robin laughed and then shrieked as Chad lifted her off her feet and swung her around and around amid the falling snowflakes.
 
   “Mommy?”
 
   Chad set Robin on her feet and they looked to the doorway. Boo and Lindy peeked around the storm door. The rest of the family stood on the porch, shamelessly eavesdropping.
 
   “You and Mr. Chad are getting all wet.” Lindy had her arm around Boo’s shoulder.
 
   “That’s Daddy to you.” Chad yelled, grinning. Their eyes went huge, their mouths rounded. 
 
   “Do you mean it?” They both jumped on their toes.
 
   “Yes!” Robin shouted, laughing.
 
   Screaming, the girls shot through the falling snow like a sled on ice, throwing themselves at Chad and Robin. Huddled in a hug at the center of the driveway, the girls spread kisses over their faces.
 
   “The pumpkin magic really worked, huh?” Boo kissed Chad’s nose.
 
   “Yes, sweetheart. It surely did.”
 
   Chad caught Robin’s hand in his. They walked to the house. His father held the door open and Chad set Boo on her feet. Taking Lindy from Robin, he set her down and shooed them through the door.
 
   Lifting Robin into his arms, he carried her over the threshold.
 
   Robin stroked his cheek with her free hand. “I love you, Chad.”
 
   His heart soared. “Welcome to happily-ever-after, sweetheart,” he whispered before settling his lips on hers.
 
    
 
   ~~The End~~
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   Excerpt
 
   Lights flashed on the windows and she got up to see who was coming to the house at this time of night. 
 
   The truck pulled down the lane and when it came under the yard light, she sucked in a breath.
 
   Jess.
 
   She shoved her feet into her flip flops, rushed to the back door and out to the driveway, not taking time for a robe.
 
   Jess got out of his truck, his mouth opened in surprise.
 
   Their argument washed over her. She wanted to yell and scream at him, she wanted to hit him, she wanted….ohhhh.
 
   She launched herself at him and took his lips. She didn’t know how it was possible to be so damn mad, yet want him so bad.
 
   He did what he always did — softened his lips, smoothed a hand down her spine, calming her, gentling her, seducing her. Then he pressed into her with hungry tastes, pulled her against his solid length and tightened his hold.
 
   God, she was home.
 
   Breath mingled, sensation after sensation blasted through her. She stroked his back, the warmth of his body defying the shirt and spreading tingles into her hands. “Why didn’t you call me?”  
 
   “I did. Why did you leave in the first place?”  He lifted her nightgown and stroked the bare skin underneath.
 
   She bit her lip, sighing, wanting, wavering. She slipped her nose against his skin and absorbed the familiar spike of need. She didn’t have a prayer of stopping herself. She jumped up into his arms, wrapping her legs around his waist, kissing away his surprise.
 
   “I missed you, baby.”  
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
   Dedication
 
   To my daughter-in-law, Rebecca Razo Colt
 
   Because it’s wonderful to have gained another daughter who is also a friend
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   Copper Canyon, Texas is a real place.  
 
   The places, people and events I’ve depicted are not. 
 
    That doesn’t make the sentiment and values any less real, inviting or true.  
 
   Thank you, Texas!  Twelve years ago, this small town Idaho girl moved to Dallas-Fort Worth and you made me welcome.  Your men are gentlemen.  Your women are sweethearts.  Your values are strong.  Your pride is admirable.
 
   You are the home of my woman’s heart.
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   CHAPTER ONE
 
    
 
   Jess O’Hare twirled his whiskey glass in the condensation on the table in front of him. He sat in the corner booth of The Low Down Saloon and Restaurant in Copper Canyon, Texas. He was expected at his parents for Thursday night dinner soon and yet he didn’t move. 
 
   Sully Johnson, his cousin and owner of this fine establishment, wiped glasses and checked bottles behind the bar. The long, glossy oak bar was said to have been bought at a Hollywood auction off an old western movie set. He knew that couldn’t be true, but Sully’s blarney made it seem possible. 
 
   Jess closed his eyes. The aroma of cooking beef made his stomach growl and yet he sat.  He’d blame his inertia on the deep comfort of the black leather booth seat, but that wouldn’t be the whole truth.
 
   “You still moping?”  Sully drawled close to his ear.
 
   Jess opened his eyes and swiped at him like a pesky fly.  He missed, then casually spread his arms to the back of the booth. “I’m not moping.”
 
   “Right.” Sully lifted the glass and wiped the table.
 
   He thought maybe he’d get lucky and his cousin would leave it alone, but it was a hope not in keeping with years of family nosiness.
 
   “You should just go after her.” Sully slid into the opposite seat.
 
   He groaned. “Don’t start.”
 
   “Well, you’ve been acting like a lovesick cow ever since Amy Rose left two weeks ago. Whole family’s tired of tippy-toeing around you. Amy Rose is probably tired of waiting for your sorry ass.”
 
   “You’ve talked to her?”  He snapped his mouth shut.
 
   Sully snorted and pointed a finger at him. “See, you’re so hung up, a pair of scissors couldn’t cut you free. What’d you two break up for anyway?”
 
   Jess stiffened. “Don’t think that’s anybody’s business.”
 
   “Figured it was about time somebody made it their business.”  Sully screwed up his mouth, ready to launch into the topic like a minister delivering a sermon.
 
   He downed the rest of his drink and shoved his empty glass across the table. Sully caught it as only a good bartender could. The action derailed the lecture. 
 
   For a half-second.
 
   “She’s been your girl for three years, Jess. You’ve been stuck on her since high school. From the looks of things, she’s stuck on you, too.
 
   “I just love all this sweet advice from a guy who frequently spouts off that he isn’t getting married.”  He swallowed, fighting the sarcastic tongue that hinted at the frustration boiling over in his gut. 
 
    She’d left!  Left!  Yes, their last argument had been devastating. They’d both been angry and said things they didn’t mean. But didn’t that crazy girl know that he loved her? 
 
   Sully interrupted Jess’s usual-of-late spiral into the morass of hurt and pissed. “My life isn’t the discussion topic here, cow chaser. Besides, your mama is gonna kill you when she finds out you missed Thursday night dinner because you were sitting here and then she’ll call her sister —my mama —and I’ll never hear the end of it. Git.”
 
   “I’m not going to dinner. Don’t want to deal with the same conversation. Have you heard from Amy Rose?”  He sing-songed the question in his mother’s high pitch.
 
   “Can’t blame Aunt Ladonna. She took Amy Rose into the family from the first. This fight hurt more than just you.”
 
   Jess leaned over the table, tempted to punch his cousin. “You think I did that on purpose?” Hurting his mama and daddy, his brother and the rest of the family who loved Amy Rose too hadn’t been his intention.  Having her leave hadn’t been his intention at all!
 
   Sully rose. “Nope. Not on purpose. But might work better if you hunted her down, got on your sorry knees and begged. Give your mama a hug for me.”  He sauntered off, stopping at the juke box. 
 
   Jess let his head roll onto the back of the upholstered seat. He knew he’d been worse than a fool that night with Amy Rose. He’d been dead tired and dirty, hot and sticky, and just plain grumpy. She’d already been over-emotional for the last couple of weeks and impatient.  
 
   Then the taboo subject of her law degree came up. She was ready to take the bar exam for a career she didn’t want, only to make her father happy, and Jess thought it was way past time to draw a line and say no. 
 
   He was a simple rancher, never pretended to be otherwise and thought Amy Rose was okay with that. But she wouldn’t make a choice. She wouldn’t look at him and say “I want to be with you.”  She just kept going off on all these tangents to please her father. It scared him to death. 
 
   He needed her to make a decision.
 
   His road or her father’s?  
 
   She couldn’t do both to his way of thinking. If she got sucked into the law firm, she’d be at the office all the time, and eventually would give in to her father’s hatred of all things rural and Jess in particular. This wasn’t a new argument.  When they’d started dating, Amy Rose had just started law school.  She hated it, but kept at it.  They’d had a version of this same damned “discussion” since day one.
 
   She was his bright shining light. He needed her and yet instead of understanding her perspective, he’d felt like he was losing her and he’d opened his mouth and made it happen. Shit.
 
   The juke box started playing Darius Rucker’s “Come Back Song” and Jess groaned.
 
   Sully gave him an evil grin from behind the bar. 
 
   Jess grabbed his cowboy hat and strode through the saloon doors, flipping his cousin off as he left. He fitted the beige hat to his head and stood on the porch for several long moments.  The traffic flow on the street was crowded and noisy, and he was at war with himself.  It was going to be a fight through traffic either way, but go home or swing by his parents as expected?
 
   His spankin’ pretty, hardly-driven red truck was two slots down from the double-wide restaurant doors.  He bought the piece of cowboy flash about a year ago in an attempt to impress upon Amy Rose and her family that he could clean up and look decent.  
 
   She hadn’t really noticed, telling him volumes about who she was. And the new truck didn’t drive near as well his ten-year-old, beat up, black work truck. Even coupling the shiny vehicle with his new jeans and a new cowboy hat didn’t change the dirt under his nails. 
 
   Why the hell he put the duds on after coming in off the dry and dusty range, he didn’t know. Maybe some fleeting idea of driving to Dallas and dragging Miss Amy Rose back home where she belonged. 
 
   Boot steps sounded on the plank and Jess turned to see who it was, then wished he hadn’t. 
 
   “O’Hare.”
 
   Amy Rose’s father stopped at his side. He didn’t offer his hand and neither did Jess.
 
   The man’s blue striped suit cost more than his brother’s custom made bronc riding gear. “Pretty far away from work aren’t you?”
 
   “Client and friend in Flower Mound.”
 
   That explained it. Business. 
 
   Flower Mound, Texas was just up the road a piece.  Even though Copper Canyon was surrounded by many such upper middle class, moneyed towns, Edgar Adams never came to this area without a damn good reason anymore.  His family roots had been established here a long time before suburbia and money had shined up the area, before many well-to-do owners had taken over dozens of the ranches.  No, Mr. Adams had shaken Copper Canyon off his shoes when it was a simple rural area.  He’d gone on to build a successful law practice.  He’d eventually bought a home in an area of Dallas renowned for famous people.  The man resented Amy Rose living here, hated her attachment to the family’s homestead, hated visiting. Jess’s middle class family was just icing on the hate cake.
 
   Edgar glanced at his watch. “Glad you took my earlier advice and sent her home. She needs to prepare for her future, not hang around here.”
 
   Jess clenched his teeth. “I take it she made it safely to your house?”  It galled him to have to ask, but she wasn’t answering her phone and damned if he’d worry about that any more.
 
   “Yes, she did.”
 
   Jess nodded at the man and started down the steps.
 
   “She’s doing what needs to be done, son.”
 
   Jess turned, temper simmering. “I’m not your son, sir. I’d appreciate it if you didn’t refer to me that way.”  
 
   Mr. Adams lifted his hands, a small smirk on his face. “No offense intended. Just appreciate having my daughter and heir to my law firm back.”
 
   Jess tightened his hand around his keys, desperately wanting to wipe the smirk from Edgar’s face. But during the argument with Amy Rose, he had said some petty, awful things.  Regret was a bitter thing to be riding a man.  Mouthing off to her father wouldn’t change that.
 
   He tipped his hat. “Good night, sir.”  He walked to the red truck, wishing mightily that he hadn’t succumbed to being something he wasn’t just to impress Edgar Grayson Adams. He drove away, mulling over and discarding several ways to try to see Amy Rose without her mother slamming the door in his face. Or worse still, telling security not to let him through the gates. 
 
   Not wanting to add to the mess of the situation, he drove to Thursday night dinner at his parents as usual.  He pulled down the long driveway, examining the white fence line on either side and stalling.  If he thought he could get away with it, he’d take to the barn and spend some time with the horses.
 
   But his daddy would come hunting him and the lecture about keeping supper waiting wouldn’t be worth it.
 
   A usual Thursday night dinner would have another family member, a neighbor or a church friend at the table.  Please let it be so today. Anyone to keep the social niceties in place and keep him from getting grilled about Amy Rose.  He pulled up and parked behind his father’s truck and mourned.  His brother was a fireman now, having given up bronc-riding for some vague, non-specific reason.  He had a shift tonight, damn him.  There were no extra cars in the driveway.  No uncles or aunts, no cousins, no babies to cuddle, no friends. Which meant three for dinner and no buffer.
 
   “Hell!” His stomach rolled, appetite scattering like dust in a Texas breeze.  
 
   He got out of his truck just as his mother stepped onto the front porch.
 
   Ladonna O’Hare’s gray hair was piled on her head.  Her pale lavender floral dress was one of her favorites along with the white apron tied around her hips.  She lifted a hand to shade blue eyes that could dance with pleasure or laser her displeasure.  “Why are you driving pretty red?”
 
   He walked toward the porch, took the steps with more pep than he felt and kissed his mother’s cheek. “Just needed driving.”
 
   “And your church clothes?”
 
   Jess shook his head.  Some days he wished his mother would miss a few tricks.  “Thought I’d dress up for you, Mama.”
 
   “Liar.” She slapped his arm, but there was no denying the pleasure in her eyes or the quick look to the other side of the truck.  Hope shimmered like a tiny ember in her eyes.  He smothered the guilt and gave her a hug that lifted her off her feet.
 
   “I cooked all your favorites.”  She dropped to her feet and wrapped an arm around his waist.
 
   Jess did an imaginary swipe of the sweat off his brow.  Damn good thing he hadn’t skipped out like he’d wanted to.  “What did daddy have to say about that?”
 
   “Well, he likes a good steak, too.  And I was hoping you being here would make him eat his vegetables.”
 
   Jess opened the door for her, followed her into the kitchen, and put his hat on the hook.  “I hate to break this to you, Mom, but Dad hates vegetables.”
 
   “Hope springs eternal.  Your Dad is out on the patio grilling the steaks.  Why don’t you go check on him while I take my pie out of the oven?”  
 
   The kitchen smelled of roasting potatoes and peach pie.  Jess drew a deep breath and felt his appetite trickle back.  “I think I’ll do that.”
 
   He ventured down the side hall and out the back door.  Chase O’Hare stood on the edge of the stone patio staring at the sunset across the back lawn, brown from lack of rain and water.  Another casualty of the heat and drought.
 
   The steaks sizzled on the gas barbeque near him.  The sound and the smell of the roasting beef made Jess’s stomach growl.  A byproduct of moping and working too hard was that he never took time for regular meals and his stomach was damning him for it.  He paused and enjoyed the orange sun’s slide toward the horizon.  
 
   When Jess had been a little boy, he used to run to his father and wait to be swung up and lifted onto his shoulders.  He had probably walked most of the ranch at one time or another on the man’s shoulders.  Now Jess topped his father by two inches and hadn’t been on his shoulders in two decades.  And yet he depended on his father’s stability, his wisdom and his sense of humor like no other person on earth.
 
   Jess joined his father and stood in an exact mirror of his hands behind the back posture.
 
   Chase spoke before Jess could.  “I used to swing you up on my shoulders right here and watch the sun go down.”
 
   Jess snorted.  “Was just thinking that.”
 
   “Watch out for your mother.  She side-stepped four people who wanted to come to dinner tonight.”
 
   Jess drew in a sharp breath.
 
   “She’s determined to talk some sense into you.”
 
   Jess walked to the barbeque and lifted the lid, sucking in the aroma of cooking beef, as if the smell would satisfy his hungry stomach. He picked up the barbeque fork and shifted the steaks on the grill.  “Amy Rose is the one that left, Dad.  Why do I need some sense talked into me?”
 
   “You didn’t go after her, did you?  And get out of my steaks.”  His father lifted the fork out of Jess’s hand and turned the meat with focused care. 
 
   Jess shifted out of his way.  “We both need some time.”
 
   Chase’s face screwed up in disgust.  “Is that the best you got?”
 
   Jess hung his head.  “Yeah.  I’m on a gimpy horse plodding down a long dusty road with no help in sight.”
 
   “Well, no wonder Amy Rose left.  You gotta fight for your woman, Jess.” He closed the lid.
 
   “Well, it’s kinda hard to fight when she ran to the ivory tower.”  Damn, did he just say that?  Jess contemplated his frustrated emotions.  He hadn’t started the fight.  He hadn’t left.  He’d just opened his mouth and said a few things he shouldn’t have.
 
   “You know for a fact that’s where she went?”
 
   Jess blew out a breath. “Yeah, ran into Edgar just a bit ago.  She’s home.  He’s thrilled.”
 
   “That man’s a snake lying in wait.”
 
   “He’s still her father and I’m trying like hell not to rile anyone else.”
 
   “Well then, side-step your mother.  Compliment the new craft project on the wall above the dining room table, god awful thing.  And note how clean the house is, and she’s reading a new book.  Ask her about it.”
 
   Jess couldn’t stop his ‘you’re crazy’ expression. “You really think that will work?”
 
   “Hell, no.  But O’Hare men don’t go down without a fight.”
 
   “Oh man.  I’m screwed.”
 
   “Or not as the case may be.”
 
   Jess drew back.  “Thanks, Dad.  Let’s leave references to my sex life alone, shall we?”
 
   “Happy to.”  Chase lifted the lid and forked the steaks over to the platter.  “Let’s go get this over with.
 
   Jess paced himself a few steps behind his father, hoping for rescue in some form – a phone call, a drop-in visitor – anything.  Growing up, his mother had always been the one to ride herd on two rambunctious boys and assign punishment.  He’d rapidly learned how bad he hated the look of utter disappointment in her eyes and avoided it at all costs.
 
   He stopped in the hall bathroom and washed his hands, then met his parents at the table.  He did everything his father said to do and more.  He’d give his mother credit.  She played along and let him get almost done with his steak before she asked.
 
   “Have you heard from Amy Rose?”
 
    “She’s in Dallas at her parent’s, Mom.”  He quickly cut his remaining steak into pieces, determined to eat the rest before she ruined a good meal.
 
   His mother laid her fork on the edge of her plate. “Yes, but have you talked to her? Is she all right?”
 
   He chewed his last bite, toying over what he should say versus what he wanted to say.  Blunt honesty won.  “Mom, I understand you’re upset.  I am, too.  God knows hurting you and Dad wasn’t my intention. Could we just leave this be?” Because he had nothing else to say.  Yes, the argument was stupid, but she’d left.  For the life of him, he thought they had the kind of relationship where despite any flare ups, they depended on each other.
 
   He guessed he had that wrong.
 
   His cellphone beeped an incoming text message and he jumped on the request like a bronc-rider hitting the dirt.
 
   Amy Rose, please!
 
   But it wasn’t.   He read the text and typed in a reply.  “I have to go.  Ethan Hardy needs some help with his cattle.”  The Hardy Ranch was down the road from Amy Rose’s homestead.
 
   He wiped his mouth and rose.  “Thanks for dinner.  Can I have a rain check on the pie?”
 
   His mother gave him an indulgent smile.  “Only if you call me when you hear from her.”
 
   He bent and kissed her cheek.  “Mom, you’ll be the first.”
 
   He grabbed his hat, waved at them both and escaped.
 
   ∞∞∞∞∞
 
   Amy Rose Adams leaned back against the bathroom wall and cursed the all-day-every-day morning sickness that pretty much kept any food from her stomach for the last three weeks. Not for the first time, she wished Jess was there to hold her and tell her in that humorous way he had that everything would be okay. 
 
   But she’d been anxious and worried after figuring out she was pregnant. She’d gone to Jess, ready to tell him and discuss their future.  Instead, she’d screwed up.  She’d approached the whole discussion in the wrong way, and it had blown into the mother of all arguments.
 
    In a fit of temper and over-emotional worry, she’d wanted as far away from Jess as she could get.  First mistake.  Second mistake followed.  Coming to her parent’s house.  Because she’d moved out of here years ago for a damn good reason.  And because very soon, she was going to have to crawl back and tell Jess about the baby. Her eyes flooded with tears and she tried to sniff them away. 
 
   She heard a noise in her room and froze.
 
   “Amy Rose, are you okay?”  
 
   “Yes, Mother. Out in a minute.”  She put a hand over her stomach, and rose from the floor, hoping the sudden action wouldn’t force her to upchuck again. She hated vomiting. 
 
   “All right, dear. But hurry along, will you?” 
 
   Amy Rose grabbed a tissue and blew her nose. She swished her mouth out with water, careful not to swallow the slightest bit.  She eased to the mirror to see how close to normal she looked and balked at the pale face and messy hair. She reached for the brush and with a few strokes, righted her hair, then pinched her cheeks. 
 
   Her parents didn’t know about the baby yet. She refused to tell them until Jess knew. Once that news was sprung, it only followed that it was time to tell her father she wanted no part of his law firm. She feared that would cause a fallout that would end the relationship she had with him and her mother. 
 
   She needed to sort things out in her own head, get her ground stable. Her whole world was topsy turvy since the pregnancy test had screamed “baby” and she struggled against the overwhelming feeling. She wasn’t even a wife yet and now she was going to be a mother. 
 
   Jess was pretty straight forward in his beliefs. If you said something you didn’t mean, you said sorry. If you loved someone, you told them so. She’d always subscribed to that philosophy, too. But days after their argument, she’d realized she’d told him time and time again that she loved him too much to ever walk away. Yet that was exactly what she’d done while in a tailspin about the baby. 
 
   “Stupid, Amy Rose. Men don’t come any better than him. Even if my parents don’t agree.”
 
   She opened the door, expecting her mother to still be in her room, but finding her gone. Since she’d gotten home, her thrilled mother had been culling her list of friends and inviting their eligible sons to dinner, filling the social agenda. Amy Rose had no energy for those social occasions and even less interest. All she wanted to do was sleep. Tonight she got a reprieve. Son #5 had decided box tickets to Ranger Ballpark was better than an obligatory dinner with a blind date and her parents.
 
   Fortunate. 
 
   Her stomach wasn’t going to let her smell the usual Thursday night halibut dinner without rebelling again.
 
   She carefully moved to the bed and wished she were in her own room in Copper Canyon. She loved the country cowboy look of the old homestead that had been her grandmother’s and the wide-open space of the ranch. She belonged there, had made it her home, belonged with her cowboy.
 
   Coming to the family home in Dallas had been an epic mistake made in the temper of an argument. Less than an hour’s drive separated the two homes, but atmosphere was eons apart. She hated the sleek white designer look of this house and the closed, fenced in, security enforced neighborhood with a former President living down the street. She always had. 
 
   But at the time, she was stinging from hard words and had needed to get away before she blubbered like a baby in front of Jess. She didn’t need him to ride to the rescue and try to make things right for her. Didn’t he understand that she had to be the one to make things right in her own world? 
 
   She needed one person to respect her choices.  
 
   One frigging person.  
 
   She’d believed that person was him, hoped it was him. But the argument had left festering hurt and doubts that were challenging her belief in herself and them as a couple. 
 
   Now she didn’t feel well enough to go anywhere. She was nauseated all the time.  She was light-headed and shaky from upchucking every attempt at food with nerves trashed from trying to hide the pregnancy from her mother.  She had less energy than a blackout in a Texas thunderstorm and fell asleep without the slightest planning. Driving anywhere was going to be a dicey proposition.
 
   She lay back on the bed as gently as possible and closed her eyes, then rubbed her tummy. “Oh, baby, what am I going to do?”  She’d almost lapsed into sleep when a knock sounded on the door.
 
   Her mother hastened into the room dressed in black slacks and a pleated white top.  “Honey, Mattie has dinner ready.”  
 
   Amy Rose cracked an eyelid, the mere mention of food making her struggle to get the upper hand on her stomach.  
 
   Her mother opened the closet doors and began sorting through the limited choices in the closet.  “Really, dear, you’re going to have to go back and get the rest of your things.  Or let’s go shopping.  Time to update everything in your wardrobe.”
 
    You have no idea, Mother.   
 
   Amy Rose turned on her side, pulling the bedspread over her exhausted body. “I’m not hungry, Mother. Eat without me.”
 
   “You’ve been so tired all the time lately, dear. You should go see the doctor and have some tests done. You might be anemic. I suffered from that a lot when I was your age.”
 
   “Hmmm, maybe.”  I’m just pregnant, Mother. Go away.
 
   Her mother sniffed, her nose tilting in that way that said she was about to say something Amy Rose would not like. “Still mooning over that cowboy?  Honestly, Amy Rose, I thought by now you’d be over it.”
 
   Yep. Her temper flared. Two weeks to get over three years together? Not to mention a baby weighing on her mind? Crap.
 
   “We were together a long time, Mother. I’m not ready for anyone else.” Or calling it quits.
 
   “Well, your father will miss you at the dinner table.”
 
   “Is he home?”
 
   “Not yet. But when he found out our guests cancelled, he invited Miles to dinner.
 
   Oh, God. Oh, holy God!
 
   Miles Justin was a partner in the Adams-Henry law firm. She’d dated him for a while before she’d moved back to Copper Canyon.  Before she’d found Jess again and realized he still had her heart. God, just shoot me.
 
   “I can’t, Mother. I really don’t feel well.”  Please, save her from having another endless conversation about joining the law firm. Couple that with subtle pressure from her mother to get closer to Miles. He probably occupied the #1 slot on her “Amy Rose potential husband list.”  Her stomach threatened to heave.
 
   Was Miles handsome?  Yes. 
 
   Was he articulate and well-educated?  Yes. 
 
   Was he rich?  Yes. 
 
   Was he an asshole?  Why yes, thank you. 
 
    
 
   She swallowed hard against the nausea, praying to hold it together. “Sorry, Mother. Must have some kind of bug and I wouldn’t want to pass it on.”
 
   “Well, all right, I guess. If you’re sure. I’ll call first thing and get you a doctor appointment. Constance will be sorry she missed you. She’s joining us, also.”
 
   She bit her lip to stifle a groan. Holy Mary and Joseph!  
 
   Another of her mother’s friends who just happened to have two eligible sons. What did her mother want?  Backup in case Miles was a no-go for the second time around?
 
   She didn’t have the energy to even address that, so she didn’t answer. She closed her eyes and didn’t have to pretend to be ready to sleep.
 
   Her mother touched her forehead. “You feel warm, dear. I’ll have Mattie bring you up some ice water. Get some rest.” She bustled from the room, quietly closing the door. 
 
   Amy Rose sagged. Jess, I’m sorry. I need you so much.
 
   But, of course, he couldn’t hear her and that brought a new flood of tears.
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   CHAPTER TWO 
 
    
 
   Jess shoveled out Lady’s stall. The four-year old filly had a finicky need for a horse. She didn’t like a dirty space and would kick up a ruckus if her stall was the least bit slovenly. Hence, her space got cleaned twice a day. He wiped his forehead, pausing to look down the long row of stalls. The sounds and smells of the ten-horse barn coupled with the mundane rhythm battled back his depression.
 
   Texas weather for July had been unseasonably hot, bone-dry and wildfire prone. For weeks, it had meant extra hours in the saddle making sure the acre-upon-acre of tinder-dry ranch stayed fire free. It helped that the McCormick Ranch that bordered theirs on the east had several men making the same rounds. 
 
    But the Adam’s Ranch which bordered them to the south had two part-time hands, doing next to nothing as far as he could tell. So he kept an eye on the place and the two horses in the barn. If anything happened to the old homestead, Amy Rose would be heart-broken. He just couldn’t stand that idea. If that made him more of a fool, then so be it.
 
   He’d finally called her again last night. She hadn’t answered and he couldn’t come up with a way to get into the Adam’s Fort Knox of a house without causing a huge ruckus.
 
   He worried about her, replayed their fight and struggled with his parent’s hurt for the better part of the night. Then, he’d risen early, before the stars had burned out, before the moon had set. He’d driven his Jeep the two miles from his house on the opposite corner of the family property, saddled Lady and taken to the trails.  
 
   He’d lingered at sunrise, staring at the front porch of the Triple A – named after Amelia Anna Adams, Amy Rose’s grandmother. He let himself replay making love on the back porch swing, remembered her satisfied cry, her sweet scent, the rightness of holding her close while she came apart in his arms. The purgatory soothed even as it burned. 
 
   “You spoil that horse.”  His older brother Shane led his black filly to a stall, drawing Jess away from his memories. Shane was a mere ten months older, and because their builds were similar, they frequently got taken for twins. Jess watched him scratch behind the horse’s ear and hand her an apple. The sassy filly was happy to munch.
 
   “And you don’t?”  Jess went back to spreading fresh hay.
 
   Shane snorted. “Well, there is a degree of spoiling here. Mine is sensible. Yours is…ah, stupid.”
 
   Jess laughed a bit and went back to work, not mentally up to a verbal sparring match with his brother.
 
   “You’re a stick-in-the-mud lately, you know that?  Can’t tease you. Can’t insult you.”  Shane tied the horse to the railing and began loosening the saddle.
 
   “Just tired. Long hours trying to keep the place fire free.” Jess tensed waiting for another person to butt into his life
 
    “I can take a few of those morning hours when I’m not on shift, you know.”  Shane started brushing down the horse, who whickered and tried to sidestep. Shane soothed a hand down her throat, settling her. “Come on, baby. You know you want this.”
 
   “Does Kendra know you talk to your horses like that?”
 
   Kendra Dawson had been Shane’s girlfriend for all of six weeks. Shane was smitten and didn’t even try to hide it. “Ummmm, she’s scared to death of horses, so no she doesn’t.”
 
   Jess let the shovel fall. “She’s scared of horses?”
 
   “Yep. Car accident. Hit one with a car when she was sixteen. Big gelding by the sounds of it. Totaled her car and landed in the hospital for a month. Killed her best friend.”  Shane finished brushing down the horse and opened the stall door.
 
   “Uh, that’s bad.”  He traded his shovel for a pitchfork and tried to bite his tongue, but he just couldn’t. “Um, she does know she’s dating a champion, regular-bone-breaking, bronc rider, right?”
 
   “Nope. She’s dating a fireman.”
 
   “Right. Traded crazy bucking horses for charging into burning buildings.”  Jess shook his head. “How could she not notice all the memorabilia in your apartment?”
 
   Shane stayed silent, backing the horse into her stall and patted her again. He closed the gate and looked at Jess. “A. She hasn’t been to my apartment. B. I packed them all up.”
 
   “Packed them all up?  Why?”  Jess had never had any kind of desire to do rodeo. He’d been more interested in the raising of horses, cattle and the business end of the ranch. But he’d always been real proud of Shane’s accomplishments. 
 
   Shane walked to Jess and bent to examine Lady’s hooves. “That part of my life is over, never to be revisited again. I’m happy being a fireman.”
 
   “Not that it’s any of my business why you became a fireman, but is there a problem here?  You never said why you decided to leave bronc-riding.”  There was something bothering Shane about the situation, but Jess had asked more than once for him to share the problem and he hadn’t.  Still, Jess persisted.  God knows, nobody seemed to have problems butting into his life.  “You can talk to me, you know.”
 
   Shane blew out a breath.  “I know.  Just nothing to it.  Got bucked off one too many horses and realized that wasn’t how I wanted to spend my life.”  
 
   Jess paused a beat to bury the skeptical answer on his tongue.  “Kendra does know your family has a ranch – a horse and cattle ranch?  Right?”
 
   “Of course.”  The words sounded like the lie they were.
 
   “Shane?”
 
   Shane rose to his feet.  “Look, Jess. This girl’s important to me. Just let me do this my own way and I’ll butt out of why you screwed up with Amy Rose.”
 
   “I didn’t screw up.”
 
   “She’s gone. So yes, you screwed up. Not my business and not my problem.”
 
   “You’d be a first.  Everyone else has an opinion.”
 
   “Well I have an opinion, too. I’m just not going to tell you what it is.”
 
   Jess sighed. “You don’t have to.”  He already knew.
 
   Shane leaned against the railing and gave Jess a hard stare. “You’re smart enough to know that letting her get away is going to be something you’ll regret for the rest of your life. You’ve been hung up on her since tenth grade and it took you for-ev-er to ask her out. That’s a hell of a long time and a lot of dithering. I figured the two of you’d be married with a kid about two years back.”
 
   “We’ve got a couple things to work out first.”  Acid burned in the back of Jess’s throat. He should have just kept shoveling manure instead of starting this.
 
   Shane laughed at his stupid answer. “You love her?  Yes. Work the rest out married. Ranch is doing well. Dad’s semi-retired and loving the hell out of it. You’re the big hat around here now and doing a damn fine job. You can more than afford a wife and a couple of kids. Since she left, you’ve been the most unsettled I’ve ever seen you.”
 
   “Thought you weren’t going to tell me your opinion.”  Jess put his tools away, his calmer mood evaporating.
 
   Shane rubbed a hand over the back of his neck. “It’s plain as the star on Lady’s forehead that Amy Rose is your sunrise and sunset. Call the woman, beg forgiveness and go forth and multiply.”
 
   Jess stopped next to his brother, chaffing at the advice that was so damn close to Sully’s it made him think they’d conspired. Shane had this annoying and manipulative habit of hammering on a body until he heard the answer he wanted. Only this time, Jess couldn’t tell him what he wanted. “I tried. She’s not answering. Figure, she had her reasons for leaving and isn’t ready to talk, yet.”
 
   “Wrong answer. Go after her.” Shane held up his hands. “Now I’m going to walk away from this conversation before pounding on you.”
 
   “Try it.”  They’d been equally matched since high school so it was debatable who would win.
 
   Smart man that he was, Shane changed the subject. “Playing poker tonight at the Low Down?”
 
   Jess closed his eyes and grimaced. He’d just get more lectures from cousin Gifford, and friends Nick and Peyton. On the other hand, none of them missed a Friday night poker game unless dead or on a date with potential benefits. They’d hunt him down and the grief would be doubled. “As long as my love life isn’t a topic of conversation.”
 
   “What love life?”  Shane slapped him on the back and whistled his way out of the barn. 
 
   He stood in the shimmering heat of the dim barn and realized Shane had neatly turned the tables on the conversation.  And worse yet, he was right. 
 
   He ran a hand through his hair.  Amy Rose, I need you. Call me.
 
   ∞∞∞∞
 
   Friday night. Amy Rose stared across the white-clothed, china-laden dinner table, over Miles Justin's left shoulder, to check the time on the antique clock that was artfully arranged on the opposite wall. 8:30 p.m.  
 
   Jess’s poker night. 
 
   He always played and then met her on her back porch around midnight.  God, she’d give anything to be back on that porch, holding his callused hand, kissing his warm lips and hearing his rumbling voice in her ear. 
 
   Instead, she was stuck at the dinner table with a calculating grin across from her and trying desperately to ignore the ever-widening ache under her breasts.
 
   Seems since she calmed down and let the hurt settle, the ache worsened. 
 
   Her brain kept zeroing in on her main issue.  Jess hadn’t supported her choices.  
 
   He knew she wasn’t happy taking all the law coursework.  The lawyer notion wasn’t a good fit for her and she knew it by the end of the first semester.  Even though she had the capability of pulling high grades, the day-to-day grind of coursework rubbed against her future with Jess.  
 
   She’d continued because she’d made a deal with her father and she always chose to take a passive approach to the problem of pleasing him, not wanting to sacrifice their relationship. Jess was more straightforward and would have taken an aggressive approach. That’s when their arguments began and she’d gotten prickly about him not supporting her decisions. Was still prickly.
 
   Yet, every part of her father’s plan was a moot point now.  She wasn’t going to work at the law firm, especially not an eighty hour work week with Miles in an office down the hall, and especially not with a baby on the way. 
 
   Miles turned his wine glass and gazed at her.  “When do you want to start studying?”
 
   Never.
 
   Amy Rose stifled a sigh and wished her mother would return from the kitchen and her father from an urgent phone call in his home office.  That was a setup if ever she’d seen one.
 
   She took a small sip of her iced tea.  “What makes you think I can’t study by myself and pass?”
 
   His mouth turned up in an indulgent smile.  “Oh, I’m sure you can. That’s one thing I always liked about you, Amy Rose.  Quick mind and deliciously smart.  Among other things.”  He let his eyes wander from her lips to her breasts.
 
   Amy’s stomach rolled and for a moment she wished like hell she could run upstairs and change back into her cotton shorts and soft T-shirt.  Instead, she was decked out for dinner in a designer coral shift dress that was too tight and revealed too much cleavage given her dinner companion.  She pressed a hand to her stomach. She’d thought she’d dodged this exact awkward situation by begging off dinner two nights ago.  
 
   He winked at her, more than aware she’d caught him staring at her breasts and non-apologetic.  She was sure he thought the quirk in his lips was charming and persuasive, but the expression just reminded her how fake he was.  He offered because her father had commanded the assistance, and Miles wanted a partnership.  No doubt, he would marry her on command, too. There was no illusion on her part what kind of husband the man would be.  After Jess, the best of the best of the male species, Miles was not even worth toying with.
 
   Her stomach tossed and tumbled again.  She swallowed harder against the churning and sipped more of her iced tea.  “I can study on my own, Miles.”
 
   “It’s a tough exam, Amy Rose.”
 
   “Well, if I can’t pass it on my own, then I shouldn’t be allowed to practice law.”  She rose from the table.  “Excuse me, Miles, I’m going to call it a night.  I’m still not feeling well.”
 
   He glanced at the kitchen doorway as if waiting for her mother to pop up and prevent her departure.  He cleared his throat.  “Yeah, sure.  Your mother said you had some kind of bug.”
 
   And you came anyway.  Like a dog on a leash.
 
   She murmured some insincere nicety and escaped.  She took the grand staircase steps two at a time, praying to avoid her father.  She locked her bedroom door behind her and went to the bathroom and upchucked her dinner.  
 
   So much for good filet mignon.
 
   She rose carefully, flushed the toilet and washed out her mouth.  She eased onto the bed and closed her eyes.  The longing for Copper Canyon rose up with a tidal wave of tears.  She let herself fall into the memories, desperately in need of comfort.
 
   When she’d been fifteen, her father’s health had taken a bad turn on a cancer threat. The doctor had ordered him to focus on fighting the cancer. To her surprise, he’d followed the advice to the letter. He’d taken a leave of absence from his law firm, the firm he’d founded a tumultuous decade prior. The family left their high profile home in the suburbs north of Dallas and relocated to his family’s homestead in Copper Canyon to slow down as the doctor had ordered.  
 
   Amy Rose rolled over and blew her nose, determined to battle down the tears.  She’d loved the ranch – still did.  The relaxed pace, the country life and the land called to something in her soul.  First day of school, she met Jess and fell in typical high school puppy love. She waited all through her sophomore year for any sign that he was interested. While he was friendly, no date invitation was forthcoming. 
 
   By spring, her father had decided that nine months of slow life in Copper Canyon was enough. His cancer had been successfully treated. Her mother was extremely unhappy.  So they’d moved back to Dallas and the notion of love and memories of Jess died in the scribbling in her notebooks.
 
   Except she found herself thinking of Jess thru high school and college and every time she tried to get serious about anyone.  
 
   After her college graduation ceremony, she’d had a nasty argument with her father who demanded she attend law school and take her place in his law firm as his heir and successor.  After weeks of an impasse, she’d finally agreed to go only if she could move to the homestead and live full-time. It was a long drive to school, but would allow her the freedom she was craving.  He’d finally relented.
 
   Life in Copper Canyon had been worth every difficulty.  She’d met Jess again, was thrilled when he asked her out, and fell harder into adult love.
 
   She rolled into a sitting position on the bed and reached for the light.  She pulled open the drawer in the nightstand and carefully lifted the book Jess had given her for Christmas – Shakespeare’s Love Sonnets with a ribbon in #116. Stopping to put the volume in her bag when still so furious with him had been pure impulse – one she was glad she’d acted on.  She stroked the front cover before lifting open the volume.   Inside the front cover, Jess had inscribed the page with a scrawled “Your Jess.”   The reminder of sophomore English in high school where she’d first seen Jess brought tears to her eyes. She hugged the book to her as if holding Jess and rocked in place.
 
   “Dammit.  Enough.  Amy Rose, get back home where you belong.”  She slugged her pillow, rejoicing for once that her stomach wasn’t rebelling. She reached for her cell phone. 
 
   The screen was blank.  She pushed the buttons, turned it off and on, but nothing happened.  Dead.
 
   Amy Rose sighed. “Grrrr. Where’s my charger?”  She eased out of bed and went searching in her bag. The damn phone had been randomly turning on and off since she’d left Copper Canyon. But, after fiddling for long minutes with plugging it in and trying to turn it on, she gave up. 
 
   “Great. Just great.”  She knew Jess’s phone number, but he was at his poker game. She always joked that nothing except a tornado warning would blast them away from the table. She picked up the house extension and dialed Jess’s number anyway.  His voice mail answered.  Frustrated, she hung up.  She dialed the only other number she knew by heart.  She had a flash of second thought and almost disconnected before Jess’s mother could answer. Then it was too late.
 
   “Hello.”
 
   “Ladonna, it’s Amy Rose.”
 
   “Oh honey, honey.”  The woman sniffed. “I’m so glad you called. I didn’t want to interfere, but I’m missing you something awful, girl.”
 
   The tears started. “I’ve missed you, too.”  Ladonna had two sons and no daughters. From the first, she’d opened her arms and welcomed Amy Rose into the family. They’d been instant close friends, which is more than she could say for her parents and Jess. He definitely got the worse end of the parent stick and the thought gave her pause.
 
   “I know why you haven’t called. That Jess of mine is being a silly fool.”
 
   A defense leaped to her tongue. “It’s not his fault. We both said stupid things.”
 
   “Oh, I understand, honey. These things happen in relationships. Just don’t give up on him. He’s so miserable.”
 
   The news didn’t make her feel any better. “I’m miserable, too, but we’ve got to work this out ourselves.”
 
   “I understand, honey. Once your kids get to a certain age, they don’t appreciate interference. I’m afraid I’ve said more than I should. Chase says I’m pushing and I’ve gotta stop.”
 
   Chase and Ladonna had been married for thirty-five years. Amy Rose adored the strong, burly man for his soft heart and infectious sense of humor. 
 
   “I didn’t mean to cause problems between y’all.”  She rubbed her tummy and wished with all her might that she could tell Ladonna about the baby. She was going to be a fabulous grandmother. 
 
   “Oh honey, nothing can stop me from lovin’ my boys with a big ole heart. And nothing can stop me from butting in with my opinion. You know that.”
 
   Amy smiled. Ladonna’s opinions had always been grounded and honest and steeped in nothing but the purest loving, something she couldn’t say about her own mother. 
 
   She had to find Jess, morning sickness be damned. She loved him, wanted him and obviously her absence had just confounded him. It had been a mistake to come here, a reminder really. She didn’t have the same kind of relationship with her parents that Jess did with his. She felt closer to Ladonna than to any other woman and had from the very first.
 
   She wiped her cheeks, brushing away the tears. “Well, I called because I’m coming home, back to my place that is. Tonight. I’ll be leaving in a few minutes.  But my cell phone is dead and he’s at his poker game.”
 
   Ladonna gushed with delight. “You’re going to give him a second chance to get it right?”
 
   She fussed with the covers, ashamed of herself for running home in the first place. She knew that had never proven to be a good option. She couldn’t make her parents happy without sacrificing her own wants and needs. She’d know this crossroads was coming, had maneuvered around it for years, playing out as many other options as possible. She took a trembling breath. “I figure he can’t get it right if I’m not there to get it right with. I love Jess. I’m hoping he gives me a second chance to get it right, too.”
 
   Ladonna squealed in delight.  “I’m so glad, honey.”
 
   “If you see Jess, will you tell him my cell phone isn’t working and I’ll be home soon?”
 
   “I will, honey.  I will.”
 
   She hung up after a few more minutes, heartened by Ladonna’s reaction. She found her travel bag. Within minutes, she was repacked and ready to leave. She went to the top of the stairs and leaned over the bannister to listen.  Her parents and Miles were talking at the dining room table, presumably eating dessert.  She went back to her room and drew out a sheet of paper from her desk and scribbled a note for her parents.  
 
   Sneaking down the back stairs and out the side door by the kitchen struck her as a tad juvenile.  Still she stayed in the shadows along the sidewalk.  The landscaping lights flooded the terraced back yard and pool and were openly visible from the dining room and she didn’t want a confrontation.
 
   She slipped into the garage by a side door and went to the far end of the six-car area to her convertible.  She hit the remote to raise the garage door, praying that the cook didn’t hear the rattle.  She settled herself in the driver’s seat, started the engine and drove through the estate gates and down to the security entrance.  
 
   She didn’t breathe until she was on the highway. “Ready or not, Jess. Here I come.”
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   CHAPTER THREE 
 
    
 
   Jess stared over the top of his cards at Gifford. Three-of-a-kind, kings high was pretty good hand for him. But Gifford had the dangest luck. He claimed he got it from his mama’s side of the family. Her ancestors had been gypsies and gamblers. Since he and Giff were related by their fathers, Jess couldn’t claim any of that luck as his own. Frankly, he couldn’t see Aunt Fayrene carrying on that family tradition either, but Gifford sure got the skill.
 
   “Call.”  Gifford shoved a matching dollar amount into the large pile in the center of the table.
 
   Peyton Reed, Jess’s best friend, hooted. “You’re in for it now, Jess. Say goodbye to your money. Again.”
 
   Shane and Nick Campbell had left the table and gone to the bar to gather more drinks. Sully was leaned back in his chair, feet propped on the opposite empty chair with his eyes closed, catching a snooze while Gifford and Jess went head-to-head over the hand. 
 
    Happened every Friday night. 
 
   Jess would get a deep need to beat Gifford and every time, he went home broke. This time, he was feeling reckless and just a tad pissed, so he’d pushed the round further than normal.
 
   “Well, what have you got, Jess?”  Gifford leaned back in his chair and laid his cards against his chest.
 
   Jess spread out his three of a kind. “Kings high.”
 
   Gifford sat forward. “Nice hand.”
 
   His grin made Jess groan deep down, but he kept his poker face. 
 
   “Full house.”  Giff spread his cards across the table.
 
   Jess made a face, then tossed the cards to the table. “I’m tapped. Dammit, man, you do this to me every Friday.”
 
   Gifford gathered the winnings. “You fall for it every Friday.”
 
   Shane and Nick returned to the table and deposited another round of drinks. Gifford collected the cards and began to shuffle.
 
   Sully cracked an eye. “Are we done with our Friday night Gifford-out-plays-Jess round?”
 
   Jess took a drink and stayed silent. This routine ran the same every week and the sameness chaffed as much as it comforted. He was too damn predictable, a comfortable country cowboy chasing after a thoroughbred filly. He’d lost out through his own cussed stubborn stupidity, on an argument he started, and then chose to hang with a sorry ass bunch of guys who had the same problem. 
 
   Why did everything have to come back around to Amy Rose? He wished he could get past the lump lodged in his throat. He wasn’t choked up, he just needed another drink.
 
   He swallowed a healthy dose of his beer and reached for his wallet, fishing out another forty. “Deal her up.”
 
   Sully’s feet hit the floor. “What?  Jess going past his set limit?  Where’s the snow?”
 
   Shane looked ready to open his mouth, so Jess stepped into the silence.
 
   “One, I’m not ready to go home. Two, it’s my money. I can change my limit any time I want.”  He was defensive and didn’t care. These guys knew why he was raising his normal ante and he dared any one of them to say something. 
 
   Gifford, the smartest of the bunch, shuffled silently and dealt. Of course, he would. He went home every week with a good portion of Jess’s money in his pocket. He had his eye on the forty dollars on the table.
 
   Nick pulled out a chair and entered the fray. “You really ought to go find Amy Rose and beg, man. You’re miserable.”
 
   “Says the man who is divorced.”  Jess bit off the rest. “Sorry. That was uncalled for.”
 
   Nick shrugged and gave Jess a bland look. “Truth. Worst mistake I ever made.”
 
   “Women,” Peyton muttered, well past his way to drunk. “Can’t live with ‘em, can’t leave ‘em behind.”
 
   Jess raised his brow. “You haven’t had one girl you’ve stuck with. Who are you talking about?”
 
   “Just being philo…philo…sophical.”  Peyton burped. “Don’t think the lot of them are worth the interruption of a good poker game. He shoved his cards at Giff to indicate he was out.
 
   “Don’t think anyone would define this as a good poker game. Not when Giff goes home with all the money.”  Shane reached in and picked up the cards Giff had dealt.
 
   Nick handed his cards back to Giff, too. “I’m out. Going to take knockhead here home.”  He shoved Peyton’s drink away from him. “You’re done, pal.”
 
   Peyton leaned back in his chair and nearly slid off the edge. He twisted his head and gave Nick a confused look. “Man, I’m drunk.”
 
   Sully snorted from across the table. “Yeah, we know.”
 
   Nick threw a couple bills across the table to Sully to cover their tab and hefted Peyton over his shoulder. “See y’all next week.”
 
   The poker game lasted two more hands before Shane looked at his watch. “I’ve got a woman waiting on me, boys. I’m out.”
 
   Giff grimaced. “You’re just scared. You’ve lost every hand.”
 
   “I’ve lost all my cash, but not my senses. Woman?  Or you guys?”  Shane snorted. “Woman.”
 
   “You should bring her to meet us.” Sully shoved his cards to the pile in the center of the table. 
 
   Shane handed some money to Sully. “Uh, no.”
 
   Sully grinned. “Well at least bring her to family dinner on Sunday. Family needs to get a look at her, see if she’ll do.”
 
   Jess couldn’t help it. He laughed outright at the idea. “Yeah, brother, Mom would love to meet her.”
 
   Shane glared at the two. “That would be no. Kendra isn’t ready for the family yet. Neither am I.”
 
   He left amid a bunch of ribbing and Jess realized he’d better get it in gear and go home before Sully and Giff got on him again about Amy Rose. 
 
   The guys didn’t understand. Amy Rose was going to have to stand up for what she wanted. Maybe he didn’t understand how hard that was for her because he’d been born into his career, loved it and had a family that backed him up. Maybe he should just cut her some slack. But something chaffed inside at their life together not being the thing she picked. Definitely, this was the kind of thing real men didn’t talk about over the poker table.
 
   He stood up and forked over his portion of the tab for the evening. “I’m heading home. Early morning.”
 
   Gifford stood. “Me, too. Night, Sully.”
 
   Sully looked around the restaurant. The place was pretty full, even though they were an hour from closing. “Guess I’ll stay and balance the books after the door closes.”
 
   “Maybe you need to find a woman, too.”  Giff laughed at his jab and walked away, waving goodnight.
 
   “Over my dead body.”  
 
   Jess heard him whisper and chose to stay silent. “Night, Sully. See you Sunday.”
 
   “Lord willing and the creek don’t rise.”  Sully rose and stacked the cards.
 
   Jess snorted under his breath. “Right now I’d take the creek rising. Too hot and too dry. One stray cigarette and the whole place will go up like paper in a furnace.”
 
   “You’re keeping track of Amy’s place as well as yours, aren’t you?”
 
   “Yes.”  He tipped his hat and walked away.
 
   “If that ain’t love, I don’t know what is.”  Sully yelled after him.
 
   Jess kept walking, sorry he was losing the distraction of the game, but relieved to be able to let his defenses down. 
 
   He stepped outside onto the restaurant’s porch and glanced at the thermometer hanging there. Ninety-five degree heat. Eleven o’clock at night and still this hot?  Wasn’t going to cool off and that was bad news.
 
   He ambled to his truck and looked up at the stars. “Don’t know why I bother sleeping. Might as well check Amy’s place tonight.”
 
   He left the parking lot and turned onto Copper Canyon Road. He didn’t hurry. He let his mind wander to other nights he’d driven this route to Amy Rose’s house. Allowed the memory of those nights she’d met him out on the porch and they’d made love under the stars. If he closed his eyes, he could feel those memories, fresh and vital.
 
   Those thoughts collided with their fight. He worked the ranch because he’d never had interest in anything else and turned out he was good at it. Amy Rose was smart and had the ability on several fronts to make something of herself. This whole mess wasn’t about how much they loved each other, because God knew from the first moment their feelings had been bigger than the Texas sky. It was about those intangibles that made the future. Sometimes a certain path needed to be taken to fulfill a destiny and he was scared to death Amy Rose’s path would take her away from him. And yet if he didn’t respect her right to choose, that made him worse than her parents.  
 
   Depression swept over him and he wished he’d stayed at Sully’s and gotten as drunk as Peyton. He wouldn’t be driving down this country road, ready to check a ranch that wasn’t even his just because he loved the damn woman. At the Orchard Hill intersection, he made a right and drove another half-mile where he met Amy’s driveway. He turned into the long lane and stopped. 
 
   Amy’s Rose’s car was parked next to the back porch. 
 
   There was a light on in the kitchen. 
 
   ∞∞∞∞
 
   Amy Rose sat in the dark in the living room, not wanting to go to bed. She couldn’t settle. Her cotton nightgown was rubbing against breasts and belly sensitive from early pregnancy and stirred by memories of Jess’s touch. It was too hot to think of other clothes, though. It was too quiet and with only her circling thoughts for company, she was a wreck. 
 
   She didn’t want the television on. 
 
   She didn’t want to read. 
 
   She refused to visit the bathroom again.
 
   Her cellphone was dead.
 
   She’d already booted up her computer and messaged Jess, but he hadn’t answered. 
 
   She’d researched morning sickness and some of the remedies.
 
   She could cruise a few websites and start looking for baby clothes and furniture, but that made her more frustrated and upset. 
 
   Lights flashed on the windows and she got up to see who was coming to the house at this time of night. 
 
   The truck pulled down the lane and when it came under the yard light, she sucked in a breath.
 
   Jess.
 
   She shoved her feet into her flip flops, rushed to the back door and out to the driveway, not taking time for a robe.
 
   Jess got out of his truck, his mouth opened in surprise.
 
   Their argument washed over her. She wanted to yell and scream at him, she wanted to hit him, she wanted….ohhhh.
 
   She launched herself at him and took his lips. She didn’t know how it was possible to be so damn mad, yet want him so bad.
 
   He did what he always did — softened his lips, smoothed a hand down her spine, calming her, gentling her, seducing her. Then he pressed into her with hungry tastes, pulled her against his solid length and tightened his hold.
 
   God, she was home.
 
   Breath mingled, sensation after sensation blasted through her. She stroked his back, the warmth of his body defying the shirt and spreading tingles into her hands. “Why didn’t you call me?”  
 
   “I did. Why did you leave in the first place?”  He lifted her nightgown and stroked the bare skin underneath.
 
   She bit her lip, sighing, wanting, wavering. She slipped her nose against his skin and absorbed the familiar spike of need. She didn’t have a prayer of stopping herself. She jumped up into his arms, wrapping her legs around his waist, kissing away his surprise.
 
   “I missed you, baby.”  He eased his mouth to her jaw to her ear to her neck. 
 
   Hot, blistering need rushed over her. She didn’t give a damn that they should talk first. This had always been their way to heal from an argument. 
 
   He carried her along the gravel driveway to the back of the house, to the porch swing where the view of the pasture and the stand of withered elm trees at the back of the house protected them from view. They used to keep a blanket on the swing just for moments like this, but she’d been gone, so the planks would be bare. They should go inside to the bed. She started to murmur just that, when he sank into the swing. Her knees hit fabric.
 
   What?
 
   She twisted to look.
 
   “Shhhh, come here, crazy girl.”   His lips found the spot beneath her ears and sucked, making her womb clench, her nipples pebble. Her body sighed in sinful release.
 
   She returned the favor, sucking his earlobe, nimble fingers finding the buttons on his shirt. “Where did the blanket come from?”  
 
   “No blanket, a cushion. Had it made.”  He lifted her nightgown over her head. His lips sealed over her breast and sucked like the finest passion fruit. The warm night air caressed her body in counterpoint to the warmth of his mouth. The question of why and when he’d ordered the cushion disappeared.  
 
   He abandoned her breasts for her mouth again and took to helping her divest him of his clothes. She was loathe to release him, but shifted off his lap to let him stand. She relished her nakedness in the moonlight and questioned her sanity. 
 
   The unusually hot air of the late evening wrapped around her like a mood, not a breeze stirring. The crickets chirped while Jess shucked his boots and his jeans. Just as sanity was beginning to win its way back into her consciousness, his hands were on her hips pulling her back to the swing, to his lap and hungry mouth.
 
   “Missed so many nights of this.”  His hands urged her forward against the bareness of his skin and the steel of his erection. He caressed his way across her hip and over her stomach and she froze. 
 
   Would he feel the baby?  Rationally, she knew she didn’t show enough yet for him to realize, but when he hesitated and pressed a hand to her stomach she wondered. But then he slid his fingers through the wetness at her core at the same time pulled a neglected nipple into her mouth.
 
   Baby forgotten, she relaxed into the rhythm of their lovemaking. Her breath grew more ragged as he did the things she liked, touching and stroking.
 
   She pushed her fingers through his hair and forced his mouth back to hers. She might have whispered “hungry for kisses,” but she wasn’t sure and it didn’t matter when he groaned deep and settled into her, his mouth and his body claiming her.
 
   He knew how to hold her, how to use his hands and mouth to worship her, how to push her to the edge, pull back, then push some more until she was burning, begging, bordering on consumed. 
 
   She gave as good as she got, reveling in his strength, his smell, his surrender to her demand for faster rhythm, harder and tighter, moving and breathing as one —until the edge beckoned and she fell with a throaty scream, taking him with her.
 
   Jess held her close, kissing her and stroking her skin. She sagged into him, laying her head against his heart and staring out at the star-filled night.
 
   Finally, Jess rose and picked up their clothes and handed them to her. He swept her up and carried her into the house.  In her bedroom, she dropped their clothes on the rocking chair. Jess followed her down onto the bed.
 
   “Glad you finally came to your senses.”  He spread kisses down her neck and across her collarbone.
 
   She struggled against the need churning in her belly.  “I came to my senses?”
 
   He rose up on one arm.  “You came home, didn’t you?”
 
   She rolled away from him.  “Obviously, my time away didn’t settle this one bit.”  She rose and shrugged into a T-shirt.
 
   Jess shifted to sit on the edge of the bed, his nakedness a major distraction, damn him.
 
   “What did you expect, Amy?  You can’t walk away from the argument and expect it to solve itself.”
 
   “I didn’t expect it to solve itself.  I expected us both to get some perspective.  There’s no right answer.”
 
   “So nothing’s changed.  You’re still going to take the bar exam?”
 
   All her confusion churned inside.  “Jess, I’ve spent three years in law school.  Why wouldn’t I at least take the exam?”
 
   He rolled off the bed and put on his jeans.  “We both know what your father wants after that.”
 
   “And you know that’s not what I want.”
 
   He fastened his belt.  “Then why is it so hard for you to tell him so?”
 
   She put a knee on the bed and leaned toward him.  “You know, Jess, not everyone has great parents like yours.”
 
   He sat in the side chair and pulled on his socks.  “That’s an excuse, Amy.”
 
   She rounded the bed.  “No, it’s truth.  You wouldn’t be so fast to tell me to ditch all this if you had to sacrifice your family to do it.” She pushed her hands through her hair.
 
   His feet hit the floor, his hands braced on his knees.  “What about us?”  
 
   Exasperation seized her temper.  “What about us?  This doesn’t change us!”  At least she hoped it didn’t.  She’d never planned on being a single parent.
 
   He slipped on his boots.  “It already has.”
 
   “How?”
 
   “I thought we were solid.  I thought you would never go away, run away. Before.”
 
   She sagged, hard pressed to explain without telling him the whole truth.  He had to respect her, respect her choices or where were they as lovers, as a couple, as parents?
 
   “I’m trying to find a way to keep my relationship with my parents intact.  Could you please try to understand that?”
 
   He picked up his hat from the chest at the end of the bed.  “And if that’s not possible?”
 
   She sat on the edge of the bed and stared out the window into the dark night.  “I don’t know, Jess.  They are still my family.”
 
   “Guess that’s my answer then.”
 
   She didn’t like the way that sounded.  “This isn’t an either/or situation, Jess!”
 
   “Isn’t it, Amy?  At some point, you are going to have to choose.  I didn’t make it that way.  They did.  You say you don’t want to practice law with your father, but I don’t see you doing anything to make him understand that.  How long do you want me to wait?”
 
   The hurt speared through her, sucking her breath and her temper.  “Well, I sorta thought I could count on you through thick and thin.”  She turned to face him square on.  “Apparently, I thought wrong.”
 
   “I’m still here, aren’t I?  You’re the one who ran.”
 
   Tears sprang to her eyes.  She would not tell him about the baby to justify her behavior.  She just would not.  “I had some things to think through.”
 
   “What things?”
 
   “You were born to the life you wanted, Jess.  And your parents are proud of you.  I wasn’t.  I have to work my way through this in my own way.”
 
   He settled his hat on his head.  “Fine.  You do that.  You let me know when you decide where we stand.”
 
   This time, he was the one to walk away.
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   CHAPTER FOUR
 
    
 
   Amy Rose cried herself to sleep.  Exhaustion didn’t help her emotional state.    Seemed like her energy was being sucked down into a vortex called baby and she slept like days had passed since her last nap, not hours.  
 
   She slept too long and too hard, barely moved during the night and woke up with an empty stomach, an achy body and heart and an overwhelming nausea.  She rolled out of bed slowly, went looking for crackers and found none.  There wasn’t much in the way of groceries in the house, something she’d have to rectify today.
 
   She settled for the last can of Sprite from the fridge, a hot shower and her most comfortable denim shorts and red striped top.  Her favorite radio station was reporting record one hundred fifteen degree heat today, so she sprayed her bare skin with sunscreen.
 
   She picked up her sunglasses and went out on the back porch.  The cushion on the back porch swing was a delicate red flowered print. And the wicker chairs had matching pillows.  She sniffed back tears, rolling in tender love laced with frustration from last night.  She started to the barn to check on the horses, but stopped at the edge of the porch and stared at the support beams.  
 
   They’d been painted.  She looked down and realized the planks of the porch had been painted, too.  Had her father paid the hired hand to do so?  
 
   Bemused, she looked around in the light of day.  The flower beds were weeded, the bushes trimmed along the driveway, the roses had bursts of blooms.  A soaker hose was stretched along the right flower bed and the lawn had been mowed.  The lawn she could understand.  A service came and did that, but the rest had been up to her since she’d moved to the house. 
 
   Going to the barn, she opened the door and stepped into a clean, organized barn that obviously wasn’t hers.  The hired hand did a good job with the horses, but he wasn’t the most tidy and certainly wouldn’t have done the extra unless he was paid for it.   And yet, the house had been cared for.  The horses had been turned out into the pasture, the floor was swept, the saddles were all in their place along the wall.  She took a step over and checked the stalls.  They’d been cleaned.
 
   “I’ve stepped into barn wonderland.”  If she didn’t know her father was paying a hired hand, she’d swear Jess had been here.  This looked a lot like his barn procedures.
 
   She stepped back outside and gazed across the pasture.  Both her horses were over by the trees, trying to stay cool, and looked none the worse for her impromptu mini-vacation.  She pulled her shirt away from her skin, already wilting in the heat and ready to get back inside. 
 
   But until she got some groceries, found something for breakfast that would settle her stomach, replaced her cell phone and talked to Jess, she couldn’t.  She went back inside for her purse, keys and a hat for her head.  
 
   She got her in car and tried to convince herself to do her errands before she went to Jess, but impulse wasn’t listening to logic.  She needed to see him, be near him for a minute, and just make sure that his walking away last night wasn’t walking away for good.
 
   ∞∞∞∞
 
   Jess watched Amy Rose’s car come down the driveway and sighed deep inside.  Something wound tighter than a broken music box let go. 
 
   She’d come.  
 
   Two seconds after he’d pulled out of the driveway, he’d realized what a stupid damn ass idiot he was.  He’d just done the same thing to her that she’d done to him.  The discussion was pushing both their hot buttons and neither was able to say what they really wanted to say.
 
   I love you and want you forever.  Choose me.
 
   She parked by his truck and he went to meet her, determined to kiss her good morning and say he was sorry.
 
   She got out of the car, pale and looking exhausted, and swayed.  He was close enough to her that three steps pulled her to him.
 
   “Are you all right?”
 
   She put a hand to her head.  “I didn’t sleep very well and I haven’t eaten.  It’s so hot.”
 
   He tipped her face up to his.  “My fault you didn’t sleep well.  I’m sorry.  I’m frustrated and taking it out on you isn’t the thing to do.”
 
   She put her hand over his.  “Jess, I have something…”
 
   Ladonna came out the back door and bustled down the steps.  “You’re home!   You’re home!  I’m so glad to see you.”
 
   “Mama, Amy Rose hasn’t had breakfast and she’s about to pass out.  Think we could feed her?”  He released her to his mother’s hug.
 
   “Of course we can.  Come on in the kitchen. You are looking a bit pale.
 
   “It’s the heat.”  She gave him a wan smile.  “Are you coming to?”
 
   “I could use a cup of coffee and a couple pancakes.”  He slipped his hand in hers and squeezed. He noted the approval in his mother’s eye and wished it was based on truth not hope.
 
   They flanked Amy Rose as they walked up to the porch, and inside he excused himself and went to wash his hands.  He stood in the bathroom for a minute and listened to the two women chatter like old dear friends.  He’d never really expected that.  He’d always thought his family would accept whoever he brought home.  But to have his wife be so close to his mother was a bonus.  
 
   He wished like hell he could say those type of feelings were reciprocated towards her parents, but Amy Rose’s mother was about money and appearances and got on his last nerve.  Her father was about power and position, two things Jess had no use for.  Neither one of them had a warm spot in their heart for him.
 
   He walked into the kitchen and Amy Rose was at the table, a glass of juice in front of her.  Her eyes reflected a pool of hurt which just made him want to hold her and say forget the argument, but he couldn’t let himself do that.  
 
   She rubbed her stomach and concern pushed him to the table. She looked up at him and flashed him a tentative smile.
 
   He sat next to her, giving in to the need to rub her shoulders. “You feel okay, honey?”   
 
   “Just dehydrated, I think.”  She took a sip of juice and glanced over at his mother.  His mother was bustling around, mixing the batter for pancakes and dumping hash browns in the frying pan.  “We need to talk.”
 
   His stomach seized.  In his experience, that phrase coming from your girlfriend was a bad omen.  “Yes, we do.  I’m sorry about walking out last night.”  He rubbed a hand through his hair, stifling any other words, because at this point it was only piling on.
 
   “Come to dinner tonight.  Just us.  Seven?”
 
   “Okay.” He watched her sip her way through her juice, damning the awkwardness between them and the presence of his mother.  Both made conversation impossible.
 
   His mother was able to discern most situations with wise astuteness.  She set food in front of them both and began to chatter about the wildfires, church and Shane’s new work schedule that seemed to have him from visiting on a regular basis. 
 
   Jess carefully avoided the Shane-with-his-secret-girlfriend minefield by keeping pancakes in his mouth and watching Amy Rose.  Tiredness washed over him along with a bit of sympathy for how she was feeling.  He needed a nap, preferably wrapped around her, but knew he wasn’t going to get that one.
 
   His mother rose to clear their plates and he took the opportunity to slide a private word in.
 
   “Am I allowed to stay over tonight?”
 
   Amy Rose gave him an exasperated look.  “When have you ever had to ask?”
 
   “All things considered, I figured I should maybe do so and not assume.”
 
   He expected her to smile and give him a nod, not have a perplexed “who are you” look.  She gave a deep sigh filled with emotion he didn’t want to decipher. 
 
   He took a deep breath, searching for patience.  “We’ll talk tonight.”
 
   She rose.  “Thanks for breakfast, Ladonna.  I needed that.”
 
   His mother paused in her load of the dishwasher.  “You’re welcome, honey.  Come back later and we’ll have a girl chat.”
 
   “I’ll try.”  Her hand slid across his shoulder for a brief moment and she slipped out the door.
 
   His mother let out a huff.  “Are you going to let her go like that? Didn’t I teach you any manners?  Walk her to her car.”
 
   Jess stood and slammed his hat on his head.  “Thanks for breakfast, Mom, but I got this, okay?”
 
   He heard her mutter something under her breath, but was pretty sure he didn’t want to know what it was.
 
   Amy Rose was driving away by the time he got to the driveway.
 
   ∞∞∞∞
 
   This pregnancy thing sucked.  Not the end result, but the getting there.  Amy Rose wrestled a bag of groceries from the car to the kitchen and struggled against no energy, a queasy stomach and a mass of anxiety. She’d ditched the new cell phone idea when she discovered the store full of people.  Grocery shopping had taxed every ounce of perseverance she’d had against feeling lousy and the heat.  Traffic on the way home had been snarled and patience sucking.
 
   She still had to cook and to shower and set a special scene to tell Jess about the baby.  She wanted it to be something they both would remember despite their differences.  Yet, all she wanted to do was take a nap.
 
   It didn’t matter how she felt about Jess allowing her to make her choices which was the crux of her problem with him.  The baby was a game changer.  Despite her nerves, she knew what Jess was going to say and how he’d feel about it. She knew him that well. Which made their argument and her subsequent run to her parent’s about the most idiotic thing she could have done.  She loved Jess and her future was here.  
 
   Really, her cell phone being out of commission was definitely for the best.  She imagined her parents were having a fit. She knew what had to be done, what she had to say to both of them, yet she still didn’t want to take that final step.
 
   She unpacked the groceries, mixed her favorite marinade and poured it over the chicken.  She slid the tray into the refrigerator and poured a glass of milk.  She spread her hand over her stomach and took a sip.  “Guess I have no choice to eat right now, huh peanut?”
 
   She finished prepping dinner while nibbling on crackers and apple slices.  She found her grandmother’s favorite tablecloth and dishes and set the table.  She worried and fretted and practiced variations of “Jess, honey, I’m pregnant.”  They all sounded stilted and desperate. Then she took a cool shower and lay down in bed.  She had two hours before she had to put the chicken in the oven.  She could get an hour nap in and then dress.  Jess would be thrilled, even more so when he realized she wasn’t going anywhere near her father’s law firm.
 
   She dropped off to sleep and dreamed of a little girl with Jess’s eyes.
 
   At some point, what felt like minutes later, she was aware of Jess easing into bed next to her.  She woke in the dead of the night with a pressing need for the bathroom and realized he was next to her and they’d missed dinner.
 
   She wanted to wake him, but he was snoring.  Jess only snored when he was past tired and into exhaustion.  She could relate.  She eased out of bed, used the bathroom and shifted back in next to him without him moving.  
 
   She awoke hours later to the heat of a new day and a sun more than part-way risen in the morning sky.  Jess was gone. 
 
   “Dammit.  Of all the times to blow a plan sky high.” She rolled from the bed.  For once, her stomach cooperated and she accomplished shower, hair, makeup and clothes without the slightest twinge of morning sickness.  She turned this way and that in the full-length mirror in her bedroom to check her profile.  “Gotta go find your daddy now, baby.  Hang in there.  I promise I’ll get this solved.”
 
   She gazed at the lonely china settings on the dining room table and swore under her breath, then made her way to the kitchen.  She paused to gather a morning snack, grabbed her keys and went out to the driveway.
 
   Juggling juice and a piece of toast, Amy Rose squinted at the black car driving up her lane.
 
   Her father.
 
   “Shoot.  Two more minutes and I would have been gone.”  She put a hand against her car and took a deep breath, still not prepared.  Her stomach flipped in a sudden turn that didn’t portend a good end. Please, let me not throw up in front of my father.
 
   But it wasn’t just her father. Her mother got out of the passenger side and followed him up the not-long-enough driveway. They both were dressed in ridiculous formality. Her father sported his usual black-striped, tailor-made Italian suit. Her mother was dressed in a white Ann Taylor suit dress with pearls. They couldn’t have looked anymore out of place. Amy Rose wore jean shorts and her favorite, well-worn college T-shirt.
 
   She straightened her shoulders and found her pride. Her baby needed her to follow her heart and do the right thing. And if they thought they could gang up on her, they had another thing coming.
 
   She opened her car door and dropped her purse on the seat, then closed the door again.
 
   “What a surprise,” she greeted when they got to the bumper of her car and stopped. 
 
   “We tried to call you, dear.”  Her mother didn’t smile and the look of distress on her face made Amy Rose feel a tad guilty.
 
   She tried for a smile, but was pretty sure one didn’t appear on her face. “My phone quit. I have to replace it today.”
 
   “What are you doing here?”  Her father’s growl had always intimidated her and she forced herself to take a moment before she answered him.
 
   “I live here, Dad. I couldn’t stay at your house forever.”
 
   “The bar exam is in a month. That is hardly enough time to study sufficiently to pass. Our home, with Miles to help you study, would be a much better decision.”
 
   Oh, so he had arranged it. 
 
   She looked at her mother and noted the shine of hope in her eyes. 
 
   Years of stifled anger came to her rescue.  Her father always tried to make her choices and her mother constantly stepped around her wishes. And their comments always implied that they made the better choices, comments she always ignored. She’d always let them have their way, thinking it was simpler. But today that stopped.
 
   She uttered words that had been a long time coming. “I’m not going to take the bar exam.”  She tensed, waiting for the repercussions.
 
   Her father huffed. “Of course you are. That was decided when I paid for law school.”
 
   “No, you told me I was going. My choice was not involved. I didn’t want to argue with you and I wanted to be fair to you and figure out if that was something I wanted. I’m sorry, Father, it isn’t.”
 
   He stiffened. “Young lady, that’s unacceptable. I’ve held your spot in my law firm and expect you to join. It’s your birthright. You will be taking the exam.”
 
   She looked at her mother. “Miles adores you, dear. He was looking forward to working with you.”
 
   Amy Rose gagged. She swallowed hard against the bile churning at the back of her throat and remembered Jess’s touch from last night. There was love there and, argument notwithstanding, a bedrock belief in her that up until now she hadn’t fully appreciated. “That’s not what I want either, Mother. And you knew that. We talked about this after I dated him the first time.”
 
   “He’s a good catch, dear. You couldn’t ask for a better gentleman and a smart lawyer.”  
 
   Fed up, Amy Rose blurted the truth. “Or a bigger asshole.”
 
   “Amy Rose Adams, don’t speak like that!  Is that cowboy teaching you to forget your manners?”  The horrified expression on her mother’s face was enough reward for finally speaking her mind.
 
   She opened her mouth to reply, but her father stopped her.  “I agree with your mother. This is what happens when we let you make your choices. Your future derails.”
 
   “My future derails?”  Amy Rose wrapped her arms around her stomach and moved towards her parents, feeling a whole lot pissy and ready for this to be over.
 
   “I thought a parent’s job was to help their child reach her potential, not tell her what it was going to be. I thought it was your job to be supportive and respect my need to decide that for myself. That’s never what you’ve done for me.”
 
   Her mother’s face reddened.  “We’re just trying to stop you from making another mistake, dear.”  
 
   Amy Rose felt a rant skim like raw energy just beneath her anger.  “Another mistake?  These are my choices, my decisions.  I won’t be taking the exam. I won’t be joining your law firm. I won’t be marrying Miles.”  She stepped away from both of them, going back to her car.
 
   Her father’s face flushed. “Don’t you walk away from me, young  lady. Do you think you’ll live here and chase that cow rancher?  Is that your decision?”
 
   “Edgar.”  Her mother touched his sleeve, her face full of alarm.
 
   Amy Rose searched deep inside and knew there was no way around tearing apart their relationship.  She owed it to Jess to be honest about how she felt. “I love that rancher. And I’m going to see if Jess will have me and along the way I might become a teacher or a truck driver or a stay-at-home mom, but it will be my choice, not yours.”
 
   “Amy Rose, there is no need to get snippy.”  Her mother’s proper nasal tone infuriated her.
 
   “Yes, Mother. There is every reason to get snippy. You’ve been trying to set me up with every eligible male in your circle. You were trying to make my choices for me, too. Just once I’d like both of you to respect my right to live my own life.”
 
   Her father clenched his fists. “I can sell this homestead. I will sell this homestead. Should have long ago.”  He looked around with loathing.
 
   Her heart seized, but she shoved the devastation away. “You family’s history is here on this land. But do what you think you need to, Dad. Jess has a home and a ranch where I am more than welcome. I know I am wanted there, just the way I am.”  She opened her car door. “Now if you don’t mind, I have someone I need to see and you need to leave.”
 
   “Amy Rose, come to dinner at the house and we’ll discuss this like civilized adults.” Her mother’s command grated.
 
   Her father shook his finger at her. “This isn’t the end of this discussion.” 
 
   She gripped her keys. “I’m never setting foot in your house again, Mother. There is nothing for me there. And yes, Father, it is the end of the discussion.”
 
   She got in, shut her door and started the engine, working hard to keep her face bland. When her parents didn’t move, she cranked on the steering wheel, did a three-point turn and drove across the lawn to get to the highway.
 
   She had to find Jess.
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   CHAPTER FIVE
 
    
 
   Jess wiped his feet on the mat and went in the back door of his parent’s house. He could smell biscuits and bacon and his stomach growled. He’d left Amy Rose’s bed more reluctantly than he could ever remember, but a text message fire alert from the McCormick Ranch had him scurrying so fast he’d forgotten to leave a note for Amy Rose. The small fire had been started by a thrown cigarette and had scorched four acres before being put out by fire department personnel and ranch hands. 
 
   He’d text messaged her before he remembered her phone wasn’t working. Figuring she was probably still asleep, he drove to his parents. He was sooty, dog-tired and wishing he’d been able to ignore the request for help and just stay in her bed for once.
 
   But he was a rancher. 
 
   Helping your neighbor in a time of need meant he helped you in the same circumstances. That sentiment is what kept small communities close-knit. Copper Canyon was no exception. Amy Rose had been around this area long enough to understand.
 
   His mama was at the stove, dishing up a plate. “You better have wiped your feet.”
 
   “Mama, I’ve been wiping my feet without being reminded since I was about two.”  He stopped and redid the wiping just to please her.
 
   “How bad?”  His father pushed out a chair next to him at the breakfast table.
 
   Jess lifted off his hat and hung it on the hook. “Buy me a cup of coffee and I might come up with some details. Let me wash up.”  He walked down the hall to the guest bathroom and spent five minutes scrubbing his face, neck, hands and arms. He still smelled like smoke. Nothing to be done about that until he could get home and take a shower and change clothes. 
 
   Back in the kitchen, he leaned in to kiss his mother’s cheek.
 
   She peered into his face. “You look dead tired. Don’t you ever sleep?”
 
   “If it would rain, I might.” He took the heaped over plate she offered him and went to the table. Hash browns, biscuits covered in thick white gravy, Spanish scrambled eggs heaping with chilies and onions just the way he liked them, and a stack of toast — wheat, as a nod to healthy.
 
   He pulled out his chair and sat, grabbing a napkin from the holder and putting it in his lap. He paused and just breathed in the aroma of the cup of coffee his father put on the table in front of him. “Fire department found a cigarette where they think the fire started. Four acres, mostly grassland, no cattle on the space, thank God. Got put out quickly.”  
 
   His dad took a sip of his own coffee. “Still dangerous stuff. Temperatures going to be well over a hundred again today.  Thirty-two days of this weather and counting.  How are we for hay and feed?”
 
   “We’ll be okay. Working on a different supply source. It’s going to cut our margins some. But most of our regulars are tapped.”  
 
   His mother joined them at the table with her plate and her usual cup of tea. “Don’t suppose Amy Rose’s place is fairing any better?”
 
   He took his time taking a bit of eggs and swallowing a mouth of coffee before he answered her. “Not as near as I can tell.”
 
   Mama looked like she’d say more, but Daddy interrupted. “You let me know if you need help. I’m right here.”  He took a bite of his food.
 
   “I know, Dad.”  Muscles tightened across his shoulders in preparation for more prodding questions.  Even though he’d asked his mother to leave it alone, she’d only do that so long. He finally relaxed when his parents let him eat in silence. He took the last piece of biscuit and cleaned his eggs and gravy off his plate. 
 
   He wasn’t fooling himself that the invitation to dinner with Amy Rose last night would have solved anything.  There wasn’t a simple solution to this.  He couldn’t stand her parents, didn’t like how her father treated Amy Rose or him, and felt strongly about her not working in her father’s law firm.  They couldn’t leave this same problem simmering as they had for three years.  Finding her asleep last night, when she’d clearly set up a nice dinner for him, had softened his heart.  Sleeping against her had made him realize he wasn’t about to let her go.  But could he live with her choices? 
 
    He leaned back in his chair and gazed at his mother.  “You want to say something about this business between me and Amy Rose, Mom.  Say it.”              
 
   His dad gave a deep sigh and muttered under his breath.  “Now you’ve done it.” 
 
   His father turned to his mother and gave her a hand to go first. “You’ve been wanting to wade into this.  Go on.”
 
    “Oh hush, Chase.”  Mama stared at Jess, fingered her tea cup, and made him squirm in his chair like he was five-years-old. 
 
   When she spoke, he braced himself. “She loves you, adores you. I’ve never understood the problem. What is it exactly?”
 
   “We fought about her future. She wouldn’t stand her ground with her father and I feel like those choices are going to take her down a path away from me. I couldn’t stand the idea, couldn’t stand that she wouldn’t turn away from that and I opened my big mouth.”
 
   His mother stared at him, amazement, frustration, irritation, passing over her face. “You didn’t trust her to choose you, then?  You just wanted to order her around?”
 
   “I didn’t want to order her around. I just want her to choose, Mama.”  He finished his cup of coffee, sorry he couldn’t explain better the morass of twisted feelings deep inside.
 
   “Did you ask her to choose you?  As in asking her to marry you?”
 
   Jess cleared his throat.  “It was under discussion. I just assumed, but then she was dithering about this position with her father’s law firm and you know how different that life is from the one here. She can’t have both.”
 
   His mother shoved her teacup aside. “Let me give you a piece of advice, young man. A woman generally doesn’t like to be told what her decisions ought to be.”
 
   “She apparently agrees with you, Mama. She spit some nastiness at me. I spit some at her. Next thing I know, she’s high-tailed it to Dallas.  When she came back, we had a mini-version of the same damn argument, so nothing was solved with that our little break.”
 
   His mother huffed in disgust. Jess looked at his dad for help. 
 
   His dad shrugged. “Hard when you’ve got a smart woman with a will strong enough to solve her own problems. Latching onto that wagon takes a patient, steady man to just love her. You think you don’t love her enough to wait her out?  Let her figure it out?”
 
   “No!  Yes!”  Jess leaned back in his chair and closed his eyes. He took a deep breath before opening them again. “I don’t think it’s been any secret how I’ve felt since the moment I laid eyes on her.”
 
   His mother gave a tight laugh. “I remember that day. You came home from school with stars in your eyes. Had to be a girl, but you were so taken by her that I couldn’t even get her name out of you. Shane told me.”
 
   “I wasn’t that smitten.”  Jess made a mental note to kick his brother.
 
   She wiped her mouth with her napkin. “Were so. If I recall, I offered to let you cut some of my wild roses to take her the next day. You blushed and went to the barn.”
 
   Jess’s face turned red. The memory reminded him that at the time he didn’t want anyone knowing how he felt. It was too precious and fragile. “You could have been more subtle, Ma.”
 
   “Why?  You were in love and I was tickled pink.”
 
   Jess squirmed in his chair. He hadn’t found the nerve to do anything about those feelings until several years later. 
 
   “Regardless, the idea that she’d choose that life over you is ridiculous. Don’t you know that?”  
 
   Did he know that?  Maybe he did, but if that was the case, why didn’t she just choose?  He voiced that very question.
 
   “She had her relationship with her parents to think about, and it wasn’t your place to make the choice. You’re supposed to love her enough to respect that!”
 
   “Read her mind, you mean.”  
 
   His father reached over and patted his arm. “Don’t argue with your mother. She’s right. Patience and respect.” 
 
   His mother rapped on the table to get his attention. “Listen to her and understand and she’ll latch onto you and never let go. And if you don’t go apologize for being so pig-headed right now, well I just don’t know what to say.”  His mother rose from the table, dabbing at a tear in the corner of her eye.
 
   Both men watched her retreat to the living room. The television switched on with a morning news show.
 
   His dad cleared his throat.  “Sometimes a man thinks he can solve every problem by just saying what’s going to happen. Doesn’t work that way. How long you been feeding Amy Rose’s horses out of our supply?”
 
   Jess closed his eyes for a moment, feeling a new flush creep over his face.
 
   “I still look at the books and can add two and two. We didn’t paint anything around here either.”
 
   Jess opened his eyes and turned to his daddy with an explanation on his lips.
 
   His dad held up his hand. “Don’t explain. I’ve been married for thirty-five years to a strong, stubborn, smart woman. Thing is, son, they gotta hear you backing them up once in a while. Doesn’t matter if there is money in the bank, or if you break your back making her world perfect.  You gotta tell her that her choices matter. Understand?”  His dad rose. “Is it harder to do that or harder to lose her?”
 
   Jess’s stomach dipped, tossing his eggs to and fro. God, the last two weeks had been hell and the last couple of nights with her back, well, being near her had been as close to heaven as a man could get.
 
   His dad put a hand on his shoulder and squeezed. “Seems to me she’s had more than a few years to accomplish her father’s wishes and yet she’s still here with you.  Actions, son.  She’s already chosen.”
 
   He rose and hugged his father. “I hear you.”
 
   “Good. Now get to work. I gotta go soothe your mother.”
 
   Jess took his plate to the sink and high-tailed it outta the kitchen and to his own house on the corner of the ranch. He raced through a shower and dressed, but stopped when he pulled out a clean pair of socks. There in the corner of his bureau drawer was a jewelry box. 
 
   He hadn’t looked at the necklace inside for a long time. He snapped open the lid and fingered the small heart on the silver chain. The tiny diamonds are the edge winked at him. He’d bought this necklace for Amy Rose in high school, imagined giving it to her a thousand times. Yet, he hadn’t even found the nerve to ask her out. It had sat in his drawer for years, mocking him for his foolishness and even when he’d started dating her, he’d never quite worked up the nerve to admit how long he’d loved her.
 
   He slipped the necklace out of the case and put it in his pocket. If a man couldn’t admit he was foolish to a woman he loved, then it was time to pack it in. 
 
   Way past time he should have given this to her. 
 
   Way past time to admit he’d been wrong, say he was sorry, and believe in her.
 
   ∞∞∞∞
 
   Amy Rose turned into her driveway, frustrated and tired. And there was the object of her frustration. 
 
   Jess’s fancy red truck was down by the barn. 
 
   She’d driven to his ranch to see him, but his truck hadn’t been there. In the mood she was in, she didn’t think it was a good idea to talk to his parents. So she’d kept searching. She’d driven the circle from his house into Flower Mound and back to the Low Down, checking all the places he normally went and couldn’t find him. So she’d driven to the cell phone store and while she’d bought a new cell phone, she fretted.
 
   She’d been damn mad after the confrontation with her parents and now she just hurt.  Hurt that they hadn’t cared enough to consider another way that would have kept them in her life.  Now that the confrontation moment had worn off, she was in desperate need of comfort, the Jess variety.  And yet, the same issue was unresolved with him with the baby icing on the top.   
 
   She drove down her driveway and parked next to Jess’s truck.  “Calm down and just breathe, Amy Rose Adams, before you say something that makes this whole situation worse.”  But the frustrated part of her prevailed.  The deep hurt from her parent’s visit twisted inside.  The botched dinner last night, Jess leaving bed this morning without waking her, the frustrating search all over town, and two weeks of replaying their argument like a You Tube video boiled over.  She reached for the door handle and ignored her calm down advice.
 
   She scurried out of the car, determined to grab Jess by the ears before he disappeared on her again.
 
   She stepped into the dark interior and gave herself a minute for her eyes to adjust to the shadows. Jess was on his haunches checking the legs of her favorite mare, Betsy Brash.
 
   He was murmuring a nonsensical tune while he rubbed expert hands over every muscle and joint, pausing for a moment with hands held over her back right leg. The horse danced away from his touch.
 
   “I know, girl. Sore isn’t it?”
 
   “Why are you taking care of my horse?  What’s wrong with her?”
 
   She approached carefully, but the agitated tone of her voice had upset Betsy, making her sidestep. Jess grabbed her reins and crooned to her, making her settle.
 
   “Sorry, I know better than that.”  Amy Rose moved slower and reached the shy, brown spotted horse and petted her nose. “Sorry girl.”
 
   “She’s got a sore leg. Not sure why. She hasn’t been ridden.”
 
   “Chaz Davies is supposed to be caring for my horses. That’s what my father pays him to do.”
 
   “Let me put Betsy away and we’ll talk.”  He pulled the gentle horse to the last stall and spent several long minutes getting her settled. 
 
   Amy Rose looked around the barn and all the questions about the care of the place returned.  Jess closed the gate on the stall and walked toward her. She turned to him, suspicions prodding her tongue. “What have you been doing?”
 
   Jess shrugged and reached for a towel to wipe his hands. “You shouldn’t pay Chaz. He hasn’t been caring for the horses. He hasn’t been here in at least a week. Since you left, he’s been here maybe twice.
 
   “And you know this how?”
 
   “I’ve been watching. I suspect he’s been slacking since long before you left. Your tack was a mess. And this last week, you’ve been out of hay and feed. Maybe he didn’t think they needed to be fed.”
 
   She sucked in a breath. “I don’t understand. Chaz has been working for my father for years without many problems. He paid him to get the feed, to be here to care for the horses. I confirmed with him after I left.”
 
   Jess shrugged and started picking up his supplies. “I don’t know what to tell you, Amy. I’ve been feeding them since day four, and cleaning their stalls. He hasn’t been here. I’ve only saw him the first two days, and the second day I gave him a piece of my mind about the state of the horses and the stalls. He may have quit coming after that.”
 
   Horrified, she wrapped her arms around herself. “You should have called!”
 
   He shrugged again. “I did. You didn’t answer.”
 
   Her temper died. “My phone quit. I bought a new one this morning.”
 
   He opened his mouth to speak, but his cell phone beeped and he pulled it and read a text message.
 
   “I have to go, Amy. Another fire. Had one at the McCormick place this morning. Now the Hardy’s on your other side need some help.”  He reached for her and pulled her close. “We’ll talk later, I promise.”
 
   He pressed a warm kiss against her lips and was gone, leaving her standing in the dark barn, her morning of searching all for naught and her need to be held unrealized.
 
   Amy Rose moved her car up by the house and went inside.   She should have some lunch, but the churn of her emotions and the benign smells in the kitchen meant that wouldn’t happen. She made her way to the bedroom and stared at the bed.
 
   She was so damn tired — tired of fighting, physically tired, emotionally tired. And the argument with her parents and unresolved things with Jess just sapped her. She slumped down on the bed and typical for a pregnant woman according to all her reading, she fell asleep.
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   CHAPTER SIX
 
   Jess and Shane battled the grass blaze side-by-side. Shane’s fire engine had arrived just as he’d parked his truck and the two brothers made their way to the burning grass near the corrals. Shane was dragging the hose from the fire engine and Jess had the pick and shovel from his truck. They were focused on saving the barn and house from the sweeping fire.   
 
   He was hot and sweaty and drenched and getting nowhere. The fire was roaring across the dry grass, sparks flying in the air like little fire flies. Two trees on the opposite side of the grassy area were already in flames. 
 
   Jess threw another shovel of dirt on a hot area and turned to survey what the other crews were doing. He damn hated when this happened. The fire blackened the land, leaving a scar that took years to heal, leaving a rancher without good grassland to feed the cattle. Hopefully, the barn and house would be spared, but Ethan Hardy and his brothers were focused on getting his cattle and horses moved away from the fire. 
 
   The whipping wind wasn’t helping. Not a stiff breeze, but enough of one that pushed the fire to uncontrollable.
 
   “Jess!”  Shane pointed to the gully to the left side of the barn.
 
   The spit disappeared from his mouth. 
 
   Fire in the trees there, too! 
 
   That gully ran to the back of the grove on Amy’s Rose’s land. 
 
   He dropped his shovel and reached into his back pocket for his cell phone. Amy Rose’s cell rang and rang, then bumped to voicemail. 
 
   “Dammit.  What good does a new phone do if she doesn’t answer it!”  He turned to his brother, about to tell him he had to get to Amy Rose.
 
   Shane spoke first. “Go!  I’ll be right behind you with a fire engine.”  
 
   Jess raced to his truck and drove like a maniac down the road to Amy Rose’s house.  He swore long and loud, and kept his hands gripped on the wheel. He could barely see from smoke.
 
   “Should have woken her last night, should have hashed everything out.  Don’t let it be too late.”  He swore as he had to slow for a curve. Big large plumes were rising just over the tree line, which meant the flames were in the grove and coming up behind the house. Where was Amy Rose?
 
   The driveway came into view and he strained to see her car, but he wasn’t close enough yet. “Let her be gone. Let her have gone to the store, or anywhere.”  When he pulled into the driveway, the smoke was lying so low, it was like fog on a bad morning. 
 
   Two things he recognized simultaneously. 
 
   Amy’s car was by the back porch. 
 
   The roof of the house was on fire. 
 
   ∞∞∞∞
 
   Amy Rose woke groggy, coughing and fighting the urge to puke her stomach inside out. She rolled over, offering anything to the pregnancy gods to make her feel better. 
 
   Except the pillow smelled and the room smelled.
 
   She carefully sat up, begging her gut to settle and took a sniff. 
 
   Smoke.
 
   Smoke in the house.
 
   “Oh my God,” she rolled off the bed, searching for her shoes. 
 
   A door banged. “Amy Rose!”
 
   “Jess!  In the bedroom.”  She got to the doorway and braced herself on the door frame. Smoke was rolling down the hall from the back of the house. 
 
   Jess, black face and clothes, raced down the hall. “House is on fire. Get out.”
 
   “What happened?”  She leaned into him and let him carry her weight down the hall to the kitchen and the door there.  He grabbed her keys and purse off the counter. 
 
   “Wildfire.”
 
   Out of the house, he supported her to her car. “Take your car. Get down the road.”
 
   He shoved the keys into her hands. She touched his face. “What about you?”
 
   He didn’t answer, just opened the door and helped her into the seat. “Go.”
 
   He took off across the yard, headed to the barn. 
 
   Amy Rose turned to look at the back of the house and sucked in a horrified breath at the wall of flames that were bearing down on them. “Jess, no!”
 
   A fire engine pulled into the yard. First man off the truck she recognized.
 
   “Shane!”  She left her car and ran for him.  The air was thick with smoke.  “Barn!  Jess went after the horses.”  She bent double and coughed until she gagged.
 
   Strong arms came around her. “Ambulance coming up the road. Get in your car and meet them at the crossroads. Can you drive?”
 
   She looked at the resolute expression in Shane’s eyes and knew he wouldn’t go help Jess until she left. “I’m going. I can get there. Help Jess.”
 
   The smoke swirled and thickened. The back of the house was fully aflame and the roar in the trees suggested the monster wasn’t about to stop. The other members of Shane’s company were battling a lost cause. Grief and frustration didn’t begin to stand against the fear for Jess’s life. Shane left her and ran to the barn. 
 
   She coughed her way to the car, got in and started the engine. Betsy Brash raced by her, followed by her other horse. 
 
   Thank God!  She backed around and did exactly as Jess and Shane had asked her to, reluctance in every fiber of her being. One glance at the rearview mirror showed the attic fully engulfed in flames. 
 
   Her grandmother’s house and antiques were going to be lost in the fire.  
 
   Tears slipped down her face. 
 
   Let her not lose Jess, too.
 
   ∞∞∞∞
 
    Amy Rose sat on the edge of the ambulance with the oxygen mask over her face —worried, scared and spitting mad. She supposed it was some kind of defense against the shock and tears. 
 
   Her breath was choppy.
 
   There was a fine tremor in her hands. 
 
   Tiredness pulled at her. 
 
   She’d reached the crossroads near her house, been checked by a paramedic and then they’d forced her to move further down the road away from the flames. She’d been sitting like this, breathing fresh clean air through a mask, and refusing to go to the hospital for more than an hour. She needed to wait for Jess to find her. 
 
   Every truck that drove by raised her hopes. Every man that wasn’t Jess  plummeted them. Her phone was gone, burned in the house along with everything else. Tears rose and she hiccupped, fighting against them. Her stomach churned, but she ignored it. The loss of the house didn’t matter. Not as long as she had Jess. Where was he?
 
   Thirty minutes later a truck pulled up from the Hardy Ranch. Jess got out and thanked whoever had driven him. His eyes snapped to hers the moment he turned around. 
 
   He walked in slow, measured steps to her. His clothes were black, his hands shaking, and his eyes watering. He sat next to her on the edge of ambulance, wrapped an arm around her and pulled her close. “You okay?”
 
   She grabbed his free hand and squeezed, dropping the oxygen mask. “Don’t ever do that again!”
 
   “I had to fight the fire, honey. This land is our future.” He rubbed his knuckles down her cheek. “I’m sorry. Your house is gone. So is my pretty red truck.”
 
   She sobbed. “I don’t care about the house, the land or your damn truck!  Don’t you know there’s nothing for me in this world if you aren’t in it?  I love you so much and I need you.”  She grabbed the front of his shirt and pulled him down to her face. “Our baby needs a daddy.”
 
   He pulled back and stared at her, his expression perplexed. “What are you talking about?”
 
   She reached for his hands and pressed them against her abdomen. “This baby… she needs you. I need you. Don’t ever do that again.”
 
   His eyes followed to where her hands pressed his against her stomach and his eyes widened. “Pregnant?  How?  And it’s a girl?
 
   “How?  Are you really going to ask me that?” She swallowed a hiccup of a sob, her stomach rolling. “It’s a girl. I just know it is.”
 
   He held her closer, brushing her hair from her eyes. She could see in the movement of his mouth with no words forthcoming that he was stunned by her announcement.
 
   She wanted to let those words sit between them for a minute, but she had to get things said. “I broke things off with my parents this morning, told my Dad I wasn’t joining the law firm. So you better be prepared to look at our future, because this baby deserves a daddy, and I deserve you. Got that?” Tears streamed down her cheeks and she let them fall.
 
   Jess dropped his arm and laced his fingers with hers. “I’ve loved one woman since I laid eyes on her and that’s you. I’m sorry for all the stupid things I said.”  He cupped her face with his free hand. “Will you marry me?”
 
   Tears rushed in, choking her.  “I’m sorry, too. Talk about stupid. I shouldn’t have gone away.”  She couldn’t move away from him, never wanted to be further away from him than right now. She shifted closer. “You are what I want, what I’ve always wanted. Your strength, your stability, your passion — even when you rush into a burning barn.”
 
   He leaned in and softly kissing her lips. “I tend to make choices and follow one course. But according to Mama, I gotta let you make yours in your own time. I don’t know if I get that, but I promise, from now on you’ll get my advice, but I won’t make your choices.”  
 
   She rose and dropped the oxygen, then tugged him to his feet. “Thank you. I needed to hear that – God, more than you know. But more important, I shouldn’t have left. I should have stayed and talked to you. I promise I won’t do that again.”  She started to say more, but he put a finger over her lips. He pressed a light kiss to her forehead. She stared at him through burning eyes and thought of the way he rushed to save her and her horses, of the now gone cushion on the back swing to the new paint in the barn. Emotion clogged her throat, but it was hope and love this time, not frustration and despair.  
 
   She ached over the split with her parents and the loss of her house. But having Jess standing here next to her was all she needed.  He always took good care of her. Bed, barn or kitchen, he saw to her comforts, thought of her first, encouraged her in whatever she wanted to do and made sure his eyes never strayed. 
 
   “I love you, Amy Rose. I can’t always promise I’ll think before I speak, but I always want what’s best for you – for you and our baby.”  He slipped his hand into his pocket and pulled out a tiny necklace. “I bought this a long, long time ago, especially for you.”
 
   She fingered the necklace, tracing the diamond, then caught the glint of engraving along the inside edge. 
 
   Your Jess. 
 
   “Oh, Jess.”  Tears flooded again, flowing down her cheeks. She ruined the moment by coughing until her insides revolted and she pulled out of his arms to toss the remaining contents of her stomach in the ditch. Jess held her while she was sick, gently rubbing her back and barked an order for some water to the paramedic.
 
   She took a mouthful of water and spit it out, carefully swallowing another before rising to her feet. 
 
   “You okay?”
 
   “Except for morning sickness all day long, every darn day…yes.”  She stroked his face. 
 
   Jess fumbled with the clasp and slipped the necklace around her neck and fastened it. “Mine.”
 
   She couldn’t help running her fingers over it again. “I love you so much. I always have, always will. Yes, I’ll marry you.”  She felt him smile against her hair. She looked up into his eyes and fell deeper in love.  “Who will be your girl when the baby comes?”  
 
   Jess grinned. “Darlin’, this cowboy’s heart has room for two.”
 
    
 
   THE END
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   Excerpt 
 
   Kendra flipped off the lid and pulled open a drawer for a spoon. “In that case, try away. Chocolate. Raspberries. Has the texture of tiramisu.” She moved to him and lifted the utensil to dish up a spoonful. The smolder in her eyes dried the spit in his mouth. She could feed him any day of the week and eighty times on Sunday!
 
   But then she thought better of the action and handed the spoon over to him. She pushed the small bowl in front of him.
 
   Disappointment crushed his breath. 
 
   She stepped back. Her hands gripped the edge of the butcher block. Her eyes swept over him like a nervous lover, the heat banked.
 
   Shane dished up a bite and lifted the spoon to his mouth. He let the concoction hover near his lips. “Is one taste going to be enough?”
 
   A light blush spread across her cheekbones. “Never. Hopefully.” 
 
   He kept his eyes on hers and slipped a small portion in his mouth. The chocolate exploded, deep and rich, against his tongue. The tartness of the raspberries was a few moments behind. The flavor lingered as the cake melted in his mouth, forcing him to swallow. He moaned. 
 
   “You like?” 
 
   He held up a finger, cleaned off the spoon and closed his eyes. If he looked at her now, he’d dive across the counter and see how she liked kissing a chocolate-flavored mouth. He was hard and wanting and trying desperately to remember that there were steps in a courtship ritual. Women deserved respect and expecting a trip to the bedroom on the first house visit was not the definition of respect. He swallowed and cranked down hard on the need before opening his eyes. “Is there more?”
 
   She gave a small laugh. “Uh, no. I could make more. You don’t think it’s too tart?”
 
   “No. All it needs is a cup of coffee to settle down the riot it causes on your tongue.” He took another bite and simply enjoyed the sensations.
 
   She grinned at him, pleasure making her eyes shine. “You’re hired.”
 
   He turned his head, puzzling over that statement. “As what?”
 
   “My official taster.”
 
   Shane sagged a bit, feeling as if he’d scaled the walls of her invisible obstacle course. He couldn’t disguise the pleasure her words gave him. “Accepted. Thank you.”
 
   Kendra cleared her throat. “Thank you.” She moved to the counter and snapped the lid on the small amount remaining in the container. 
 
   He reached for her hand before she could shift away and stroked his thumb over her knuckles. “Talented hands.” 
 
   She tried to pull her hand from his. “You just want more cake.” 
 
   He leaned over and kissed her cheek. “Well…that’s one thing I want.”
 
   


 
  
 
  
 
 
   
    
 
    
 
   Dedication
 
   This is for every one of you who volunteers…
 
   Whether you 
 
   feed a stranger
 
   care for a child
 
   hold a hand
 
   fight a fire
 
   sit and listen
 
   pray for the world
 
   or one of the dozens of 
 
   other ways we help one another,
 
   your selfless service makes 
 
   this world we live in a better place.  
 
   Thank you.
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   CHAPTER ONE 
 
    
 
   Shane O’Hare wasn’t averse to watching women. Skimpy clothes, tanned legs and ponytails weren’t the reason he’d taken up running, but the eye candy helped him survive his daily torture. Frankly, he’d rather be on a horse at the family ranch. But hauling hose and gear for every fire tended to make a man want to stay in shape so he could breathe. 
 
   He’d developed a truce with the need to exercise by picking this park. His apartment and the fire station were down the road. The park itself was home to several soccer and baseball fields. A four-mile track weaved around a lush thicket of thirsty trees, dried wild grasses, and a shallow pond nestled at the back. A passel of ducks usually floated on the water’s diminishing surface. The air carried the smell of fresh mowed grass, tickling his nose. The suburban traffic noises from a couple blocks away stayed muted enough to hear the birds chirp. 
 
   In this never-ending Texas heat, early morning running was necessary or a body risked heat stroke. Eight a.m. on this fine morning in early June and the temperature teetered on a rocket ship to the hundreds. For a hot penny on the pavement, he’d pack it in and go find himself some breakfast. But he hated gyms and refused to exercise in one. So he either ran to be in shape for his firefighter job or gave up his mama’s cooking. No choice there.
 
   He pulled his navy fire department t-shirt away from his skin to let in the non-existent breeze then bent to tighten his shoelaces before stretching his hamstrings. A woman dashed by him, starting her own run. He got an eyeful of long tanned legs, yellow running shoes, and red shorts showing just enough jiggle in her butt to keep his eyes latched on. She made her way up the path he intended to run. Her blonde hair flashed in the early morning light, drawing his eyes down her slender neck and over the yellow tank before returning to her supremely well-shaped derriere. 
 
   He cut short his stretch and followed her. He’d lost sight of Blondie, so he picked up his pace. A whinny reverberated through the quiet morning. He checked both sides of the path. The sound wasn’t unusual for the park, but he couldn’t see the horse. The noise didn’t come again, so he sprinted, determined to move close enough to enjoy the lovely view of the female runner through the four-mile loop.
 
   There she was. Fifty yards in front of him and moving at an easy pace. He slowed to match her. In any other situation, he might have jogged up alongside and asked her for a date, but a woman running alone had the right to slug a stranger for doing that. 
 
   He frowned. 
 
   Why was she running alone? 
 
   “Women should always buddy up with someone. Doesn’t she know that?” He put on a burst of speed to shorten the gap a bit, trying to be closer to protect her. Although from what, he wasn’t sure. 
 
   Wandering ducks? 
 
   Dehydration? 
 
   Or the man who ran behind her, fantasizing about how good her backside would feel in his hands? 
 
   He settled into a steady rhythm and pounded down the pavement. She seemed oblivious to his presence and that only exasperated him, but he fell into a good cadence and went with it.
 
   He rounded a bend as a chestnut horse surged out of a side thicket and reared. 
 
   Shane shouted a warning.
 
   The woman, only two short steps away from the horse, screamed. She shifted wrong in her momentum and fell into the horse’s path. 
 
   “Shit.” Shane put on a burst of speed and covered the remaining thirty yards faster than he ever had in his life. He grabbed for the reins of the rearing stallion. They were tangled in the bushes, tethering the horse to limited movement and aggravating the agitated animal.
 
   “Whoa, there. Move, lady!” 
 
   Fear clogged his throat. He wrestled with freeing the reins. “Calm down, big fella.” He glanced at the woman. She stared at the horse in terror, color washed from her face. She looked like she’d faint.
 
   “Back away. Now!” 
 
   Her eyes snapped to his. 
 
   “Move! Back behind me.” 
 
   She crawled slower than a car in a five-lane traffic jam, but finally got behind him.
 
   He pulled on the reins. “Settle down.” He kept talking to the horse while he tried to free the restraints from the bushes.
 
   A dark-haired teenage boy charged down the path from the other direction. “Scotchy! Stop!” The teen’s clothes were dusty and his face scratched.
 
   Shane released the reins from the bushes and the horse settled. “This horse belong to you?” 
 
   “Yeah, he threw me.” The boy reached for the leather strips. The horse snorted and put his muzzle on the boy’s neck. “He’s a bit frisky this morning.”
 
   Shane handed off the reins to the kid. “You’re going to want to walk him home, you understand? He needs checked out. He might have hurt himself. You live close enough to do that? Are you all right?”
 
   “Yeah, I’m okay. I live over the rise and across the highway.”
 
   Shane looked back for the woman. She was gone. “Dammit.”
 
   The kid scuffed his shoe in the dirt. “Man, my dad is going to kill me.”
 
   “Promise me you will walk him home.” 
 
   The boy nodded, wrapped the reins in his hand, and pulled the horse down the path in the other direction.
 
   Shane took off running. The woman could be hurt or scrambling in a complete panic.
 
   He put on some speed and ran the fastest mile he’d ever run. He rounded the corner near the parking lot. She ran like a yellow streak and didn’t pay much attention to the where and how of it.
 
   “Wait!” He didn’t have much breath left and didn’t know her name. 
 
   Several people turned to watch him. 
 
   The danger of his situation dawned. 
 
   A man chasing a woman in a public park, the latter obviously scared out of her mind. Not a good idea.
 
   He slowed when she reached her car, hoping she’d stop and look behind her. She didn’t wait for a cool down, didn’t stretch. She pulled open the car door, dove in and screeched out of the lot. 
 
   “Hey, mister.”
 
   An older man approached him, decked out in his own running gear and looking more fit than Shane.
 
   Shane put his hands on his waist and bent over. “That woman came close to being trampled by a horse back there. Wanted to make sure she was okay.”
 
   “Well, she could run, so that probably answers your question.” The man looked him over head to toe, as if memorizing his description.
 
   “Watch the trail a mile and a half in. There’s a bunch of debris in the path where the horse disturbed the brush.”
 
   “Where’d the horse go?” The man’s tone raised Shane’s hackles. He stood so the full logo of his fire department t-shirt would be visible. 
 
   “Kid who’d gotten bucked off was walking him home.” Shane decided he’d had enough and reached in his waistband for the fob to open his truck. “Have a nice day, sir.”
 
   “I’ll be sure to watch for horses.” The man’s sarcasm made Shane grind back an equal reply. The man began his run and kept turning back until Shane reached his truck. 
 
   Great. Breakfast. At the ranch. His mother’s cooking. Then a nap for his day off. Reward for such a fiasco.
 
   Dammit. She’d had such a great ass, too.
 
    
 
   ∞∞∞∞
 
    
 
   Kendra Dawson leaned on the hood of her car and chewed a nail. She peered down the long path to the woods where she’d encountered the horse from hell. She certainly wouldn’t face a repeat of that problem today, would she? The park was busy with several groups of women at picnic tables and a group of preschoolers kicking around a soccer ball. Safety factors taken into consideration, she took a deep breath and then sagged. 
 
   She’d performed this same sit-on-her-car-nail-biting ritual every day for two weeks since that mammoth beast had come within a hot breath of trampling her. Every day, she had relieved those tense moments and retreated to her home without running. She refused to find another park. She’d been comfortable with this one. Knew the activity pattern and the feel of the area. She didn’t know anyone to run with or even want to find anyone given her circumstances. She didn’t have the money for a treadmill or a gym membership. So, it was here or not at all.
 
   She groaned. She needed to work out today. She baked decadent cakes, melt-in-your-mouth pies, and gooey cookies and desserts. She searched for recipes, she experimented freely and she tasted everything she baked for her blog and cake business, Getaway Cakes. It was her duty to make sure every product met her high standards. 
 
   Except without her favorite mode of exercise, she’d gained five pounds. Granted, the stress of her father’s arrest on security fraud charges had annihilated her appetite months ago, so the added pounds weren’t that big of a deal. Her move from mega-metropolis Houston to obscure Copper Canyon helped her appetite to reappear. But if she kept eating like she had been, she’d have to buy new clothes which she couldn’t afford.
 
   “Dammit, Kendra, get it in gear. You’ve got a birthday cake to deliver and next week’s recipes to try. Plus, there are blog posts to write and a cookbook to work on. You will not go home without running three miles.” She fussed with her ponytail, then sat on her hands to avoid chewing her nails, and tried to convince herself to stretch. “Damn horse, anyway.” 
 
   “Actually, I think the horse was more scared of you than you were of him.”
 
   A shiver shot from the tips of her hair straight to her womb and exploded with a surge of heat. She squinted at the owner of the deep, melodic voice and froze. She thought she’d made up how sexy handsome the man had been. 
 
   His eyes got to her first. Compelling. Brown like nutmeg. Humor danced there. His straight dark brown hair was cut close to his head. He towered over her five-six by a bunch of inches, putting him at well over six feet. Six feet of solid muscle in gray shorts and a George Strait t-shirt spouting “I’m here for a good time.”
 
   She couldn’t control the blush the spread over her cheeks. “Bet you think I’m a lunatic.”
 
   “I think you were scared out of your mind. With good reason.” Deep talking, sexy walking man held out his hand. “Shane O’Hare.”
 
   “Kendra Dawson.” She watched his face for any sign he recognized her name and sagged with relief when there was no change in his facial expression. Good manners dictated a shake, so she offered her hand.
 
   His palm slid against hers. Oh, Lord! Warm tingles blossomed. Quick! Swallow against the sweeping shiver. No time to stifle a surge of lust. Callused hands. A strong, working man’s hand. 
 
   Lord, she had no time for men. They were complicated and demanded attention and needed fussing over. She had trust issues and did not want a man right now. 
 
   Well, maybe the want part wasn’t true. 
 
   He’d said something she’d totally missed.
 
   “I’m sorry?”
 
   He grinned with knowing amusement in his eye. “Nice to meet you.”
 
   She rushed to fill in the gap, crossing her arms to cover her puckered nipples and lack of breath. “Thank you for the other day. I was freaked. I was in an accident with a horse in high school. A bad one.”
 
   “Get thrown from a horse?”
 
   “Uh, no, hit one with my car on a blind curve. I was sixteen.” My best friend died because of me. “I’m a bit skittish.”
 
   His expression shifted. “Understandable.”
 
   She tensed, ticked at herself for offering that tidbit. People were nosy. She had quit talking about the accident years ago. But the nightmares had returned. Her recent dreams were a jumble of slow motion replays. Both horse incidents mixed with decadent pleasure of intimate massages and murmured love words from the sexy man in front of her. Two weeks of that added up to little or no sleep with lots of sugar and caffeine consumption. That led her to blabbering details she normally kept to herself.
 
   He bent to look her straight in the eye and sent her heart racing. The understanding there soothed her embarrassment. “I think most people who had a horse jump out at them on that narrow path would have done what you did.”
 
   He was being so darn nice, upping his sexy quotient. 
 
   She got off her car and faced him. “You didn’t panic. You seemed to handle him just fine.”
 
   He shrugged. “Firefighter. They pay me to handle things just fine.”
 
   She scuffed her shoe on the pavement and looked down the long path. She shifted her gaze to him and saw a flash of something that looked like nerves, then chided herself for being ridiculous. The man was sex on a stick and she so wanted to lick.
 
   “Would you like to run with me?” The deep timber of the question set a lip-tasting sex shiver down her spine.
 
   “Uh, no.” She didn’t want to run at all. She wanted to go back home and pretend she hadn’t bolted in front of this man like a panicked hoyden. She wanted to close her eyes and live in the fantasy. He was a sexy breathing hunk of imaginary bed partner, and she was dressed in her worst clothes with no makeup and a sloppy ponytail, feeling like a junior high student with a movie star crush.
 
   “All right then.” He stepped back. 
 
   Maybe he would have left and maybe he would have tried again, but what she’d said and what she truly meant pushed her to her senses. 
 
   She reached for his arm and pulled on his t-shirt sleeve. She dropped her hand immediately, not wanting to get zinged twice in less than five minutes.
 
   “That’s not what I meant. I took you literally. I don’t like to run at anytime, anywhere. But I have to run. I’m a pastry chef. Cakes, cookies, pies, and I sample my product. Frequently.”
 
   His shoulders relaxed and his smile – lopsided and charming – spread across his face. “I’d gladly offer my services as taster.”
 
   She stumbled over the visual of his solid male presence in her kitchen and exactly what she’d like him to taste. The heat of a fiery blush hovered under her skin. “Besides that, I’m not sure I can. After what happened. I don’t seem to be able to make myself.” God, could she babble anything more lame?
 
   “Well, how about we take it slow and easy. We can turn around whenever you say.”
 
   She ran nervous fingers over her hair. “Why?” 
 
   “Why, what?” Six-foot confused male shook his head. 
 
   Skip the sex on a stick. He could be her pin-up calendar man every day of every month for the next ten years. He could sit in her kitchen and she could stare at his dreamy eyes. 
 
    “Why do you want to run with me? You don’t even know me.”
 
   Shane stared off across the soccer field. “Where’s your running buddy?”
 
   “My what?”
 
   “Your running buddy? I shouldn’t have to tell you it’s not safe for a woman to run alone these days.”
 
   “I have pepper spray, have taken self-defense classes and only run during the day on busy trails.”
 
   “Good strategy.” He pointed at himself. “Add big guy, scares strange men off and you’re covered.”
 
   She hesitated. “I’m sure you have better things to do.”
 
   He shrugged. “I have to run too. Hauling hose ain’t for sissies. Come on.” 
 
   He took off down the path, signaling for her to follow. 
 
   Lord, oh Lord, what was she doing? She stayed away from people on purpose. She was only social online so she could hide behind her pastry chef persona. Then no one knew who her father was and she didn’t run the risk of interacting with people who had lost their life savings because of his actions. 
 
   “Coming?”
 
   Her body moved of its own volition, as if attached to the stream of yearning heat stretching from his maleness to her womb. 
 
   Forget the horse. She’d been run over by lust.
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   CHAPTER TWO
 
   Shane pulled into the gravel driveway of an older white brick house a couple miles down Copper Canyon Road. He double checked the address even though he saw Kendra’s car parked under the carport. 
 
   A rail fence surrounded the property. The tidy lawn was dead brown, like all the other houses in the neighborhood. Hundred degree heat had hit Texas in early May. Still reeling from a previous year of super-hot weather, drought conditions over the last two months combined with watering restrictions had rapidly pushed the countryside to a breaking point. Two shrubs had recently been removed from beside the front door. Their remains lay neatly piled by the garbage. He took it all in, gobbling up information about where the woman lived like a fire consuming wood.
 
   Kendra was a multitude of conflicting puzzle pieces. She’d held him at arm’s length for over three weeks, keeping mostly to their running dates. She’d babble while they ran about anything and everything, and button her lip up tight when they were finished. She’d weakened once for coffee and the awkwardness of that still sat with him. Dammit he wanted more from her. 
 
   She was a sexy, easy-going woman. It wasn’t the blonde hair, the great legs, the sweet smile. It wasn’t the bright colors she wore, the porcelain skin, or the beauty that breathed naturally, drawing everyone’s eyes to her. It was her quirky sense of humor, the affectionate gestures and tones when she forgot herself, and the depth of her intellect that pushed him to keep up. She was well-read, creative and damned closed-lipped.
 
   He wanted to taste more of her pastries – having devoured the scant few she’d brought him to try. 
 
   He wanted to take her to bed and devour her. 
 
   He wanted to watch her at work, wanted to be that one man allowed inside her boundaries. 
 
   He turned off his truck and hoped to survive the summer heat with a suit jacket on. He’d tough it out, no matter what. He wanted to impress, wanted her to know he’d taken a bit of care. 
 
   He’d made reservations at an upscale Italian restaurant and was nervous the ritzy place would send the wrong message. He brushed at lint on the leg of his navy suit pants. His black shoes pinched his toes. But he’d forgone the comfort of his dress cowboy boots because he didn’t want to do anything to remind her about horses and bring that look back into her eyes. There was more to that high school accident and her fear of horses. He smoothed down his green tie and hoped the wearing would bring him good luck. “Third choice a charm. Hopefully.” 
 
   He reached for the bouquet of pink roses. His fingers were actually trembling! He couldn’t remember ever being this nervous. Not when he’d first ridden a horse. Not when he first kissed Diana Bell in eighth grade. Not when he attempted to master his first bucking horse and ended up on his ass in the dirt. Not when he faced his first wall of flames.
 
   He got out of his truck and walked slowly to the front door, measuring his breath to appear calm. She called him earlier, but he hadn’t answered and stayed a country mile away from the voicemail. If she was cancelling, she would have to do so to his face. 
 
   She opened the door before he mounted the steps. 
 
   His breath swept out of him, his knees threatening to collapse. God, she was stunning!
 
   “Good evening, Shane.”
 
   He let out a sigh and gave her the visual three times over she deserved. She was dressed in a sage green linen dress that crossed over her body in a manner that made him want to explore the exposed places and ease other spots aside to taste. The garment gathered in all the right places across her torso and had a sweetheart neckline with a cleavage that beckoned his eyes. He tried to find the gentleman his mama had raised, but struggled against the caveman “mine” instead. Her ivory heels made her legs look long as hell. Still, she only reached his shoulder.
 
   He came up the steps to her side and caught a gentle whiff of sweet perfume. “You look amazing.” He laid the roses in her hands, wanting to find some knightly bit of fluff to murmur, but those words weren’t able to jump the short-circuit in his brain.
 
   “Thank you. You look pretty handsome yourself.” Her hair was twisted up in an intricate braided up-do. The tendrils brushed her cheeks and she swept them away in a gesture he was becoming quite familiar with. 
 
   He gazed at her, entranced by the shine in her green eyes, the moistness of her red lips. 
 
   She dropped her eyes finally and traced a finger over the delicate pale petals. “You didn’t have to.”
 
   “I wanted to.”
 
   She stepped back, reluctantly if he read the movement correctly, and let him inside. “I’ll put these in water.”
 
   He should have stood like a polite guest at the door. Should have snooped in her living room or studied the mystery of the home from the entryway vantage. But he was desperate to see the heart of this woman and that was in her kitchen.
 
   He followed her and watched her fill a glass pitcher with water. Her hands were trembling as bad as his. She didn’t realize he’d followed her so he took a moment and studied her baking space. Her kitchen wasn’t anything like what he’d expected. It smelled of sweetness and chocolate and was folksy and homey.
 
   The space was small. Of course, two refrigerators and two ovens pretty much would eat up the space in any kitchen. Two butcher-block counters on wheels lined one wall, competing for space with the real cooking island. The twelve-by-twelve kitchen was precisely organized from the kitchen appliances to the industrial mixer, food processor and blender on one counter. Scribbled sticky notes lining one cabinet door added a bit of messiness to the space. A small desk in a side alcove accommodated a computer, a printer and a bulletin board with recipes and more notes pinned in precise vertical rows. 
 
   The space would be claustrophobic except the room was painted a soft yellow like the butter that went into her cakes. The kitchen window had no curtains to mar the view of the garden in the back. A dozen prisms dangled across a decorative rod to reflect the light. Magnets spilled across the front of both refrigerators, the only haphazard arrangement in the room.
 
   An ivory sweater hung over the back of her desk chair and bright blue slippers peeked out from beneath the desk. The two stools at the breakfast island were upholstered in bright fabric etched with various colored coffee cups. 
 
   He’d kill to sit at that counter and do exactly that. 
 
   Drink coffee.
 
   Or espresso or beer, or iced tea or wine, or even cold water. 
 
   But more than anything, he wanted to know the woman who bought the Mad Hatter cookie jar setting square and center on the island.
 
   Kendra turned to set the bouquet next to the cookie jar and pulled in a sharp breath, juggling the flowers. “Sorry, you startled me.”
 
   He stepped forward to steady the vase and helped her set it on the counter. “I should have waited at the door, but I admit I wanted to see your kitchen.”
 
   “This?” The wrinkle of her nose was cute.
 
   “Yes, this.” He eased onto one of the stools. “Don’t suppose I could get a sample to tide me over to dinner?”
 
   She twisted her hands in front of her and Shane relaxed. Sweeping at her hair, the trembling fingers, now twisting hands … she wasn’t as cool and calm as she seemed either.
 
   “One taste. Please.” He coaxed with his best little boy smile.
 
   “Well, I did try something new this afternoon.” She walked to one of the fridges in a sashay of hips and pulled out a small container. “The boys next door ate most of it, so I think it’s a hit, but an adult opinion – besides mine – would be good.”
 
   “How old were these boys?”
 
   “Ten or maybe eleven, I think.”
 
   “No judge then. That age will eat anything.”
 
   Kendra flipped off the lid and pulled open a drawer for a spoon. “In that case, try away. Chocolate. Raspberries. Has the texture of tiramisu.” She moved to him and lifted the utensil to dish up a spoonful. The smolder in her eyes dried the spit in his mouth. She could feed him any day of the week and eighty times on Sunday!
 
   But then she thought better of the action and handed the spoon over to him. She pushed the small bowl in front of him.
 
   Disappointment crushed his breath. 
 
   She stepped back. Her hands gripped the edge of the butcher block. Her eyes swept over him like a nervous lover, the heat banked.
 
   Shane dished up a bite and lifted the spoon to his mouth. He let the concoction hover near his lips. “Is one taste going to be enough?”
 
   A light blush spread across her cheekbones. “Never. Hopefully.” 
 
   He kept his eyes on hers and slipped a small portion in his mouth. The chocolate exploded, deep and rich, against his tongue. The tartness of the raspberries was a few moments behind. The flavor lingered as the cake melted in his mouth, forcing him to swallow. He moaned. 
 
   “You like?” 
 
   He held up a finger, cleaned off the spoon and closed his eyes. If he looked at her now, he’d dive across the counter and see how she liked kissing a chocolate-flavored mouth. He was hard and wanting and trying desperately to remember that there were steps in a courtship ritual. Women deserved respect and expecting a trip to the bedroom on the first house visit was not the definition of respect. He swallowed and cranked down hard on the need before opening his eyes. “Is there more?”
 
   She gave a small laugh. “Uh, no. I could make more. You don’t think it’s too tart?”
 
   “No. All it needs is a cup of coffee to settle down the riot it causes on your tongue.” He took another bite and simply enjoyed the sensations.
 
   She grinned at him, pleasure making her eyes shine. “You’re hired.”
 
   He turned his head, puzzling over that statement. “As what?”
 
   “My official taster.”
 
   Shane sagged a bit, feeling as if he’d scaled the walls of her invisible obstacle course. He couldn’t disguise the pleasure her words gave him. “Accepted. Thank you.”
 
   Kendra cleared her throat. “Thank you.” She moved to the counter and snapped the lid on the small amount remaining in the container. 
 
   He reached for her hand before she could shift away and stroked his thumb over her knuckles. “Talented hands.” 
 
   She tried to pull her hand from his. “You just want more cake.” 
 
   He leaned over and kissed her cheek. “Well…that’s one thing I want.”
 
   She hesitated. “Dinner? We are going out, right?”
 
   He dropped her hand and mourned the loss of its softness. “Yes. Italian.”
 
   “I called early to find out how to dress, but since you’re in a suit, I’ll assume this is okay.” She put the container back in the fridge and turned to him, a bit of formality in the set of her shoulders.
 
   “Blondie, you’re more than okay. You look beautiful. Let’s get the party started, okay?”
 
   “You’re driving, so you say when.” She picked up a small ivory clutch and walked to the door. “You coming?”
 
   She paused on the threshold, searching for and finding her keys in the small purse.
 
   He always seemed to end up behind her. Watching her in running shorts was basic lust stirring. Watching her move in that dress was going to require a supreme effort to control every fantasy he’d been having lately.
 
   She flipped on the porch light, locked the door and dropped her keys back into her purse. “Where are we going?”
 
   “Downtown Southlake. Bit of a drive, but this place is really nice with good food. I think you’ll like it.” And they weren’t likely to run into any family or friends who would ask questions. He’d kept the fact that he was seeing someone pretty much to himself. He was missing poker night, though. He played every Friday with his brother, two cousins, and two of his best friends at the Low Down Restaurant and Saloon. No one missed poker night unless they were dead or on a date with benefits. The guys were going to fricassee him until he confessed. 
 
   The air was damn hot enough to bake a cake without an oven. He followed her to his truck, opened the door and took her hand to help her up. She accomplished getting in the higher seat with the tight skirt of her dress with more grace and ease than he expected. She gave him a tart grin. “I swear men buy trucks to watch women get in them.”
 
   “It wasn’t my first consideration. Besides, I drive a fire truck, lady. That’s the ultimate truck. I can guarantee I don’t watch my women crewmates get on that rig. This is just that other thing I drive.” He shut the door and crossed his fingers to save himself from the fib. He loved watching her wiggle into the seat. Of course, he was getting to the point where he liked just watching her breathe. The anticipation to kiss her was killing him.
 
   When a man got to that point, nothin’ much left to do but fall in love.
 
    
 
   ∞∞∞∞
 
   Kendra leaned her head back on the headrest and watched headlights pass less frequently as they got closer to her house. Shane drove with a quiet confidence that had made her comfortable from the first. 
 
   They arrived at the restaurant early for their reservations and he’d been nothing but a perfect gentleman. She should know. She’d been on a few dates with all-hands-no-manners types of men. 
 
   Shane wasn’t one of them. 
 
   He’d placed a hand against her waist to lead her to their table. He’d sat on her side of the booth, he said to hear her better. They’d slid into the same easy camaraderie they shared while running. They talked through drinks and all the courses, including a dessert less tasty than hers.
 
   She didn’t want the evening to end. She hadn’t had a special date like this …ever. She wanted to imprint the memory and live on the after-fumes for years to come. There was only one niggling concern that put a stopper on flinging herself at him. They talked about ideas and interests, food and fires, television and running shoes. They still hadn’t broken into the family and friends and this is my life conversations. 
 
   She knew why she was reluctant, but Shane seemed so open. She wanted to trust and let things take their proper course. But for years she’d believed her father and she’d been wrong. That’s why she’d made herself wait three long weeks before she caved to his date request. She wasn’t playing hard to get. She didn’t think she could handle a relationship right now, not and trust fully.
 
     She still didn’t think she could do that, but Shane…God, she struggled every day with resisting him. So maybe he deserved some slack, too. Or maybe she should ask.
 
   “You’re too quiet over there.” His voice in a closed car should be illegal. She would die a happy woman to have him in bed just once and let him talk her to sleep…after other things, of course.
 
   “I’m thinking.”
 
   “Thinking what? Do tell.” He turned from the state highway onto Copper Canyon Road, only minutes from her house. 
 
   “Do you have family around here?”
 
   It was only a second, but he paused. “Yeah. Brother, mother and father. Cousins by the tons, aunts and uncles.”
 
   “You never mention them.”
 
   “I’m trying to keep you to myself. Once I say anything, we won’t get a moment’s peace. They’re nosy.” He grimaced.
 
   She smiled. “Sounds nice.”
 
   “You don’t have a family?”
 
   Her stomach seized and she damned herself for starting the conversation. “Parents. No siblings. One uncle.” God, let him not ask more. Her father was on his way to jail. Her uncle was married to NASA. Her mother called her multiple times a day, mostly because she was terrified of the future and continued to deny her problems. Guilt swamped her.
 
   He turned into her driveway, stopped and put the truck in park. “Sounds lonely.”
 
   “Or less nosy?”
 
   He snorted. “There is that.”
 
   Her porch light was a beacon against the dark night. “It’s late, isn’t it?”
 
   He checked his watch. “Close to midnight.”
 
   “The bewitching hour.” 
 
   “Don’t need midnight to do that.”
 
   “Stop.”
 
   He reached over the console and took her hand. “Why? It’s truth. But I’m going to walk you to the door, kiss you goodnight, pretend I’m not utterly smitten and go home.”
 
   She got stuck on the kiss her goodnight. And the heat of his hand.
 
   He moved his hand back to the steering wheel. “Unless you don’t want me to.”
 
   “To kiss me goodnight or go home?”
 
   “Both. Either.”
 
   She shifted against her seatbelt and thanked God the air conditioning was directed at her. She was hot and edgy and wanted to throw caution to the wind. For that reason, she was going to do something she did not want to do.
 
   She released her seatbelt and leaned over the console. “Neither. I’m scared to death where that one touch will go.” 
 
   He turned toward her, words on his lips she didn’t want to hear. She lightly kissed him in a completely unsatisfying way and opened her door. “Call me tomorrow. Please.”
 
   She slid out and shut the door and took a slow walk up the sidewalk to the front door alone. Until she could confess to Shane exactly who she was, she didn’t deserve to be kissed like a sweetheart or made love to like a cherished woman.
 
   He waited until she turned on the inside lights and gave him a wave from the front door. To his credit, he stayed in the truck and didn’t follow her. Didn’t try to change her mind.
 
   Gentleman?
 
   Or angry?
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   CHAPTER THREE
 
    
 
   Kendra shifted the phone to her other ear and unwrapped the butter to begin the frosting for the birthday cake. She’d been working like a demon all day, worrying over her feelings for Shane from their date two weeks ago, and shoving thoughts about her father down in a deep, deep hole. She had to ignore those emotions or she’d sink and drown. Consequently, she had little tolerance for the third phone call from her mother.
 
   “Your father needs your support right now. He’s devastated by all these charges and all the nasty things the papers continue to say about him. You have to come home.”
 
   Kendra selected an orange spatula from her rainbow supply. The exasperation over that broken theme being forced at her again made her crazy nuts. What she wouldn’t give to go back to the days when she and her mother talked about food, clothes, friends, and local issues. 
 
    Instead, they were stuck in a hellish loop. Her father was about to go to trial on securities fraud charges. When it was over, he would go to jail for a long time. She didn’t need a judge and jury to weigh the evidence. She’d listened to the FBI and did the math.
 
   Red hot anger washed over her, a frequent occurrence during every conversation that she tried mightily to control. She dropped the spatula and swept her hair out of her face. “Mother, Dad swindled people. Lied to friends. Lied to strangers. Lied to the SEC and the FBI. Stole money from investment accounts and lived on that money illegally. He lied to everyone, even us, about what he was doing. Lies. Lies. Lies. You understand that, right?”
 
   She drew a harsh breath and bit her tongue. She’d promised herself she would never take her anger at the criminal things her father had done out on her mother. 
 
   “Kendra!  He needs us right now.” She cringed at her mother’s sobbing tone.
 
   “Mom…” She stopped and rubbed her eyes. “Mom. I’m sorry, but here is the truth. We can’t talk about this.”
 
   “I need someone to talk to, Kendra.” The sniffling followed, the constant tears every time they talked.
 
   She shifted her cell phone to the other ear and dropped all pretext of trying to mix the icing. “I can’t help you there, Mom. Maybe a professional therapist would be better. I don’t understand why you haven’t left him.”
 
   “I promised for better or worse. That isn’t dictated by the headlines.”
 
   “I don’t think the headlines are driving this, Mom. The FBI…”
 
   “Don’t talk to me about those people. They are wrong. They have to be wrong.” Her mother’s strident voice was rapidly converging with hysterics. “He doesn’t understand why you moved so far away, why you won’t talk to him.”
 
   Kendra bit her lip against a sarcastic reply. An overwhelming tiredness forced her to sit on her stool and lean on the counter. “He knows, Mom. I told him in specific, descriptive terms.”
 
   The moment the FBI rang the doorbell of their million dollar mansion, confiscated every asset including cars, jewelry and family heirlooms, and froze all her father’s bank accounts, she’d shattered. She’d walked around in a state of disbelief for two months, reading every account in the papers of how her father had bilked hundreds of people out of their life savings. 
 
   She’d tried to corner him to talk and he’d avoided her, refused to answer her questions. The more she’d stayed in that house and realized how many things –her things – may have been bought with stolen money, the sicker and more furious she’d been.
 
   Thank God, after months of questioning, the FBI believed she had known nothing about what he was doing or she would have gone down with him. When they’d cleared her and part of her savings, she’d put her finger on a map and come up with Copper Canyon. She’d rented a trailer, loaded her clothes and kitchen equipment and left. Maybe she should have moved to Alaska, but she was Texan through and through and refused to give up where her heart belonged. She’d changed the name of her baking blog, though, no longer willing to use the Dawson Cakes name. Hence, Getaway Cakes was born. She fought off every day the desire to change her last name, too. She wanted nothing, nothing, nothing to do with her father ever again.
 
   “Dear, I’d wish you’d be more forgiving. Wait until the trial and all the facts come out. Maybe they’ll be lenient.” Her mother’s attempt at bravery was so hopefully pathetic, Kendra had to clench her teeth. 
 
   “I wouldn’t count on that, Mom. I hate bursting your bubble, but he’s guilty. They aren’t going to slap his hands and let him walk away. I wish you’d understand that.” Her Mom was silent for so long she thought maybe they’d lost connection.
 
   She pulled the phone from her ear to look. Nope. Still connected. Another sniffle answered the technology question.
 
   Kendra gripped the counter, balancing her body while her emotions ran amok. God, she needed Shane. She needed a conversation that didn’t start and end with all this mess. But even with him, the air hummed with tension. They’d gone back to their running pattern – meeting every day when Shane wasn’t working. “Dates” since she’d walked away from her goodnight kiss had consisted of two movies, a visit to the Kimball Art Museum, and a Ranger’s baseball game. Each kept to their side of the personal boundary. 
 
   She still hadn’t decided whether he was being a gentleman or what? Just what was he gaining from this?  Was he waiting for some signal from her? What exactly was the signal she was supposed to give him? Grab his hand on a run? Jump him naked? What? Dammit. She couldn’t figure that out either and was angry at herself for not going into his arms in the first place. Now that would have been a memory.  
 
   “How could he do this to us?” Her mother’s shaky voice clutched at her heart.
 
   “I don’t know, Mom. I don’t think he thought about us.” She had to tell Shane about her father. Had to see what he said. See if he still wanted her after he knew. She was scared to death she’d lose him. That hurt worse than anything her father had done.  
 
   Except the summer heat was continuing with no break in sight, and the drought was causing an emergency situation. Shane was working grass fire after grass fire with no time to spend with her. So the seeing him was tentative and that drove her crazy nuts, too. She worried about his safety, worried about his reaction, worried about her feelings being too deep and seriously scary.
 
   “I thought he loved us.”
 
   “Maybe he does, in his own way, Mom. Doesn’t change what he did.” She wished she didn’t have to be so pragmatic and could tell her mother what she wanted to hear. But she wasn’t in charge of her mother’s destiny. Couldn’t make those choices.
 
   “I know, dear.”
 
   “Are you all right for money?” Not that she had any to send. Her business was barely paying the rent and utilities on the house. Her one credit card was close to maxed out from supplies and if she didn’t get some major break soon, she was going to have to find other work. She’d made her peace with living on a shoe-string, though. The day-to-day act of it soothed some of her ragged emotions and served as penance. She may not have known what her father was doing, but that didn’t stop the guilt of knowing that all those years she’d lived on the tears of someone else’s financial losses.
 
   Georgia Dawson cleared her throat on another sob. “Yes, dear. Benton said we could stay with him as long as we need to. Even after the trial, if I have to.” Thank God for Benton. Her mom’s brother was divorced. He had a big house and no life outside dreaming of the things man could do in space. And he’d never invested money with her father.  “We’re comfortable. Do you need anything? Benton could send money.”
 
   “No, Mom. I’m fine. I’m taking care of myself.” She made herself get up and get some juice from the refrigerator. She had this birthday cake to finish and then a wedding cake to make, and a load of desserts for a business luncheon. Her life was a wreck and her emotions volatile, but she could still bake up a storm. It was damn pitiful solace.
 
   “Please dear, call me later. You have no idea how hard it is to have your child so far away when you need her the most.”
 
   Kendra put the skids on taking to heart her mother’s despair. “I’ll try, Mother. Goodbye.” 
 
   She dropped her cellphone on the counter and stared at her trembling hands. Not bloody, but by God if she got ripped any more apart by this whole thing, she’d bleed out and need to call 911.
 
   She wanted to staunch the bleeding herself, but the task was beyond her capabilities. She hated and couldn’t forgive. Her anger would catch her unaware and reduce her to a mass of anxiety and screaming frustration. Those emotions rolled out of control more and more. The only things that kept her sane were her baking, her single-minded focus on the success of her business, and Shane. 
 
   Would he walk away when he found out? 
 
    
 
   ∞∞∞∞
 
    
 
   Shane struggled against stiffness in his shoulders and slowed down a bit. He shouldn’t be driving.  If he’d gone home, he’d be there by now.  But he had to see Kendra.  He’d been letting her keep her distance, sure that if he was patient, she’d eventually turn to him.
 
   But so far that hadn’t happened.
 
   He was finished. 
 
   Done. 
 
   Not waiting anymore. 
 
   He’d been on a few fires since beginning as a volunteer eight years ago out of high school. The last two years working full-time had only increased his fire experience. Today’s fire was different. He rubbed his chest, trying to press out the emotion burning there like dry ice. 
 
   More than half the acreage of the Hardy Ranch had been destroyed along with two barns. The land was going to be scarred for years to come. His brother’s girlfriend lived next door to that family. She’d lost her house and the barn that had been in the family for generations. 
 
   And his stupid brother had decided that a couple of horses were worth his damn hide. 
 
   Jess had almost gotten trapped in the collapsing inferno trying to rescue them. Next time he saw his stupid, still-breathing brother, he was going to kick his ass.
 
   He slowed to pass a garbage truck. Another wave of exhaustion washed over him and he straightened in his seat. He wasn’t fading into sleep until he could hold Kendra.
 
   He’d fought the fires all night and into today. Middle of the afternoon, physical and mental exhaustion dogged his every breath. The bright sun was giving him a headache, even with his sunglasses, and it was hotter than hell. Again. Guess that was why the demons were striking him, surging from every ignored corner of his brain. He’d made a mistake once – in his arrogance, his surety of his skill – and someone else had paid for it. In times like this – which he avoided as much as he could – the hurt rose up, the regret, the frustration at who he’d been and he could barely live with himself. 
 
   Truth was he hadn’t pushed Kendra because he didn’t deserve her. He wanted her – would do anything to keep her, even if it was only as a friend. But what he really wanted he was afraid to push for because karma was a bitch. He figured his was messed two sides to eternity.
 
   He pulled into her driveway and put his truck in park before he dozed off or hit something with his inattention. 
 
   “Should have stopped at home and taken a shower. You smell, O’Hare.” He was afraid to look in the mirror. He probably looked like a raccoon. 
 
   He opened his door, stepped out, and staggered. His legs screamed at him with exhaustion. “Just a few feet.” He counted the steps in his head to the front porch.
 
   She didn’t come to door right away when he knocked, which meant she was in the kitchen in the middle of something.
 
   He twisted the knob and found it unlocked. Darn woman!  He wished she wouldn’t do that. He worried. The sheriff was a long ways away in case of trouble.
 
   He shut the door behind him and walked slowly down the hall. “Kendra?”
 
   “Shane!  Shane, is that you?” She rushed from the kitchen, wiping her hands on a towel, a smile on her face that made the demons scatter. “What are you…what happened? Are you all right?” She rushed to him, her hands moved over him. Her touch set off tiny electric shocks along his skin.
 
   He closed his eyes and groaned. “I’m exhausted. Bad fire. Needed to see you.” He trapped her hands between his and soaked up the softness.
 
   “Shane, come lie down.”
 
   “I’m filthy. I needed you for a minute. Then I’m going home to sleep.”
 
   “You aren’t driving, Shane. You’re already asleep standing here.”
 
   “Not yet. I have to do this first.” He bent his head and took her lips, sliding his against hers in a long anticipated learning of her mouth. 
 
   He was sure she was going to push him away. 
 
   She didn’t. 
 
   Her mouth softened against his, her lips moved with his. Everything inside him seized. He wrapped his arms around her and lifted. His back complained, his legs stiffened, but he didn’t care. She smelled of citrus and cinnamon. He drew the scent into his lungs like oxygen to a suffocating man.
 
   She tasted like chocolate and honey and caramel. Her tongue touched his and his pulse rocketed. He couldn’t control his breathing and passing out was a definite possibility. Euphoria rose like watching a thousand colorful helium balloons released into the wind. He kept her molded to him with one shaky arm and lifted a hand to her face. “God, Blondie.”
 
   “One touch. I told you one touch and it was going to take us here. God.” She kissed him again, pressing her mouth desperately against his and he staggered.
 
   She pulled away. “Put me down and come with me.”
 
   He didn’t want to, but his legs and arms were done. He dropped her to the floor. “I’ve been hauling hose for hours.”
 
   “Then you don’t need to be holding my weight.” She took his hand and pulled him down the hall. 
 
   “I disagree with that. I needed it more than you know.” She paused and gave him a half smile, shaking her head. “Look at you. You can hardly stand up.”
 
   “Believe me, I know.”
 
   “Shower? Have you got enough energy for one?”
 
   He couldn’t decide so she did for him. “No. You’re a sleeping man walking.” She pulled at him again to the last door at the end of the hall. 
 
   Her bedroom.
 
   He’d imagined being in this room, but not like this.
 
   The small room held a big bed and little else. There was a Monet on the wall of a garden painted in thousands of vivid colors. The mountains of pillows on the bed were a mass of lavender, lime green and blues matching the patchwork quilt.
 
   She swept the pillows off, rapidly stacking them on the floor by the nightstand and yanked the matching drapes shut, darkening the room. She pulled back the sheets and the light blue of them made him want to roll in.
 
   “Strip.”
 
   “What?” He was already anticipating closing his eyes, sinking into her comfort, treating himself to her smells and letting go.
 
   “You aren’t sleeping in my bed in those dirty clothes. Strip.”
 
   “Uh, okay.”
 
   She stood for a minute and looked at him. “Well?”
 
   “Out. I can do it.”
 
   She gave a half-laugh. “You don’t want to strip in front of me? I thought all guys were comfortable with their… you know.” She rolled her fingers in the direction of his crotch – which currently wouldn’t be able to do anything.
 
   “Blondie, the first time I strip in front of you we are going to make love. Long and slow, honey. You can see and taste ‘my junk’ then. Out. I’m fine.” 
 
   Her cheeks flamed, but her eyes softened. She lifted a hand to stroke his cheek. 
 
   He grasped that hand and kissed her palm. “Thank you.”
 
   “No thanks. Sleep well. I’ll cook for you when you wake up. I mean something besides a cake.”
 
   “I’ll eat cake, too.”
 
   She stepped around him and eased the door closed.
 
   He managed shedding his clothes and did what he’d anticipated. He rolled onto the soft sheets, noted the womanly smell of his Kendra and fell asleep.
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   CHAPTER FOUR 
 
    
 
   Jess O’Hare was a lucky man. 
 
   His father had taken on the chores this morning and was minding the ranch for the day so Jess could have some time off.
 
   Amy Rose was at his side in his big bed, taking an afternoon nap. She was struggling with the exhaustion from the long day yesterday, the emotion of losing her grandmother’s homestead and the quirkiness of morning sickness.
 
   He was damn thankful they were both alive. He’d been at Ethan Hardy’s ranch fighting the blaze. She’d been asleep at her house on the adjoining property when the roof had caught on fire. Thank God Shane had anticipated the direction of the fire and sent him to get her. The scenario of the afternoon could have been completely different. He swallowed hard against a rush of emotion.
 
   “Quit thinking so loud.” Amy Rose rolled toward him.
 
   “Not thinking. Thankful.” He kissed her forehead and enjoyed the smile that spread across her face. “Not feeling too hot?”
 
   “Yeah. I know I need to rest more, but I can’t. If I don’t move or smell anything that triggers the nausea, I’ll be okay.”
 
   His hand slipped to her tummy and savored the warmth of her, nervous at the bit of a notion that he could feel his child, too. “I thought morning sickness implied morning, not all day long.”
 
   “Yeah, me too. Doctor and I are going to have a conversation.” She grimaced and gave him a wan smile. Once again, he was stunned by the blueness of her eyes much the same way he had been in tenth grade. 
 
   He laced his fingers with hers. “I love you so much. You did agree to marry me, right? I didn’t imagine that?” 
 
   “Yes, I believe you asked me yesterday and I believe I said yes.” Her eyes clouded. “The house is completely gone, isn’t it? All of it.”
 
   “I’m not sure. Some of your things may be salvageable. We’ll have to go look. Together. It isn’t going to be livable though, honey.”
 
   “Did anyone call my parents?”
 
   “No, not that I know of. Unless the fire chief did.”
 
   She sniffed. “It doesn’t matter, you know. I’m done with them. They wouldn’t let me be me. They actually wanted me to go back to their house in Dallas, and let them make my choices for me. I knew the confrontation was coming when I left the house to come back to you. I’d been hoping to get them to understand without breaking off our relationship.” Her voice caught.
 
   He pulled her close. “I know, honey. I know. I made the same mistake trying to tell you what to do, too. I wanted you to choose me, us.”
 
   “I did choose you. I’m pregnant, aren’t I?” Her exasperation was cute.
 
   He kissed her lips this time. “I’m sorry, sweets. Give your parents time. That’s what Mama would say. She’s generally right. Do they know about the baby?”
 
   She carefully sat up and put her cheek to her upraised knees. “No. I wanted to tell you first. No one knows but us, and  a couple of paramedics who heard me scream it at you.”
 
   He laughed outright. “Yeah, that’s a forever memory.”
 
   He rubbed the back of her neck for a few minutes, happy she was letting him pamper her. 
 
   She finally reached for his hand to stop the massage. “Don’t you ever do that again. I need you and so does the baby.”
 
    “It’s who I am, honey. I couldn’t let those animals be trapped in the fire. Couldn’t do it.”
 
   She sighed. “I’ll have to speak to Shane about kicking your ass for the chance you took.”
 
   “We got them out and no one got hurt. That’s what matters. In all that burned, no one lost an animal and only one injured fireman, no deaths. I’ll take that result.”
 
   “Is Ethan ruined?”
 
   “Well, he took a hard hit. I talked to him this morning. Says he’s going to sell off part of the stock, rent a parcel or two of Angie Dunn’s land on the back side of his to run the rest, and see what he can do. He’s got his brothers to think about. Thank God, their house was spared.”
 
   “Yes. I’ll miss my house, but it was only me. I’m glad they still have theirs.” Her eyes teared anyway.
 
   “Let’s talk about something more cheerful.” He adjusted the pillows behind her and helped her lean back.
 
   “Like what?”
 
   “When are we getting married?”
 
   She groaned. “Sorry, I don’t have the energy for a big wedding. Can we do small? Like really small? At your parent’s house on the patio, friends and family?”
 
   “I’m sure my mom would be thrilled. When?”
 
   She bit her lip. “Now? Before I look like a hippo in a white dress.”
 
   “I’m sorry? Did you call my future wife and mother of my child a hippo?”
 
   She started to giggle. “Yeah, I think I did.”
 
   Jess rolled carefully on top of her, balancing his weight on his forearms, and dipped to kiss her neck. “You are beautiful and will continue to be beautiful until the sunset of forever.”
 
   “Awww, dammit, you’re gonna make me cry.”
 
   “Let me see what I can do about that.” He settled his lips on hers and drowned in the surge between them. 
 
   She slipped down in the bed, aligned her body with his and matched his sigh of contentment.
 
    
 
   ∞∞∞∞
 
    
 
   Darkness finally claimed the summer night. Kendra put away her reading glasses and shut down her computer. She put aside her list of possible ways to market her business, filed the recipes she’d posted to her blog, and noted how many visitors she’d had and comments on her posts.
 
   Something about a strong man being vulnerable in sleep in her bed pulsed the ache deep inside her core. She wanted to join him in the worst way.
 
   She’d baked instead. 
 
   Lemon meringue pie – experimenting with a new recipe for the lemon filling.
 
   Chocolate cake pops decorated like red firemen helmets – practicing with her new cake decorator set. 
 
   She quit before starting éclairs – stymied by whether to choose chocolate or raspberry filling. She ended up fanning herself in memory of Shane’s enjoyment of her cake from their first date.
 
   She’d broken down once a couple hours ago and checked to make sure he was still breathing. He was. Spread eagle on her bed with a sheet stretched across his lower body.
 
   All skin. All muscles. All tender, relaxed vulnerability. 
 
   God, she liked him in her space. No, she loved him in her space. Could she lie down without waking him and slide close enough to wrap her arms around him? 
 
   Nope, probably not. Because if she got in bed with him she wanted to wake him and talk and kiss and touch and love.
 
   So she’d scooped up his dirty clothes and quietly closed the door. She ignored a call from her mother, started the washing machine and baked more.
 
   Again it was the bewitching hour. There was one bed in the house with a hot sexy fireman in it!  
 
   And she was going to sleep on the sofa. 
 
   Because he’d looked like hell.
 
   She did the bedtime ritual of locking doors and brushing teeth. She searched the linen closet for a spare light blanket and a pillow and went to the living room. She collapsed onto the sofa, the only other piece of furniture in the house that would let her lie down. Just because it sagged a bit, well, she’d work out the kinks in the morning. 
 
   She was tired enough, she really was, but she couldn’t sleep. The living room was lighter than her room and she couldn’t stop thinking of Shane down the hall or her parents or her business. It was like a continuous loop of worry. “Geesh, Kendra. You’re like an iPod stuck on repeat.”
 
   She didn’t have cable hooked up; it was all she could afford to keep an internet connection. She didn’t want to put a movie in the DVD player for fear of waking Shane.  She rolled over, punched her pillow and tried deep breathing. She had no idea how much time had passed before she heard Shane up and in the bathroom. She figured he’d go back to bed, but he didn’t.
 
   “Kendra?”
 
   She rose on one elbow and turned the lamp on. “In here.”
 
   One glance and her temperature overheated. Rumpled and cranky and gorgeous in blue boxer briefs and nothing else. Lord! 
 
   He took one look at her sleeping spot and got that disgusted look men got when their woman did something stupid. It put her back up. “What?”
 
   “You should have woke me up. For crying out loud, I am capable of sharing.” He coughed, his voice little more than a rasp.
 
   “Sharing what?”
 
   He gave her another look. “The bed. That sofa’s uncomfortable as hell. I am capable of keeping my hands to myself unless invited.”
 
   Yeah, but she wasn’t.
 
   “Are you all right?” She pushed back the blanket and sat up, her green polka dot sleep shorts and green tank top sufficiently covering her.
 
   “Yeah, took a bit of smoke. It’ll work itself out.”
 
   He rubbed his neck. “Come on. You won’t sleep like that.”
 
   “Shane…”
 
   “Blondie, I feel like I got run over by the hook-and-ladder truck. I can’t drive home. I need four ibuprofens and about six more hours of sleep. But I refuse to do any of that if you’re going to sleep on that excuse for a bed.”
 
   If he was hoping to prod her nurturing side, he succeeded.  “A shower might make you feel better, and some tea. Sooth the junk in your throat.”
 
   He looked up to the ceiling and sighed. “Will you come to bed with me if I do that?”
 
   She didn’t say “yes,” but she didn’t say “no.” She rose and folded the blanket. “I’ll make tea and find the ibuprofen. Towels are in the linen closet.”
 
   He didn’t exactly huff, but he turned and went back to the bathroom. A couple seconds later the shower turned on. 
 
   She flipped the light on in the kitchen and slapped her forehead. “He missed dinner. Gads, I bet he’s starving.” 
 
   She went to the fridge and pulled out the leftover chicken from dinner and then checked the pantry. Yes, she had all the ingredients to make him shredded chicken tacos. He shouldn’t take that much ibuprofen on an empty stomach anyway. He could eat some of the lemon meringue pie, too. 
 
   She started chopping lettuce, tomatoes and avocado. 
 
   “What are you doing?”
 
   She glanced his way and caught sight of slicked back wet hair. One of her yellow-striped towels slung around his hips, causing her to choke on lust. For once, though, she bit back the babble. “You didn’t eat.”
 
   “It’s two a.m.”
 
   “And your stomach knows that?”
 
   “I need my keys. Do you know where I laid them?
              She dropped her knife and whipped around to him. “You aren’t leaving. You’re too tired. You need to eat and sleep more. I cook when I’m tired and upset. Get over it!”
 
   He gave her an indulgent smile. “Good to know. I have spare clothes in my truck. My running gear.”
 
   “Oh. Well…all right then. I put them on the hook by the front door.”
 
   “Thanks.”
 
   “You sure you want to go out there in only a towel?”
 
   “I’m sure the neighbors aren’t peeping, Blondie. I’ll be right back.” 
 
   She let him go and took down a frying pan. Was she stalling to keep from getting into the bed with him? Maybe.
 
   She shredded the chicken, put the mixture in the frying pan to heat and added some taco seasoning.
 
   She heard him come back in the house, but she didn’t turn to look. She was jittery and anxious and needy and he could get dressed by himself.
 
   “You’re right. I’m hungry.”
 
   She dared to turn, half wanting the towel to still be there, but the other half relieved to find him in black shorts. His bare chest was a hell of a distracter, but she could live with that.
 
   In minutes, the chicken was hot. She dished up the food and set it on the island. “There’s pie, too.”
 
   He sat, as if he’d done it a million times. “You said you’d make cake.”
 
   “Well, there’s cake pops if you’d rather, but I was planning on giving them to the boys next door.”
 
   “Those two are getting to be serious competition.” He lifted the taco and took a bite. “Oh God, that’s good.”
 
   “I can cook other food besides pastries and desserts.”
 
   “I never doubted it, but hadn’t tasted it.”
 
   She put four ibuprofens on the counter in front of his plate along with a glass of water.
 
   He cleared two tacos and started coughing. She thought he’d never quit. “I thought y’all wore masks.”
 
   He took several sips of water. “We do. But the whole area was pretty darn smoky. This will pass.” He palmed the pills and swallowed them with a big gulp of water.
 
   She leaned her elbows on the counter and propped her chin on her hands. He devoured a third taco and she made him one more. Then it was time to dish up pie and cake pops.
 
   He laughed when he saw the red fire helmets. “These are great. Steven has a son who would love these.”
 
   “Well you can take some to him, because I won’t eat them. I was practicing.”
 
   He shoved his plate her way. “Thanks. I needed that. You were right. Let’s go to bed now. I’m ready to be asleep again.” His eyes had been drifting further and further shut.
 
   “I’ll be there in a minute. I want to put the food away.”
 
   “I’ll wait.”
 
   She opened her mouth to argue, got one good look at the lines of his face and changed her mind. “Okay.”
 
   It was the fastest she’d ever cleaned her kitchen. 
 
   She turned out lights while he checked the front door. Then he took her hand and led her down the hall. “Sleep, Kennie. We both need it.”
 
   He let her get in first. Her sheets smelled a bit like smoke, but she didn’t care. She may love him in her space, but the act was pushing her comfort zones. Right now, she was too sleepy to care. She punched her pillow and lay down.
 
   He turned out the light and moved next turn her, covering them both with a sheet. “You okay?”
 
   “Mmmm, yes.” More than okay. But she wouldn’t tell him. 
 
   She turned to the wall and got comfortable, but Shane put an arm around her and drew her close to him, then nuzzled and kissed her neck. 
 
   “Night, Blondie. Sleep well.”
 
   Oh, boy!
 
   She could have moved and made a fuss about his side and her side. 
 
   She didn’t want to. 
 
   She was ready for this new chapter in their relationship. She wanted Shane. Whether it was love or not, she wouldn’t decide. Couldn’t decide. 
 
   She had to tell him the truth first.
 
   Tomorrow.
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   CHAPTER FIVE 
 
   Shane woke before the sun rose, more comfortable than he’d ever been. Kendra was curled up next to him, her head cradled on his shoulder and legs entangled with his. He never slept over with other girlfriends. That letting go and permitting a woman to watch him sleep wasn’t something that ever fit with him before. Could have been that her house was a home that fueled his desires. Her house had her business, her things and some semblance of home order. His apartment had boxes and a blanket on the bed. He ate at the station or with his parents. But it was more than that. Kendra was here, so he was here.
 
    If things were more sure between them, he’d have woken her up for some early morning lovemaking. But the first time between a man and woman deserved a memory moment, not a drowsy grope.
 
   Instead he lay still, held her close and inhaled the citrus scent of her hair. She’d taken care of him last night and for that alone he’d return the favor. She didn’t sleep enough, most times running on high-octane fumes. 
 
   His mama was going to love her, after she killed him for keeping Kendra a secret all these weeks. Plus, he was going to have to tell Kendra soon about the ranch and the family. He was going to have to tear the scab off his rodeo days, off what happened with rodeo clown and friend Bill Fudd and one of the worst decisions of his life. He would have to talk about the details he hadn’t shared with anyone. He’d stalled because of her deep rooted fear of horses and because his family took the gold buckle winner in nosiness – even if it was done out of love and an intense desire to see him happy. He needed to get on solid footing with her before he inserted a bunch of family and painful memories.
 
   He took a deep breath and futilely willed himself not to remember, because when he did, he could still smell the pungent dirt, could still hear the shrill screams. Surround sound and Technicolor had nothing on his memory for that rodeo day. A series of circumstances converged and he felt responsible. 
 
   He could still see Bill, flying through the air, kicked by the pissed off bucking horse Shane had been riding. Bill had smacked the fence with a force that came close to knocking down the sturdy structure. The blood that streaked down the fence was redder than red against the black and white background of his memory. Things moved in picture frame slow motion. He remembered yelling. He remembered having trouble getting his breath and struggling out of the dirt. He remembered grabbing for the bucking horse to get the animal away from Bill.  
 
   Two months in intensive care. Paralyzed from the neck down. Bill’s life reduced to a hospital bed. He’d known in the minutes before his bareback ride that Demon’s Daughter was edgy and irritable. His only thought had been that it would make a heck of a qualifying ride. He should have stopped and questioned. But he’d kept quiet. He hadn’t managed two seconds before plowing into the dirt face first. The seconds after that lived in his memory with the fierceness of a fire breathing dragon.
 
   He jumped when Kendra’s lips touched his chest under his nipple. He lifted a hand to caress her face, thinking she was still asleep and luminous eyes gazed back at him. His thoughts scattered.
 
   “Why didn’t you wake me?”
 
   “I was trying to be considerate.” He pushed her hair behind her ear and struggled to shove the past away from the sweet morning waking.
 
   “Quit.” She lifted her mouth and kissed him under his chin. The thud he heard in his mind was him landing in the present, hope soaring.
 
   He took a deep breath. “Kendra?”
 
   She slid over on top of him. “You talk too much.”
 
   “Wow, I’ve never had that complaint before. Let me see if I can rectify that.” He slipped a hand behind her neck and pulled her mouth to his.
 
   She collapsed against him, her body all softness and surrender.
 
   Need surged between them.
 
   Seeing as how they hadn’t kissed much, Shane was determined to take his time and enjoy her sighs of pleasure.
 
   He sank his mouth into hers, sipping, molding, savoring. “God, I love your mouth.”
 
   “Sweet talker.” She traced the shape of his lips with her soft fingers.
 
   “You’re the sweet one.” He caressed the length of her back and rejoiced in her tremble. He tapped down on a flash of urgency and persuaded her mouth back to his.
 
   She resisted briefly, then darted her tongue along his lips. He opened his mouth and tangled his tongue with hers. She swept her fingers through his hair and down his jaw, turning his mouth so she could sink deeper into his kiss. Her gentle, persuading touch shook him. 
 
   He broke the kiss. “God, Kennie.”
 
   She lifted slightly and gazed at him. He was riveted by the vulnerability and desire pulsing there. “I told you. One touch.”
 
   He crushed her to him. “Yeah, you told me.” He took her mouth in a sensual dance that left him burning. He sat up, lifting her astride him. He slipped his hands to the edge of her green tank top and pushed it over her head. She helped by raising her arms. She was bare underneath.
 
   The pale morning light crept through the breaks in the heavy curtains, illuminating the shape of her slender body. Her pale breasts had been sweet temptation for weeks. The crop tops, the tank tops, the sports bra – he was a guy. He wasn’t above checking out the pale sweet spot of her cleavage and fueling a few fantasies about having them in his hands. The reality was far more fulfilling.   
 
   “What?” She shifted to cover herself. He grabbed her hands and eased them back down.
 
   “Beautiful. Utterly beautiful, honey.” He shifted her closer until he could kiss the slope of her right breast. He hated that he’d made her self-conscious in his male stupidity. 
 
   He took his time with a warm breast in each hand, stroking, molding and learning. She bit her lip, her breath ragged. They were a perfect shape and fit his hands like a blessing. He celebrated when her shoulders relaxed and shifted the plump flesh more fully into his hands. 
 
   When she moaned, he took that as his cue to pull the rosy nipple into his mouth. His tongue caressed the tight bud, sucked and pulled. Better than raspberry delight.
 
   He slid his hands along her hips and inside the waistband of her shorts.  She shifted off him to remove her shorts and panties.  Instead of getting back on his lap, she coaxed him to lift his hips and dragged his shorts down his legs. “Now we’re even.”
 
   Even was fine with him. He helped her back to his lap, palming her sweet ass and smiling at his first memory of her running down the trail. Her knees landed on either side of his hips and she pressed her mouth to his, rife with pent up need. She shifted her knees and settled her core over his hardness. 
 
   He sucked in a breath and deepened the kiss. She was wet and hot and ready.
 
   But he didn’t want a quick meet and greet. He shifted aside. “Not yet, honey. I’m not finished.”
 
   He sat up, drew her closer and sucked the other nipple until she rocked against him. She smoothed her hands over his shoulders with soft, lazy strokes. Her touch stirred the fire in his gut. 
 
   He broke away from her breast and lifted his mouth back to hers. They came together in a flash of lips and tongues. Control fractured. In one forward motion, he fell back against the soft mattress, pulling her with him. Her skin against his reverberated and soothed sore spots.
 
   “Condom.” His voice came out a desperate rasp.
 
   “Pill.” 
 
   “Thank God.”
 
    The puff of her laugh feathered across his skin. She turned her lips to the pulse at the base of his neck, then kissed across his collarbone and down to his chest. He arched off the bed when she licked her way from nipple to nipple. Sweat broke out on his skin. Her orange citrus scent wrapped around him, binding to his memory. He lifted a hand and swept her hair from her face, desperate to see her eyes.
 
   They were half closed, the glow of her face giving away her pleasure. 
 
   He tweaked her nipples and took immense pleasure in her sudden pause, the flash of teeth against her lips, the surge of her hips against him.
 
    A ragged moan was all the warning he received before she shimmied to center her hot core and rubbed against him in intense, hard strokes. His sanity scattered to the far corners of his existence and he tapped down on the need to come.
 
   He slid his hands to her hips and encouraged the sensual glide, willing to do anything for her at that moment if she wouldn’t stop. “Top or bottom?” 
 
   “Top is working for me.” Her hand stroked down his side, slid between them and wrapped around his hard thickness. He silently whistled through his teeth, sure his head was about to explode with pleasure. He put a hand on top of hers. She guided him to her center and teased him with the heat there. He let her have her moment, then pushed her hand away and entered her in one slow glide, making them both moan. 
 
    If the touching was a blast, then the entering was a nuclear event. Every nerve discharged fireworks that skittered along his skin. He struggled against her tight liquid warmth, trying for containment, but her mouth and hands drove him past redemption.
 
   Kendra’s deep green eyes locked with his. “More.”
 
   He put his hands on her hips and helped set a rhythm to satisfy them both. His hips thrust deeper, harder with every sigh, every delirious expression on Kendra’s face. Thought faded, focused on the sounds of their lovemaking, skin-against-skin, sigh-for-sigh. She tightened around him and he was caught on a cusp a satisfaction so deep he cracked inside, defenses falling. 
 
   She laced her fingers through his and pushed her hips into a frenzied movement. He let go and thrust harder, pounding into her until she ground onto him, stopping their rhythm. She sobbed softly and came.
 
   He thrust again and followed her, exulting in the white heat that rolled over him. She dropped her face against his neck and took several choppy breaths. He smoothed a hand down her back, holding her close to keep the moment, struggling with his own pounding heart and lack of oxygen.
 
   His emotions back flipped and then skidded, making a stop on the love word. The force of thought made him cautious, if only because he’d never visited this intensity before and he was reluctant to put words to the myriad feelings jumbled inside. 
 
   She rested against him for several minutes, then raised her head. Her worried eyes swept over him.
 
   The emotion was so unexpected, he cupped her face and gave her a gentle kiss. “What’s wrong?”
 
   She bit her lip and took in a shaky breath. 
 
   His mind separated, rebuilding a protective wall. “Kendra? Are you okay?” 
 
   She lifted his hands and kissed his fingers. “Yes, I’m okay. It’s not this.” Her finger did a me-you sign. “I wasn’t expecting to want this so bad. Not right now.” 
 
   She slipped away from him and opened a drawer, pulling on a long t-shirt.
 
   Shane rose up on his elbow, not bothering to reach for his shorts. “We’ve known each other a couple months, Kennie. If not now, when?”
 
   She bit her lip and gazed at him with more anguish that was necessary. They were two adults who enjoyed each other, in day-to-day life and now in bed.
 
   “I need to tell you some things.” She sat back down on the bed.
 
   Shane raised a hand and ran his knuckles down her cheek. “I don’t need to know about old boyfriends. I don’t care about old boyfriends. It’s you and me, right here, right now.”
 
   “That’s not it.”
 
   “Okay? What then?”
 
   She closed her eyes and swallowed. “I should have told you this first.”
 
   “Would this news have made that much of a difference?”
 
   She opened her eyes and reached for his hands. “God, I hope not. Really, Shane. Please understand. This had nothing to do with me.”
 
   “What had nothing to do with you?”
 
   She took a deep breath, then another. “My name is Kendra Eileen Dawson.”
 
   “I know this.” He raised her hands and kissed her knuckles. “So?”
 
   “My father is Albert Dawson.”
 
   He could see from her expression that she expected the name to mean something to him, and it did, in a why-do-I-know-that-name type of way. He shook his hand. “Honey, it sounds familiar, but I don’t know why.”
 
   “The FBI arrested him six months ago on security fraud charges for embezzling from his clients.”
 
   He vaguely remembered snippets from the newspaper, but his extra money went back into the family ranch to help it grow. He didn’t invest and didn’t care to.
 
   She pulled her hands away when he stayed silent.
 
   “Wait.” He pulled her hands back to his and kissed them. “Give me a minute here. I only vaguely remember reading about this. How is this supposed to affect you and me?”
 
   She moistened her lips, her eyes a depth of sad that made his heart ache. He pulled her against him and kissed her forehead. “Babe, that’s him not you.”
 
   “You’d be in the minority. People think my mom and I knew about what he was doing. We didn’t. I didn’t. Dad’s business wasn’t something he talked about with anyone unless they were going to invest money. I didn’t know what he was doing.”
 
   “I believe you.”
 
   The tension let out of her like air from a balloon. “I need to take this thing between you and me in slow gradual steps, Shane.”
 
   “As opposed to what? The super-fast way we’ve already been going?”
 
   She swatted him. “I don’t speak to my dad. Haven’t spoken to him since the FBI told me what he’d done. I have this deep rift in my trust now. I am so angry and devastated and sometimes that comes out. I don’t want to ever take that situation out on you.”
 
   “How about someone to talk to, to lean on a bit? We can take this at whatever speed we need to, just so you remember.”
 
   “Remember what?”
 
   “I’m the last person who will judge.” He leaned in to kiss her. He should tell her. Now. While they her honesty was fueling an openness he craved. 
 
   But everything inside him shrank at the idea. In her situation, the crime had been her father’s, not hers. Stealing a man’s money was not the same thing as what he’d done. What was she going to say when she found out he’d crippled a man? Destroyed his life?
 
   He could get on a bucking horse. He could walk into a burning building. But he didn’t have the guts to face her condemnation when he told her the truth.
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   CHAPTER SIX 
 
    
 
   Shane saw his brother as soon as he entered the Low Down Saloon and Restaurant. He hadn’t wanted to leave Kendra. She nervous and antsy since they’d made love and she’d confessed about her father. Even more so, he needed to be close to her while he tried to find a way to tell her what he’d done.
 
   But his brother’s urgent text message couldn’t be ignored. Sully Johnson, his cousin and owner of the place, was sitting in a booth at the back across from Jess, talking and waving his arms. He walked to the bar to give Sully a chance to wind down and ordered a beer from Fancy. The raven-haired, petite bartender had worked in the restaurant since Sully bought it. She slid a draft across the bar top.
 
   “Is it safe to go over there?” Shane took a sip.
 
   Fancy shrugged. “Anybody’s guess.”
 
   “Thanks. That helped.”
 
   “He’s your cousin.” She winked at him and went back to cleaning the bar. Then he had no excuse not to walk to the table. 
 
   Sully stood. “Slide in here, Shane. I gotta get to the kitchen. Want something to eat?”
 
   “Yeah, could you get me a burger and some fries? Haven’t had time for lunch today.” 
 
   “Done. I’ll have Fancy bring it when it’s ready.”
 
   He sat down across from his brother, removed his fire department ball cap, and took a sip of beer. “What was Sully’s problem?”
 
   “Giving me hell for saving Amy Rose’s horses and damn near getting myself killed, according to him. Apparently he talked to Amy Rose.”
 
   “Took the words right out of my mouth. You ever run into a burning barn again I’ll beat you black and blue. That’s what I get paid for. I have the equipment and the protection and the training. Don’t do that ever.”
 
   Jess gave him an irritated, yet indulgent look. “Noted. Would do it again. But next time I’ll wait for you to go ahead of me with a hose. If we have time.”
 
   Shane glared at him, tempted to give a bigger lecture, but what would be the point? Sully had already delivered a harangue that Jess hadn’t listened to. He could tell that from across the room. “So what was so important that you had to have me here now?”
 
   Jess raised a brow at his testy tone. “Well, seeing as how I haven’t seen you since the fire a couple days ago, and Amy Rose and I are getting married a week from Saturday…”
 
   Shane leaned back against the booth and grinned. “Honest?”
 
   “Cross my heart.” Jess grinned back.
 
   Shane reached out and shook his brother’s hand. “About damn time. What’s the hurry? Figured Mom would talk you into a big wedding with all the trimmings.”
 
   “Uh, no. Can’t wait that long.”
 
   “Come again?” Shane took another sip of his beer.
 
   “Amy Rose is pregnant.”
 
   Shane choked and covered his mouth to keep beer from spewing across the table. “I know I told you to marry the girl and go forth and multiply. I didn’t mean to do it all at once.”
 
   Jess had a goofy, happy expression on his face. “I know. Isn’t it great?”
 
   Shane slapped his forehead. “All that not feeling well she’s had since she came back? Morning sickness?”
 
   “Uh, yeah. Pretty bad case of that. So will you be my best man? You’re off next Saturday, right?”
 
   “As a matter of fact, yes. You didn’t even have to ask. Yes, I’d be honored to be your best man.”
 
   Jess heaved a sigh.
 
   Shane twirled his glass on the table. “What? You thought I’d say no?”
 
   “No, I wasn’t sure you weren’t working.”
 
   “I would have traded with someone, man. Come on!  How often does a man’s brother get married?”
 
   Jess paused for a minute, some debate crossing his face. “You going to bring Kendra?”
 
   “To the wedding?” He shook his head, shuddering at the thought. There would be family filling every seat and crevice, all of them ready to blab his life from naked bathtub days to trophy winning. Holy smokes, fireman. No. “I don’t think so.”
 
   Jess leaned back in his seat and took a sip of his soda. “You’ve gone a couple months now keeping her to yourself. What do you think mom’s going to say when she finds out?”
 
   “She’ll kill me. But, I’ll die a happy man, because if I’ve made it to the point where I feel like introducing her, she’ll be mine.”
 
   Jess ran a hand over his face, doing a lousy job of covering his surprise. “That serious, huh?”
 
   “You recognized how I felt.”
 
   “I did?”
 
   “Same sappy look you get on your face when anyone talks about Amy Rose.” 
 
   Jess nodded. “There is that. Except Mama knew about Amy Rose the minute I was smitten with her thanks to someone sitting at this table who wasn’t me.”
 
   Shane looked around the restaurant. Fancy was making her way from the kitchen with his food. “I have no idea what you are talking about.”
 
   Jess snorted and kicked Shane under the table. “You spilled the beans to Mama the day I met Amy Rose at school.”
 
   “My experience with Mama is that she’s pretty smart and would have put two and two together anyway.”
 
   “My point exactly. Be careful, brother, how long you keep the love of your life secret from our mother. When she finishes guilting you to death, she’ll make you name your first born after Uncle Trey.”
 
   Shane cringed. “Barnard Kipling Delaney III is not now and never will be a name that will be attached to any of my children.”
 
   Jess snorted. 
 
   Fancy stopped at Shane’s side and set his burger in front of him. 
 
   “Thanks, Fancy.” 
 
   “Need anything else?”
 
   “Not at the moment.” She moved off and he reached for the ketchup. “This is why I haven’t told anyone. Everybody minding my business, and I’d like to get her comfortable with me first before everybody in the damn family decides she needs to be their best friend.”
 
   “Whoa, preaching to the choir here, son. But that’s how this family works and you know it. Don’t know what Amy Rose would do without Mama right now.”
 
   Shane doctored his burger and pushed aside the frustration. “Why?”
 
   “Big argument with her parents right before the fire. She finally told her father she wasn’t going to join the law firm, that she was staying here with me. They cut her off.”
 
   “She finally chose you.” Shane took a bite of burger.
 
   “Yeah, at the expense of having a family. You know I can’t stand either one of them, but they are Amy Rose’s parents.” Jess threw his napkin on the table and shoved his plate away. “She tried calling this morning to tell them about the fire, but had to leave a message. They don’t know about the marriage or the baby yet.”
 
   Shane put his burger down. “I’m sorry, man. Anything I can do to help?”
 
   “No, just saying she’s been on the phone with Mom a bunch of times today. Had to share her news with somebody that would be excited.”
 
   Kendra’s situation prodded at him. It was similar to Amy Rose’s. Only daughter. Not speaking to her parents. Moved here away from everyone and everything she knew and she was alone. Was he being selfish in not considering how much his family could help her?
 
   Yes, he was. But unless he was willing to fry himself in the process – because God knew what she was going to say about Bill Fudd – he didn’t know what else to do. “You been over to Amy Rose’s house? Not much left. I’m sorry.”
 
   “You weren’t responsible for the fire, Shane.” 
 
   “I know. Hate it when we lose like that. Pisses me off, and to have it be hers isn’t right.”
 
   “I drove by the house earlier. Left Amy Rose at home sleeping.”
 
   “Find anything salvageable?” Shane knew in his gut that Jess hadn’t. Shane had seen the flames and fought the beast.
 
   “Not much. Didn’t poke around too far. One corner of the dining room is intact, so maybe we’ll find something there. But it’s still smoldering and I promised Amy Rose we’d do it together.”
 
   Shane listened and ate while Jess talked about the fire, the problems left behind, the coming baby and the ranch. He should have known that the Kendra subject wouldn’t be closed.
 
   “Mama’s wondering why you are missing so many Thursday and Sunday dinners. She knows your work schedule as well as you do. What do you want me to tell her?”
 
   Shane finished the last of his fries and pushed his empty plate to the edge of the table. He hated the fact that Jess and Sully and his other cousin Gifford had prodded the info out of him at Friday night poker. At least they were covering up his relationship with Kendra, like he asked. For now.
 
   “Don’t tell her anything. I’ll go see her. I’ll go see them both.”
 
   “If you say so. But I see Mom and Dad every day. Don’t leave me hanging.”
 
   Shane looked across the restaurant and debated how much to tell Jess. “Look, I have reasons for why I’m doing this. I can’t explain right now.”
 
   “I’d listen. You know I would.”
 
   He brought his gaze back to his brother. “I know. You will be the first one I turn to. But right now, I have to sort this out for myself. Kendra dropped something on me this morning that I wasn’t prepared for. I think she thought I’d walk away. Except I have no plans to do that.”
 
   “This morning?” Jess’s delighted grin spread across his face. “Spending the night now, are we?”
 
   Shane tried for nonchalance, totally pissed at himself for letting that fact slip. “That’s what you keyed into? Where I spent the night?”
 
   “Yes, I’m happy for you.”
 
   “Happy you have company in your sappiness?”
 
   “Yes, if you must know.” Jess’s teasing grin dropped off his face. “But I heard you. You’ve got some things to work out. You know I understand that. Seems like my relationship with Amy Rose might as well have been on the evening news every night for how much everyone minded my business. I get it. Remember we stand by you no matter what. You know who to ask if you need help.”
 
   Shane finished the last bit of his beer. “Yes, I know. I’d like to see how far I can get on my own steam.”
 
   “Well, sounds to me like you’re doing fine, so think about telling Mom soon, will you?”
 
   He wanted to. God, he wanted to. 
 
   But Kendra wasn’t the real problem. 
 
   Their relationship wasn’t the real problem. 
 
   He was. 
 
    
 
   ∞∞∞∞
 
    
 
   Shane slipped his hat on the hook inside the back door of his parent’s house and wiped his feet. He’d been doing both since he’d been high enough to reach the hat rack. The house was quiet. His Dad’s truck was gone. But in this heat, his Mom had been sticking pretty close to home. 
 
   After talking to Jess, he knew it was time to quit holding himself so far apart. It wasn’t working anyway and it was hurting his mother most of all. She was a hands-on-mother and needed visits, not phone calls or text messages. And in the mother department, the parent department, he was damn lucky.  
 
   Amy Rose’s father cared about his law firm and all the power and prestige that brought him and little else. Her mother was a controlling witch of a woman who measured everything by money and always found Jess wanting.
 
   Kendra’s mother stayed with her father who had embezzled millions and was going to jail, according to Kendra. That was a mess that he was sure had tons of details, but the bottom line was Kendra had been badly hurt.
 
   His mother would walk across hot coals to make sure her sons knew she loved them and would do anything for them.
 
    “Jess, is that you?” His mother’s voice came from the living room.
 
   “No, Mom. It’s Shane. Wiping my feet. I’ll be there in a sec.”
 
   She didn’t wait for him, but came running into the kitchen. Her arms went around him and he felt like a little boy coming home from school, knowing he had a note from the teacher and was in trouble, and wanting that one last hug before he got grounded.
 
   “Where have you been? I’ve been trying to call you.” She gave him a stern look.
 
   “Mom, I worked twenty-four hours on three separate fires and then went to bed.”
 
   “Did you talk to Jess?”
 
   He picked her up in another hug and twirled her around, pleased with her giggle. “Yes. I heard about the wedding and the baby.”
 
   He dropped her to her feet and noted the happiness on her face. “I’m still planning with Amy Rose, but we might need some help around here to get ready. They want to get married at sunset on the patio.”
 
   “Good deal. Tell me what you need and I’ll be here.” Shane followed her to the kitchen table and sat.
 
   “You want some food?”
 
   “You don’t have to feed me every time I come over, Mom.”
 
   “Since when?” She dropped into a chair across from him.
 
   Since he discovered Kendra could cook and he loved her baking. Too bad he couldn’t recommend her for the wedding cake on Saturday, but then it would give away how he knew her. Trapped by his own omissions on both sides of his personal life and it was eating him alive. “I ate with Jess at the Low Down, Mom. I’m fine.”
 
   “How’s work? We haven’t seen you for a bunch of Thursday night or Sunday dinners.”
 
   “What’s the temperature today, Mom?”
 
   She gave him a puzzled look. “I don’t know. Feels like one hundred ten.”
 
   “One hundred seven. It’s been like this all darn summer. Means sometimes, even when I’m not scheduled to work, there’s a fire and I work.”
 
   She reached out and patted his hand. “I know, honey. I’m sorry. Missing you, I guess.”
 
   If that wasn’t a phrase intended to make a son feel guilty, then nothing else would. What could he say? 
 
   He gave her a quick smile. “I love you, Mom. I promise, as soon as it cools off, I’ll be back to the family dinners.”
 
   “Well, we’re going to have the wedding practice this Thursday night along with dinner, so you best put that on your calendar.”
 
   “Working, Mom. But I’ll see if I can trade with someone. I’ll do my best.” He yawned.
 
   “Take your blue suit to the cleaners, will you?”
 
   He grimaced. “Is this the wedding attire?”
 
   “Yes, since I believe it’s the only suit you own.”
 
   “Don’t have much call to wear one these days.”
 
   “Well, you can’t wear your fireman getup.”
 
   He laughed. “I wouldn’t think of it.”
 
   “And we don’t have a lot of time for tuxes and fussing.”
 
   “I’ll think my suit is already in the closet with a dry cleaning bag over it. Don’t worry. I’ll be ready. White shirt?”
 
   She smirked. “Yes. I’ll buy your tie.” 
 
   “You implying I can’t buy my own?” He rose and went to get glass of water. His throat was raw and tickling.
 
   “Oh, you can buy your own, you can’t choose ‘em worth spit.”
 
   He carried the glass back to the table and took a long drink. “I think I should be insulted by that, but I’ve heard I’m not supposed to argue with you.”
 
   “Since when?”
 
   “I’ve turned over a new leaf.”
 
   She tapped the table and laughed out right. “Would be a first since you learned to talk.”
 
   Shane didn’t know what to do with this conversation. He could see the questions in her eyes, could see how she struggled not to prod him or order him around. He felt plain lousy for the volumes of things he wouldn’t discuss with her.
 
   Why couldn’t he talk to her? She’d never judged, never criticized, never made him feel less than capable of his own decisions. She’d argue, yes. She’d be pretty vocal about her opinion, but she never tried to sway, only made him try to think through his reasons.
 
   “You have that look on your face?”
 
   He leaned back and blanked his eyes. “Like what?”
 
   “Like you’ve done something you need to confess, but don’t know how to tell me.” Her relentless face was on.
 
   The pit in his stomach widened, gobbling at his sanity. “No, more like something I need to work out on my own.”
 
   “You keep saying that, honey. But you’ve had that look for a long, long time.”
 
   “Well, as you are fond of saying, Mom, some problems have to be endured for a while. Solution don’t always appear when we want them to.” He swallowed the last of his water.
 
   “Maybe other people have solutions if you’d only talk to them.”
 
   “Maybe, Mom. But I’d like to try to work it through myself, first.” He rose and carried his glass to the sink. He hated cutting her off. But he had to. He wasn’t ready to talk about Bill or Kendra. Both kept him quiet and he’d stay that way until he found his own point where he could figure out how to make happen what needed to or learn to live with it.
 
   He picked up his keys off the table. “I should get to the fire department and make sure I can trade Thursday night.”
 
   She banked her disappointment quickly, but he saw it flash through her eyes and swore at himself. He rounded the table and when she rose to her feet, he swept her into a big hug and kissed her cheek. “I love you, Mom. Don’t forget that.”
 
   “Your daddy says I try to help too much, that I gotta let you figure your way. Don’t like it, but neither of you boys give me a choice.”
 
   “I appreciate your counsel, Mom.”
 
   “I liked y’all better when you were little and I could order you around.”
 
   “And I like you best as both my friend and a wise parent.” He kissed her cheek again.
 
   “Get out of here, you sweet talker. Go use it on a girl.”
 
   He chuckled and walked to the door, glad she couldn’t see his face.  “See you soon, Mom.”
 
   “Yeah, and next time push yourself away from Sully’s food and save room for my pie!”
 
   “Deal.”
 
   He didn’t exactly run to his truck, but he walked pretty fast and high-tailed it down the driveway. God, she was going to love Kendra. What the hell was he waiting for?
 
   He tried Kendra, got her voicemail and left a message.  Mid-afternoon and he was desperate for her voice, like he hadn’t woken up with her this morning and wouldn’t see her tonight. She was under his skin, reviving up an ache that he couldn’t deny. Right beside that, his mom’s lecture poked him every which way, leaving him sore and miserable.  He needed some sleep. He needed to go running. Or he needed a fire. Otherwise, he was going to jump out of his skin. 
 
   You need to go ride. You always felt better after a couple hours on a horse.
 
   Instead, he went to his apartment, not able to give himself even that much solace. He twisted the key in the lock and walked in the door to his lonely black leather sofa and a bunch of boxes. He lived in this apartment for almost two years and never unpacked completely. Never hung his western art. Never put the threads of his life back together after quitting rodeo.
 
   And didn’t care. 
 
   He walked through the small space to the bedroom and found his suit hanging in a dry cleaning bag in the closet just like he thought. He’d taken it to the cleaners after his date with Kendra and was thankful he had. One less thing to hassle with. He tossed a duffle bag from his closet to the bed. He needed his work gear and he needed clothes and they needed to be in his truck for him to access in case he stayed at Kendra’s, not in an apartment he hoped to never sleep in again. She’d asked for slow, but now that he’d been with her, he wasn’t sure he could honor that. 
 
   “Damn, cowboy. You are in over your head.” He picked up his phone to text a few of the guys trade off half his shift on Thursday and to check with his supervisor for permission. He was pretty sure he could get a few hours out of someone…he’d covered for more than enough birthday parties and dates that someone should deliver. Assuming there was no fire.
 
   He lifted his laptop from under the edge of his bed and turned it on. 
 
   “Time to find out what the hell Albert Dawson did and how it hurt Kendra.” 
 
   He settled on the sofa with his feet on the western coffee table that was still covered with the packing blanket, and started to read. An hour later, he closed the lid and put the computer aside. Then he stood and threw his pen against the far wall.
 
   “O’Hare, you are plain stupid.” He swiped his hands through his hair and squeezed his head, trying to press back the volcano inside.
 
   He picked up his notes and quoted Kendra from a newspaper article. “He lied to us. Told us so many lies.” He threw the notepad the way of the pen.
 
   “What now? What now? Tell her the truth, I lose her. Tell her the truth and she realizes how much I’ve been keeping back, I lose her. Keep protecting myself with all these omissions and she finds out, I lose her.” There was no win-win in any of this. He’d fried himself from the git go when she’d almost been trampled by the horse and he hadn’t owned his cowboy truth.
 
   It was damn time he sorted all this out and moved forward. He was so tired of being mired in the same thoughts – thoughts he ignored by working too much until he met Kendra. Einstein said not to try and solve problems with the same thinking that created them in the first place. That’s exactly what he was doing. His mom was right. It was time to lay this out and find a way to resolve it. He didn’t want to feel like this for the rest of his life. Kendra deserved a whole, loving husband, not a man being fractured by regrets and guilt.
 
   His phone sounded a text message. He picked it up and read the message. 
 
   I’m home. I have cookies. Come on over when you can.
 
   He smiled and shut his eyes. God, he loved her. He opened his eyes and studied the apartment. He wasn’t home and he was lost. Lost in himself, lost in stupid choices. 
 
   He texted her a reply. On some errands. I’ll be there in a few.
 
   He went in the bedroom and spent a few minutes filling his duffle. He turned off the lights, swung the duffle over his shoulder, grabbed his laptop and walked out.
 
   If this didn’t work out with Kendra…
 
   His heart seized at the thought making him stumble. No matter what happened, he was giving up this place. Where he would go, he didn’t know. Hopes mingled with reality, shifting and crashing. He couldn’t face all that. 
 
   Yet.
 
   He pushed his duffle into the backseat of his truck and drove to the only thing that might save or break him.
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   CHAPTER SEVEN
 
    
 
   The week rolled into Friday with a flurry of activity for the wedding. Shane walked into The Low Down and cringed at the noise. Tonight the restaurant was filled with dinner guests and a full complement of busy waitstaff and bartenders. He dodged the hostess and made his way to a large round table near the banquet room. The same table had been home to their Friday night poker game since Sully dumped himself into a mountain of debt three years ago to buy the restaurant. It was only fitting that the tradition should combine with another male ritual – the bachelor party.  
 
   They usually started about eight o’clock and knocked off whenever Giff had all their money, the majority were a bit too drunk to play, or they called it quits so girlfriend visitations were possible.
 
   He was an hour early and at loose ends. He’d told Kendra he was going to his weekly poker game, not telling her his brother’s bachelor party was attached. Because then she’d know there was a wedding in there somewhere and wonder why he hadn’t asked her to go along. Damn if he wanted to hurt her feelings. But she’d said she wanted to take it slow and to him an intense, emotional family gathering wasn’t the time or the place to introduce her.
 
   She’d been busy plotting out some new business strategy so hadn’t asked him a lot of questions. But damn if his head wasn’t exploding from all these omissions. He’d paused so many times to tell her this week, but didn’t seem to have enough dynamite in his emotional arsenal to break down the wall and voice the problem.
 
   He questioned himself frequently as to why he couldn’t tell his family and friends the mistake he’d made, ask for forgiveness and move on. One misjudgment two years ago shouldn’t keep messing with his head and refuse to be put to rest. Time was definitely not healing the wound. Bill had been seriously ill the last time he visited and the frustration over the man’s ongoing helplessness rode him like a too tight saddle. 
 
   He pulled out a chair and sat. The cards were there. The poker chips were there. No woman would be jumping out of a cake. Jess wouldn’t appreciate that gag. He’d been hung up on Amy Rose since tenth grade and hadn’t even looked at another woman since. The group had been known to raise a bit of hell growing up, but their activities never included disrespecting women.
 
   Sully came out of the kitchen, pushing his black hair out of his face and came to him. “Ordered up appetizers and steaks tonight. Plus, this woman came by. She’s a pastry chef with a new business. I’m sampling some of her desserts.”
 
   Shane froze. Sully knew he was dating someone, had teased and prodded the hell out of him, but didn’t know her name or what she did. Did he? 
 
   “Shane? Other ideas? Drinks are gonna flow tonight, I’m guessing, and food is a must.”
 
   Shane shrugged off his nerves. “Yeah, I think that’s a great idea.”
 
   “No surprises planned?”
 
   “Well, I talked to Giff about letting Jess win their usual head-to-head poker hand, but he laughed at me and hung up. So that would be a no.” 
 
                 Sully flipped a chair around and straddled it, balancing his arms across the back of the chair. “You leaving early to go hang out with your girlfriend.”
 
   Shane glanced at him out of the corner of his eye. Jess was the only one who knew Kendra’s name and he wanted to keep it that way for a while longer. “We’re all leaving early. Lots of stuff to do tomorrow to be ready for the 7 p.m. wedding.”
 
   “Uh huh. You wanna tell me why you’re hanging on to this girl so tight and not bringing her around for the family to meet? Wedding with all the family there seems like the best time. What’s her name, anyway?”
 
   Shane snorted. “No, it wouldn’t be a good time, and you get no name, not yet.”
 
   Sully ignored him. “You’ve been going out two months? Three? Define exactly what’s holding you up.”
 
   “Anxious to see me married like Jess?”
 
   “Wondering why all the secrets? Don’t like skirting the truth with your mama and mine. Having trouble convincing this girl to keep your sorry ass?”
 
   Shane rubbed the back of his neck. Yeah, that about summed it up from his perspective, but he wasn’t going to tell Sully so. 
 
   He was saved from answering by the arrival of his brother and Peyton Reed. “There’s the groom.”
 
   “Saved, but not finished.” Sully rose and turned his chair back to the table. “I’ll be back. Going to check on the food.”
 
   Jess worked his way through the crowded restaurant while Peyton Reid stopped at the bar for a drink.
 
   The six of them – Jess, Shane, Gifford, Sully, Peyton and Nick Campbell – had gone to high school together in back-to-back years. Shane, Gifford and Peyton had been in one class. Jess, Sully and Nick were a year behind them. Gifford was a cousin through their fathers and Sully through their mothers. Nick and Peyton had been friends with the four since elementary school. It was a lot of history and a lot of blackmail material.
 
   Jess pulled out a chair next to Shane and typed a text message.
 
   Shane signaled Peyton to grab him a beer and caught the worried expression on Jess’s face. “What’s wrong?”
 
   “Amy Rose was pretty sick when I left. She’s with Mom and Dad.”
 
   “She’s been heavy duty sick lately. What did the doctor say?”
 
   “Called her in a prescription, but it isn’t helping much. We have an appointment next week.”
 
   “What? No honeymoon?”
 
   Jess shoved the phone in his shirt pocket. “Not much of one. Have too much unsettled. We need to get the insurance claim started on the house and dealing with her dad is a pain in the ass. Amy Rose has nothing left – clothes, phone – everything gone. So we have some shopping to do. She has to see the doctor. I feel like I can’t leave anyway until we get some rain. No getting me drunk here, man. I know this is supposed to be a celebration, but I need my feet under me.”
 
   “Understood. Wasn’t planning on having more than a couple myself.”
 
   “Well, this will be some party, then.” Peyton set down a bottle of Shane’s favorite beer, and then Jess’s. He had a glass of soda?
 
   “Uh, what’s up with that?” Shane nodded at the glass.
 
   Peyton scowled. “Quit drinking. Was getting a bit out of hand. Not one word.”
 
   Jess held up his hands. “Nothing to say here.
 
   Peyton dropped into a seat across from Shane. “Your significant other coming to the wedding tomorrow?”
 
   Shane cleared his throat. “No. I’ll be busy being best man. No time to protect her from the likes of Aunt Fayrene and Aunt Mavis.”
 
   “You bad-mouthing my mama?” Sully came up behind them and leaned over the table. He carefully placed a plate of appetizers next to the cards. A waitress was behind him with plates and silverware. 
 
   “No bad-mouthing involved if it’s the truth.” Shane dodged Sully’s shoulder punch. 
 
   Gifford O’Hare came up behind the two and took the chair next to Shane. “Looks like the fighting’s started already. Maybe we should go drink at the bar and let Sully and Shane have a moment.”
 
   “Naw, I wanna watch.” Nick Campbell offered a hand to Jess and then took the chair next to him.
 
   Jess pointed at the wrap on Nick’s left hand. “What’s with the bandage?”
 
   “Cut myself making your saddle. Four stitches. No big deal. I can still hold my cards and lift my beer.” He clinked his beer bottle to Jess’s.
 
   “I put in an order for steaks with your usual, gentlemen. If you want something else, get yourself to the bar right now and tell Fancy.” Sully picked up a plate and dished up several potato skins and a couple nachos.
 
   “Real food. Cool.” Peyton grabbed the cards and started shuffling. “Are we letting Jess win tonight?”
 
   “Hell, no!” Jess and Gifford spoke in unison.
 
   “So that’s the way it’s going to be.” Sully took a bite and groaned. “Damn good stuff.”
 
   “You aren’t allowed to compliment your own food.” Shane leaned over and took a potato skin. Of everything on Sully’s menu besides the steaks, these were his favorites.
 
   “Like you’d say different.” Sully signaled the bar for a drink.
 
   Shane’s mouth being currently full, he didn’t argue the merits of the appetizers. 
 
   “We have time for a couple hands before the food comes. Peyton, deal ’em.” Gifford split up the chips. “Ante up, gentlemen.”
 
   “You in a hurry to get our money or something?” Nick took a swig of his beer and pulled out his wallet.
 
   “Nope, ready to play and relax and torment the hell out of Jess. Finally marrying the damn woman!” Gifford took his hand from Peyton.
 
   “Hey!” Jess shoved double his usual amount at Gifford.
 
   “Woo-hoo. Big spender tonight.” Gifford slid across the chips and took a swallow of his drink.
 
   Jess grinned. “Usual amount for the bachelor party. Double amount for Amy and the baby.”
 
   Gifford choked and dropped chips that rolled across the table. “Baby?”
 
   “Yep. Gonna be a father.”
 
   Shane laughed at the stunned looks on everyone’s faces before the other men recovered and offered their congratulations. 
 
   Jess settled back into his seat. “Yeah, Mama’s thrilled. She’s getting a two-for-one.”
 
   Gifford grunted. “Don’t you be giving my mother any ideas.”
 
   Shane leaned over in his seat and whispered loudly. “We don’t have to give her any. She already has them.”
 
   Nick twirled his beer on the table. “Congratulations, Jess. Glad you’re marrying her or you and I would have words.”
 
   Nick’s dad had left his mother before he’d even met him. It was something of a sore point.
 
   Jess’s eyes got real serious. “Wasn’t even an option, Nick.”
 
   Peyton tapped the table. “Let’s start this celebration then. Five-card stud, read ‘em and weep.” 
 
   Cards were dealt. Hands were played. Gifford won. The food arrived and they paused to enjoy the meal. 
 
   Every man dug up a story on Jess. Shane chose to stay quiet. 
 
   They played a couple more rounds and the desserts arrived. Shane froze again while Sully explained about the desserts. He’d watched Kendra make these same desserts last night. Had tasted off the spoon and off her mouth. No way did he want Sully to know yet that Kendra was the “girlfriend” and the pastry chef. 
 
   “So, good enough for the restaurant?”
 
   He had no problem voting “yes.”
 
   After that the poker playing became more serious. Nick finally won, breaking Gifford’s streak. Shane had folded in the last two rounds, not able to concentrate on his cards. For the latest hand, everyone had dropped out, except Jess and Gifford – their weekly head-to-head round on the table.
 
   Sully groaned. “Back to our usual. Thank God we are so predictable. Taking bets on Gifford winning again.”
 
   Shane decided to blow the rest of his money and bet on Jess. It was after all his bachelor party, his wedding and his baby.
 
   The play went back and forth and back and forth with cards exchanged and betting, until Jess went all in and called.
 
   Gifford couldn’t have been more smug. “Four of a kind, tens high.” 
 
   Jess kept his face blank and spread his cards. “Four of a kind, queens high.”
 
   The table erupted in laughter and hooting. Gifford looked like someone had stolen his prize stallion.
 
   Jess swept the money to his side of the table.
 
   “Don’t get used to it.” Gifford rose to shake his hand.
 
   Shane won forty bucks on his bet with Sully which he slipped into Jess’s pile.
 
   Jess went home a happy man.
 
   Shane was envious as hell.
 
    
 
   ∞∞∞∞
 
    
 
   Kendra chewed the edge of her thumbnail and started a new movie in the DVD player. Did men really play poker until one a.m.?
 
   Her father never had. None of her previous boyfriends ever had. 
 
   Was that where he really was? If so, what was the draw?
 
   Kendra snorted at the unintended pun and rose off the sofa, hitting the pause button. “I’m so boring, sitting home alone on the damn sofa. Popcorn.  Another glass of wine. Cake.”
 
   She shuffled to the kitchen, momentarily bothered by all the things she didn’t know about Shane. “Yet, you are having sex with the man, Kendra.” She paused with her hand on the pantry door. “Spectacular sex, too. Every single time.” Her body was doing skippy cartwheel dances. Her brain was balking at deep analysis.
 
   She pulled out a bag of popcorn and shoved it into the microwave. A knock on the front door thumped loudly through the quiet night. Her heart dive-bombed into her stomach, did a loop-de-loop, and shot into her throat. 
 
   Spectacular sex guy.
 
   All her girly parts got tingly. 
 
   She walked to the door, antsy and ready to jump him.
 
   She looked through the peephole and saw a dark blob staring out into the night. “Shane?”
 
   “Yeah, it’s me. Expecting somebody else?” 
 
   She scowled, more than a bit perturbed with her physical state, his presumption and his sarcasm. She undid the lock and opened the door. “No, I wasn’t expecting anyone else, but somebody gave me a lecture about being careful.”
 
   He gave her a gentle smile, one that made her want to melt, but damn if she’d let him off that easy.
 
   “Do you know what time it is?”
 
   He checked his watch. “Yeah, I figured you’d wait up for me.”
 
   “You, sir, are too confident.”
 
   “Yet, I’m here and you let me in.” He raised a brow and gave her a quirky smile. He stepped thru the door, his body pressing hers to take a couple steps back. He shut the door behind him and leaned against it, pulling her against his body. “That isn’t confidence baby. It’s truth.”
 
   Then he kissed her and her toes curled – damn traitorous things.
 
   His lips sipped at hers, his arms holding her close – everything about what he did said she mattered, but they hadn’t known each other long enough for all this. In all her boyfriends, that had never happened before. She’d never let it happen before. Since she was so ready to meet him in the bedroom, she let her natural caution take over.
 
   She broke away and pushed against his chest. “You don’t get off that lightly.”
 
   “You don’t like my kisses?”
 
   His cocky teasing made her a sensual shiver move over her. “I think you owe me more explanation than that.”
 
   “I told you. Poker night. Big competition.”
 
   “Who won?” Shane had never given her any reason to doubt him, but jealousy raged. She couldn’t decide whether to flat out ask if there were any women playing with them or give him a break. Her puckered nipples were voting for letting it go.
 
   “Not me, that’s for sure.” He slipped his hands behind her and eased her back against him.
 
   “Serves you right for keeping me waiting.” She was pouting. She knew she was. But she wanted him to need her as bad as she was dying for him. She’d been a mess all evening.
 
   “I brought an ‘I’m sorry’ present.” He ran a finger over her lips. “Want it?”
 
   She stepped back. “Not if it has to do with you kissing me to try to get forgiveness.”
 
   “I don’t kiss you for forgiveness. I kiss you for fun.” Shane grinned, then stepped away from the door and opened it again. Out on the porch, he lifted a sack and came back in the house, skirted around her and went to the kitchen.
 
   “Popcorn?” He checked his watch. “At one a.m.?
 
   “Goes with old movies.” She trailed behind him, eyes on his butt in those spectacular jeans.
 
   He opened the silverware drawer and took out a spoon. Then he pulled a pint of ice cream from the bag. Chocolate Chip Cookie Dough. Yum.
 
   Her food craving monster wanted to dive for the treat and she mentally shook a finger. She glared at Shane. “You are an evil man. I’ll have to run two extra miles to work that off.”
 
   He pried the lid off and winked at her. “I’ll run with you. What are we watching this evening to go with our popcorn and ice cream?”
 
   She was in shorts and a t-shirt, barefoot, no makeup, and her hair was a tangled mess from sleeping through half of the evening shows. Nothing sexy. Nothing in the slightest enticing. Yet, he had sex in his smile and “trust me” in his eyes. She was sure her eyes were transmitting a female-to-male message as old as time. “Gregory Peck.” 
 
   “To Kill a Mockingbird?”
 
   “Nope.”
 
   “The Gunfighter?”
 
   “Nope.”
 
   “The Guns of Navarone?”
 
   “Nope.”
 
   Shane leaned back. “It’s not drama. It’s not a western. It’s not a war movie. What’s left?” He rolled his eyes. “A chick flick.”
 
   “Roman Holiday is not a chick flick. It was Audrey Hepburn’s first movie.”
 
   He rolled his eyes. “A chick flick.” He pulled the popcorn bag from the microwave. “You carry this and I’ll bring the ice cream.”
 
   She poured the bag into her usual popcorn bowl and salted the contents.  “Want some wine?”
 
   “No. Had four beers with poker. I’m over my limit.”
 
   She gave him a quick look. He didn’t seem like he was having any problem. 
 
   “I’m okay, honey. I like to keep it under control.” He again gave her the once over, like he didn’t care what she looked like but would devour her anyway. Every thought flew out of her head.
 
   “Okay, then.”
 
   He followed her to the living room and, tit-for-tat, he watched her ass. She trusted her spidey senses since she didn’t actually turn around to confirm.
 
   “You have magnificent legs. They had me at hello.”
 
   She stumbled her way onto the sofa and turned to glare at him. “Are you serious with that line?”
 
   “Yep. Not lying.” He sat down next to her, crowding her, and leaned in for a kiss. He dropped the ice cream on the coffee table and turned her so her legs were stretched across his lap. He kept one hand on her leg, one warm and stroking hand. Then he spooned a bite of ice cream and offered it to her.
 
   She wasn’t a fool. She sucked the confection off the spoon and groaned. “My favorite ice cream.”
 
   Shane cleared his throat. “I couldn’t tell.” He fed her another bite and another, then helped himself until the pint was gone.
 
   Movie forgotten, she couldn’t take her eyes off Shane. She picked up three kernels of popcorn and fed them to him. His took a bite, but lifted a hand to stop her fingers, latching on and sucking the salt off them. She closed her eyes against the molten glide of satisfaction burning from head to toe.
 
   He coaxed her to his lap. “Lose the shirt, honey.” 
 
   “I want to touch you first. You lose your shirt.” She didn’t know where she found the nerve to be so demanding, but she couldn’t stop herself.
 
   “Help me.”
 
   She unbuttoned the blue cotton shirt while his hands slipped under her t-shirt and massaged her back. Her eyes feasted on his bare chest, her hands doing a happy stroke up his warm skin and back around, testing muscles and savoring.
 
   She didn’t fuss when he eased her t-shirt up over her head, wanting to feel her breasts brushing against the warmth of his chest. She celebrated the swift intake of his breath when their skin molded together.
 
   She laid her hands against his heart and savored the pounding there. His hands stroked her back, up and down, over and over, soft strokes, then harder. The shivers started with the upward slide and intensified when he slipped his hands underneath the waistband of her shorts and brushed his fingers across her bare hips. 
 
   She met his mouth somewhere between the sigh of that skin-to-skin contact and sweet heat of lips. 
 
   Shane nibbled his way across her mouth and down her neck.
 
   If it wasn’t the most unladylike thing, she’d say she was panting.
 
   “Shane?” She was about to suggest the bedroom.
 
   He had other ideas.
 
   He shifted them both until he was lying on top of her. “This is much better.” He took her mouth in a definite desire to consume and bedroom thoughts flew out with the surge of need. Sofa would work. Sofa would be marvelous. 
 
   She traced the shape of his mouth with her tongue and rejoiced in his shudder. Then his tongue played her game forcing a moan. She was melting, losing what little control she had. She swept her hands over his back and was frustrated to be obstructed by his shirt.  
 
   “Clothes. Off.” My God, she was panting!
 
   “You first. I’ll help.”
 
   “God, Shane. Hurry up.” He rose up and grabbed the waistband of her shorts and pulled. A quick look of surprise crossed his face to find no underwear. He grinned like a pirate with the richest booty.
 
   He rose to his feet and before she could enjoy the view or get any semblance of control back, he’d shucked his clothes and settled back on top of her. She wiggled and spread her legs, settling him against the ache. One part of her worried about how desperate she was and the other told her not to give a damn.
 
   “Hold it right there, honey. I’ve got things to do, lips to kiss and breasts to suck before you get the prize.”
 
   “I’m dying, Shane. Get inside me. Suck later.”
 
   “Die harder, baby.” He slid down a bit, shifting the steel of his erection away from her hot center and she let out a small scream of frustration.
 
   He chuckled softly and settled his warm mouth over her left breast and pulled gently on her nipple with his teeth. 
 
   Fire flashed over her, leaving her hovering on the edge. She slipped her fingers into his hair and pushed back against the completion. She wasn’t going to come without him inside her. She held his head while he suckled each nipple, knowing damn well that each pull was making her crazy. 
 
   Two could play that game. She stroked his back with lazy fingers and grazed across his hips until she could slip her hands between them. She cupped his hardness and basked in Shane’s tremors.
 
   He moved away from her breasts and spread kisses down to her navel and across her hip, forcing her to release him. 
 
   “You did that on purpose.” She ran a finger across the muscles in his arm.
 
   He mumbled something that sound liked “you bet your ass” and forced her legs further apart. His mouth settled on her core with a fierceness that took her breath away. She dropped her hands and clutched the fabric of the sofa. Anything to keep her wits and not push over the edge without him. “Stop that, Shane.”
 
   “Let go, Kennie.”
 
   “Not without you.”
 
   He gave an exaggerated sigh and moved back up her body, making sure every part of him touched every part of her. He gave her a hard kiss, then entered her part way, pulled out, entered her further, pulled out, then pushed all the way to the hilt.
 
   She struggled for breath, squirming on the saggy sofa to accommodate him in every way. “You belong right here.”
 
   “God, I hope so.”
 
   She lifted her legs and wrapped them around his waist and lifted against him, pushing him deeper. 
 
   He cupped her face and kissed her, stroking his tongue against hers as if savoring the finest cake she could bake. Then he set a leisurely pace that pushed until she had no choice but to fall off to a place of deep burning pleasure. She wanted to stay there, searching for the pieces of her scattered existence to rebuild with Shane woven in her being. He lost control when she came and surged into her, setting a rapid, hard rhythm that culminated in his own moan of release. She was giddy with delight and couldn’t hide the grin.
 
   “I guess I’m forgiven.” 
 
   She rubbed his back with leisurely strokes, then kissed his neck. “I believe you are.”
 
   He separated from her and rose, carrying her to bed. They turned off lights and television on the way and slept in each other’s arms. When she woke up in the morning, he still cradled her close in deep sleep.
 
   This man might be a keeper.
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   CHAPTER EIGHT 
 
    
 
   “Will you quit wiggling? Your worse than Jess and he’s the one getting married.” Ladonna O’Hare struggled to pin the orange rose boutonniere to Shane’s coat jacket. 
 
   Although why they were putting on coat jackets when it was still fifty minutes until the ceremony and the temperature had yet to drop into the upper nineties, he could only guess.
 
   “Sorry, Mom.” Shane forced himself to settle. He’d been like this since waking up with Kendra. He was chafing against the flimsy structure of his life, a value system that had him questioning his every decision, and demon-riddled, guilt-filled memories.
 
   But there’d been no time to talk, no time to even offer the smallest tidbit of truth. She’d had a full day scheduled of baking and deliveries and he’d been needed to help set up for the wedding. His most important chore – to keep Jess from seeing the bride on their wedding day – was a failure. 
 
   Amy Rose was barely coping with morning sickness and her parents had refused to come to the wedding. She’d needed Jess, and Shane wasn’t about to stop him based on some old, ridiculous superstition. 
 
   “I’d like to take Amy Rose’s parents out behind the barn and have words with them. Can you believe hurting the girl that way over some ridiculous notion of what you think she ought to be doing?” His mother patted his lapels to make sure the rose was lying flat and not flopping around.
 
   “Their loss and our gain. Who is walking her down the aisle?” Shane ran a finger around his collar, hot even with the air conditioning running in the house.
 
   “Nick asked Amy Rose if she would let him. He made her cry, so I guess the answer was yes.” She dropped the florist box on the dresser in Shane’s old bedroom. “I’m going to go help her finish dressing and send Jess to you. Get him into his suit and jacket. The minister is here and we’re starting this right on time.”
 
   He saluted. “Yes, ma’am.”
 
   She kissed his cheek. “You’re sassing me.”
 
   “On the contrary, wouldn’t think of it.”
 
   She wiped a tear from her eye. “Always thought you’d get married first. Been wondering if you haven’t met someone.”
 
   He kept from giving himself away by a horse’s hair. “This is Jess and Amy Rose’s day, Mom.”
 
    “I know. A mother can dream, though.” She bustled out.
 
   Shane swiped up the dry cleaning plastic and put it in the trash. His old room hadn’t changed that much. The same double four-poster bed was by the window with Grannie Tilly’s green wedding quilt spread across it. The western scene painting he’d bought his mom four Christmases ago hung on the pale white wall. The floor-to-ceiling pine bookcases had a bunch of his old paperbacks and his high school prom picture with Diana Bell, coincidentally the maid of honor.   
 
   “She’s eating crackers and says she’s better.” Jess came in the room and pulled his tie from the bedpost. “Let’s get this thing done before she gets sick again.” 
 
   Jess had showered and shaved. He had already donned his blue suit pants and white shirt. He tied the knot in his gold silk tie with practiced efficiency and focus. “I’d like to kill her parents, but thank God Nick came to the rescue. Don’t know what he said to her, but he got her all sappy and made it okay. I owe him.”
 
   Shane settled on the bed while Jess rolled down the sleeves on his white shirt and inserted the gold horseshoe cuff links Amy Rose had bought him. “I’d like to say I’m surprised, but I’m not. Seems like her whole life everything has been about them and what they wanted, not her.”
 
   “Damn right. That stops now. I almost lost her because I was being stupid and that isn’t happening ever again.”
 
   Shane looked down at his feet, mired in the same problem with Kendra. “I need to talk to you.” There he’d said it.
 
   Jess shrugged into his jacket, his face a stunned incredulous. “Now?”
 
   Shane rose and straightened the collar on the jacket. “No, not now. In a few days. I’ve got a problem with Kendra. I don’t know what to do.”
 
   “Finally, he asks. Your timing sucks, but this time I’ll hold you to that. Tuesday we have a doctor appointment and Dad’s handling the ranch so I can have a couple days off.  Meet me at the barn with coffee. Wednesday? We’ll talk.”
 
   Something loosened inside. “Yeah, I’m off. I’ll be there. Barring another bad fire.” 
 
   Jess buttoned his coat. “I’m ready. Let’s go.”
 
   “Not without your boutonniere. Mom will kill me. Not that I think I can pin the damn thing on without poking you.” He pulled the florist box with Jess’s name on it and handed it to him. “Let’s go find Aunt Fayrene and let her do the honors.”
 
   “You have the ring?”
 
   Shane patted his pocket. “Uh— maybe.”
 
   Jess took a deep breath and turned slightly green, before giving Shane a chastising look. “Don’t do that.”
 
   Shane shrugged. “It’s right here. Grandma Delaney’s wedding ring isn’t likely to be something I’d lose. Amy Rose is special, Jess. Glad she’s going to be my sister.” Shane gave his brother a hug.
 
   “Thanks, man. She’s one of a kind.”
 
   “For you, maybe. I have my own one-of-a-kind.” If she ever spoke to him again after she realized the volumes of information he’d omitted from his background.
 
   “Where’s Dad?” Jess pulled on the sleeves of his suit and ran a finger around the neckline of his shirt.
 
   “Outside making sure everything is ready to go.” Shane followed Jess to the family room. The grandfather clock chimed the half-hour as they entered the room. The room buzzed with the noise of wall-to-wall family, aunts and uncles, cousins, and neighbors. Sully came forward and shook Jess’s hand.
 
   “Thirty minutes and you’re a married man. Time to back out.”
 
   “Not a chance. Where is Aunt Fayrene or your mother?”
 
   “Sitting over in the corner with the reverend and your dad.” Jess took the floral box from Shane and plowed through the family to get to the corner.
 
   “You had to say it, didn’t you?” Shane couldn’t quite keep the disgust from his voice.
 
   Sully pulled back, obviously affronted. “Joking, man. I know how Jess feels about her. I even told him to follow her and marry her. I don’t want to get married. Never said anything about y’all.”
 
   Shane rubbed his forehead, willing time to move so they could get this over with. “Sorry. Amy Rose is sick. Parents wouldn’t come. She needs to know this family is behind her. And I obviously have no sense of humor today.”
 
   Sully unbuttoned his jacket. “I’m sorry, too. Why did Jess want my mother?”
 
   “Boutonniere 101.” He glanced across the island into the kitchen. The three-tier wedding cake, with Amy Rose’s burnt orange and yellow colors, sat in the middle of the counter, surrounded by food.
 
   Sully followed his glance. “Even with those temporary awnings over the patio, it’s too hot out there to let food sit. Cake especially. It’ll melt. We’ll move it after the ceremony. I brought Fancy and Jim from the restaurant to help. We were outside with your dad to add the flower arrangements to the tables so they don’t wilt before we get started.”
 
   “Thanks, Sully. I know Amy Rose and Jess appreciate it. So does Mom.” 
 
   Fancy came to Sully with a problem with the tables and Shane made his escape, needing to find the minister and pay him. He caught sight of the backyard through the glass windows and paused. 
 
   Gifford joined him. “Looks like a wedding is about to happen.”
 
   “Better be. We all worked our asses off.” Shane had mowed the lawn this morning around the patio. His father had been watering for the week to turn the grass slightly green for the wedding. Mid-week his dad, Uncle Carter and several neighbors had built the gazebo his mother had always wanted near the edge of patio for their annual fall harvest party. But instead of decking it out with orange and black, this shimmered with white silk drapes expertly woven around the posts and intricate trim, white lights, and orange and yellow roses. 
 
   “Tell me about it.” Gifford rubbed his shoulder. The patio was covered with two temporary awnings. Gifford with his brothers, Haine and Cooper, had helped six other neighbors erect them. Then they’d hauled chairs and tables borrowed from the church. The brothers had pitched in to help get evening chores with the cattle and horses finished early.
 
   His mother, aunts and Sully’s sisters had placed the tablecloths and centerpieces. A woman from church was catering the food and was waiting on the front porch until everyone had been seated to take over the kitchen. Two other friends had cleaned the house to Better Homes and Gardens standards. The flowers and cake were delivered, the bar stocked. The place had been a mad house, and yet he had to admit it looked enchanting and worthy of a beautiful bride. 
 
   “I’ll catch up with you later. I’m supposed to find out where the heck Brooke and Lucas are. Mom doesn’t know they aren’t here yet. Driving in from Dallas and got caught in traffic. Don’t tell her.” Gifford wandered through the crowd in the opposite direction from his folks.
 
   “Looks pretty good, doesn’t it? Think Amy Rose will like it?” Jess slipped up beside him.
 
   Shane clasped Jess on the shoulder.  “I think all Amy Rose cares about is the ‘I do,’ but yeah, I think she’ll love it. Let me get a couple things taken care of, then we’ll get these people seated and get you two married.”
 
   Jess took a deep breath and glanced back toward the bedrooms. “Let’s.”
 
   True to his word, Shane paid the minister and found the photographer, who was already snapping pictures of the setting. Formal portraits would be taken after the ceremony, since Amy Rose had been too sick before. He made his way to the back bedroom to make sure the bride was almost ready before getting the guests out in the heat. 
 
   Diana opened the door at his knock and stepped out. She looked beautiful in a burnt orange strapless dress with her brunette hair swept up into an elaborate tangle of curls. She raised on tiptoes of obnoxiously high heels and kissed his cheek. “Hey, mister. She’s almost ready. Holding up pretty well considering she feels horrible.”
 
   Once upon a time, around eighth grade, he’d had a thing for Diana. It hadn’t lasted, though, and by high school they’d been only good friends. Attending prom together had been defense against someone who’d hurt Diana badly, name unknown. “You look beautiful.”
 
   “Why thank you, kind sir.” She gave him a sassy grin, but her sad eyes gave a conflicting message.
 
   Shane took her hands and squeezed gently. “You okay?”
 
   “Yeah. It’s fine.”
 
   “Liar.”
 
   She chewed her lip and looked away. “No time to talk.”
 
   He tipped her chin back to him. “Agreed. Soon.”
 
   “Yeah, you look like you need a confidant, too. Let’s meet for dinner sometime when all this family isn’t around.”
 
   Shane stopped to consider how Kendra might feel about a one-on-on meet with Diana and knew he had to say no. She didn’t know Diana yet and would likely skin him alive. He skirted the question by not answering. “We’re ready to start seating everyone.”
 
   “Is Nick back? He went home to change and I have his tie.” She handed him another orange paisley tie similar to his own.
 
   “How many of these did my mother buy? Never mind. I haven’t seen him, but I’ll check. I’ll send Dad and Nick back when we’re ready.”
 
   Shane went back to the kitchen. Nick was coming in the back door, blue suit, no tie. 
 
   Shane went to him. “Thanks for doing this.” 
 
   “My pleasure.” He took one look at the orange tie in Shane’s hand and grimaced. “Maroon is more my color. I’m a Texas A & M fan, remember?”
 
   “Tell my mother, the diehard University of Texas follower.”
 
   “Uh, that would be no. Not today.” He took it out of Shane’s hand and looped it around his neck. “The things we do for these women.”
 
   “Don’t I know it.”
 
   “Worth every minute.” Nick grinned.
 
   “I don’t know what you said to Amy Rose, but thanks.”
 
   He shook his head and tied the knot in a few quick moves. “No thanks necessary. Weddings are big deals to girls. Where’s Jess?”
 
   “In the mass of humanity in the family room with Dad, I believe. Where’s Peyton?”
 
   “Drove in behind me. He’s parking.”
 
   “I’m about to get the seating started. Let me find Gifford, Cooper and Haine to help. You stay here. I’m sending my parents and Jess your way. I’ll be back.”
 
   He left Nick straightening his tie and got things in motion. The music started. Guests seated themselves. The wedding party took over the kitchen. Check, check, check.
 
   Fifteen minutes later, they were ready and it was a good thing. Jess looked like he was about to grab the bride and make a run for it.
 
   “Let’s do this, please,” Jess murmured to Shane. 
 
   His dad stepped forward and gave Jess a hug. “Love you, son. We’ll see you outside.”
 
   “Thanks, Dad.”
 
   His mom hugged Jess, too, dabbing at her eyes with a tissue. “We’re a lucky family.”
 
   “Yes, we are, Mom. Thanks for everything.” Jess kissed her cheek.
 
   Shane reached in his pocket and turned off the sound on his cell phone and checked for messages. He had a text from Kendra which he couldn’t answer at the moment and guilt pressed on him.
 
   “Let’s go.” Jess grabbed his arm and propelled him forward. Shane dropped his phone back in his pocket.
 
   Jess, Shane and the minister walked through the now empty family room. The temperature outside was still sweltering, but a slight breeze had come up. The end of “Keeper of the Stars” was playing as they made their way around the edge of the patio to the gazebo. 
 
   Reba McEntire’s “I’ll Be” began as his parents walked down the aisle to their seats in the front, greeting and thanking friends and family as they went. For a flash of a moment, Shane missed his grandparents, wishing for their solid presence, too.
 
   Diana stepped from the back door. She took her time, in no hurry to traverse the twenty-five feet to the gazebo. She gave a thumbs up to Jess and found her place on the opposite side. 
 
   “Never Alone” started and Nick stepped out of the doorway. He surveyed the crowd for a minute. Amy Rose stood behind him in the dimness of the house. Finally, Nick moved aside and took her hand, guiding her from the darkness into the sunlight. 
 
   The strapless, white satin gown hugged her curves. The bodice and gown were overlaid with embroidered lace and sequin rhinestones in a delicate pattern Shane couldn’t even begin to describe. She’d swept her hair up in some kind of braid and centered a tiara in the mass. Her veil draped down her back. Her grandmother’s teardrop diamond earrings had been in Jess’s safe, thank God, and not gobbled by the beastly fire. The diamond heart necklace Jess had given her just days before glittered in the sunlight. She juggled the bouquet of orange and yellow roses and Nick reached to steady her. 
 
   She gave him a tremulous smile. He whispered something to her and she smiled. He took her hand and entwined their arms and started down the aisle.
 
   Jess had tears in his eyes and the same stunned expression on his face that he’d had in tenth grade. Shane reached out a hand to steady him. He was oblivious to everyone except Amy Rose, who moved toward Jess with tears in her own eyes. 
 
   Nick took his time, leading her one step at a time toward Jess. He reached Jess and leaned to kiss Amy Rose’s temple. “Be good to her, Jess.”
 
   Jess swallowed hard. “Always.”
 
   Jess cupped her face and put his forehead to hers. “Let’s do this.”
 
   Amy Rose nodded. They moved to the minister.
 
   “Dearly beloved…”
 
   Shane listened to the two of say their vows and took a deep breath to hear the modified “in truth and in trust” they had added to the words. It was like taking a knife in the heart. He forced himself to shove his situation to the back of his mind and handed off the ring at the right moment.
 
   When the minister pronounced them man and wife and asked Jess to kiss the bride, he did so with pure loving enthusiasm. 
 
   When they walked back down the aisle as husband and wife, the celebration started with hooting and hollering that must have been heard five ranches over. 
 
   They ate and danced, they hugged and teased. They cut cake and toasted, they told stories and pampered Amy Rose. When the photographer arranged all twenty-three O’Hares and Delaneys around Jess and Amy Rose for a family portrait, Shane wished like hell Kendra was there.
 
   Truth and trust.
 
   He’d betrayed one and had no confidence the other would be forthcoming.
 
   He didn’t deserve it.
 
   But when you loved someone – and he loved Kendra – you had to believe there was a way to work it out.
 
   Flaws, lies and the past couldn’t stand up against truth, trust and love.
 
   Jess and Amy Rose made their getaway. Shane stayed behind to help clean up. By two a.m., he wanted to get home to Kendra and fall in bed beside her.
 
   He got a fire call for backup instead.
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   CHAPTER NINE
 
    
 
   Kendra hadn’t seen Shane for three days and it was starting to rile her a tad. Not his fault. The sex need hammered at her. The getting used to having a man around and then he wasn’t around punched at her. Oh, she knew he was on a fire, had in fact been loaned over to Palo Pinto county for a major wildfire. She’d had text messages. She’d had two phone calls, one she’d missed to her complete and utter devastation. She’d played that voicemail over and over like a love crazy woman. Still did.
 
   She parked her car in the Low Down parking lot, twisted the air conditioning vent to blow on her face and took a deep breath. Sully Johnson had told her Tuesday to check on whether he’d take more of her desserts and she had her fingers crossed. Getting in with a few restaurants would steady her income considerably. She’d picked three of the closest to try. The Low Down, of the three, did the most business as far as she could tell. If this didn’t pan out, she was going to have to branch out and go further into the metroplex area of Dallas-Fort Worth, which meant more driving and less baking.
 
   She got out of her car with her briefcase and battled back her nervous stomach. It was a little before lunch hour, so she was hoping it was a good time to have a business discussion. She had the bottom line figures she could afford to sell for and was hoping at the least he’d be willing to display her business advertisement.
 
   She squared her shoulders, adjusted her white tailored blouse, wiped her hands on her navy blue slacks and walked through the doors. Only a few tables were occupied and Sully was sitting at a back table with a man and woman. The man seemed vaguely familiar, but Kendra couldn’t figure out why. She’d certainly never met him.
 
   Not wanting to barge in on their conversation, Kendra went to the bar and asked the bartender if she could speak with Sully. The woman went from behind the bar to the table and whispered to him. 
 
   Sully waved at Kendra and had her come to the table. “Thanks, Fancy. Hi, Kendra.”
 
   “I came to see what you thought.”
 
   “I’m sold out. People loved them, especially knucklehead here.”
 
   The dark-haired man grinned. “Are your referring to me?”
 
   The woman’s eyes glanced from one man to the other and then shoved away an almost full salad plate. “Did I miss something?”
 
   Sully took the woman’s hand. “No. We had Kendra’s desserts for the bachelor party.”
 
   The man paused in his next bite. “Kendra?”
 
   “Yes, Kendra Dawson. Getaway Cakes.” She offered her hand, not sure what was going on, but if more business was involved, she was going to put her best manners forward.
 
   The man rose and shook her hand. “I’m Jess, and this is Amy Rose, and yes, I enjoyed your desserts.”
 
   “Thank you. Glad you liked it.” Jess’s handshake reminded her of Shane, same callused hands, same courtly, gentle handling of her hand. 
 
   Sully rose to his feet. “Well, your desserts were such a hit that I think you and I should have a business conversation in my office. Do you think you could supply a daily range of desserts?”
 
   Kendra wanted to cartwheel across the restaurant. “Yes, I would be thrilled to arrange that.”
 
   “Let’s go to my office then.” He pointed the way to hallway past the kitchen.
 
   “It was nice meeting you, Jess, Amy Rose. I hope I’ll see you again.”
 
   “Oh, I’m sure we will.” 
 
   Sully gave Jess a puzzled look, one that was similar to what she was thinking and couldn’t show. Why did he seem so familiar?
 
   She forgot the feeling immediately upon being handed Sully’s estimate of what he’d need to supply the restaurant with her desserts. “Five desserts every night?”
 
   “Yes. Can you give me an estimate?”
 
   She lifted her briefcase and removed her calculator. “What time would delivery be?
 
   Sully leaned back in his chair. “I’d need them by nine a.m. We open for lunch at 10:30. Can you do that?”
 
   “Yes, most will be fresh, baked that morning.” She’d have to move back her timing and get up at three instead. Her fingers flew across the calculator, but her head had already done the math. She could pay most of her bills with this one contract.
 
   She wrote down the figure and handed the sheet back to Sully, hoping like hell she hadn’t overpriced herself. 
 
   He glanced at the figures, did his own math and smiled. “I think this is doable.”
 
   “Can I throw a dessert in every now and then as an experiment, a special if you will?”
 
   “Sure, give me a heads up.”
 
   He handed her a clipboard. “I need a bit of information for my records. Where’s your business located?”
 
   Her hopes sagged. “I work out of my house right now. Don’t worry. I have a business license and my food handler’s license.”
 
   “I’ll need copies of those.” 
 
   Fortunately, she’d anticipated such a request. She pulled a folder from her briefcase and pulled out the documents and handed them to Sully with her business card. Hope soared again until she was almost giddy.
 
   Sully took the documents and turned around to the copy machine. “Don’t suppose you could deliver any today for dinner.”
 
   Kendra did a quick calculation. If she stopped at the grocery store on the way home and baked like a demon, she could be back here by three. “Sure. I can deliver right before the dinner hour.”
 
   Sully grinned and held out a hand. “Excellent. We have a deal, Ms. Dawson.”
 
   Kendra rose. “Kendra, please. Thank you, so much.”
 
   They discussed the payment arrangements and then Sully walked her to the door of the restaurant. “We’ll see you around three-thirty then?”
 
   “Yes, I’ll be back.” She contained a skip all the way to her car, but nothing could stop the big hoot she gave when closed in her car and no one could see.
 
    
 
   ∞∞∞∞
 
    
 
   Jess bit into his hamburger and worried. Amy Rose was ignoring her chicken sandwich in favor of crackers. She was pale with blue circles under her eyes and damned if he didn’t wish he’d been able to talk her out of going to the burned out shell of her house today.
 
   “Quit worrying. I’m fine.” She crumbled another cracker to dust.
 
   “You are not fine. Gorgeous, but not fine.” He reached for her, rubbing her neck. “I’m sorry. I know you were hoping there would be something left.”
 
   Tears hovered and she took a deep breath. She reached for his hand.  “I was hoping, but it was not to be. So, we look forward. Doctor appointment this afternoon, and if she doesn’t do something about this morning sickness, I’m going to blame you until this child is at least forty.”
 
   Jess raised her fingers to kiss them. “Only forty years? That’s not too bad.”
 
   “You’ll think so, mister.” She took another cracker and closed her eyes.
 
   Jess glanced around the restaurant and noted Kendra and Sully walking to the door. He guessed Sully must have hired her to supply the desserts for the restaurant judging by the smile on her face. Jess eyed the woman. Great figure, long legs, and beautiful eyes, in a “she’s not the love of my life” impartial assessment.
 
   Amy Rose followed the direction of his gaze. “You want to tell me what your comments to her were all about?”
 
   He debated for a millisecond, then caved. Amy Rose needed a distraction. “That, my love, is Shane’s girlfriend.”
 
   “What?” Amy Rose stared back at the doorway, catching a final glimpse of the woman before she went out the door. “I didn’t know Shane had a girlfriend.”
 
   “Yeah, for over two months now. Doesn’t want anyone to know.”
 
   Amy huffed and shifted to look at him directly. “Why in the world not?”
 
   “Not sure.”
 
   Sully came to the table, sipping on a drink. “What was all that weird “I’m sure I will” stuff earlier?”
 
   Jess struggled hard against keeping Shane’s confidence. Telling his wife was one thing, but telling one cousin usually resulted in the whole damn family knowing. “You have to swear to not tell a soul.”
 
   Sully screwed up his face. “Can’t swear unless I know what I’m swearing.”
 
   Jess sighed. “That’s Shane’s girlfriend.”
 
   Confusion crossed his face, and he turned back to look at the doorway where Kendra had been, too. He swiveled back around to Jess. “Kendra Dawson is Shane’s girlfriend? Are you sure?”
 
   “I’ve known her first name for quite a while and I know she’s a pastry chef. Two plus two generally equals four.” Jess reached for Amy Rose’s hand.
 
   Suspicion clouded Sully’s face. “Then you haven’t met her?”
 
   Jess tamped down the irritation at Shane and the whole conversation. “No and you can’t say anything to her or anyone else. It’s Shane’s job to break the news. And take the consequences.”
 
   Sully leaned closer to Jess and lowered his voice. “Is he digging himself a hole here or what?” 
 
   Amy Rose took a drink of her tea. “Your mother is going to kill him.”
 
   “Two things I totally agree with. He asked to talk to me Saturday before the wedding, but then he got sent to this damn fire.”
 
   Sully slid into the booth. “What exactly is the deal with him? He hasn’t been himself for quite some time.” 
 
   “This I know. I was hoping to find out, but we’re going to have to wait until he gets back. Promise me, both of you, to quiet on this. He must have a reason.”
 
   Amy Rose broke a cracker and nibbled. “Well, I’m not likely to see her again to chit chat. God, have you known all this time?”
 
   Jess cringed, waiting for the fallout from his own wife. “Since he met her, yeah. Came to the barn one day with a look on his face much like the one I assume I had when I met you.” Jess leaned over and kissed Amy Rose. “I promised I wouldn’t say anything.”
 
   “I’m your wife. Secrets are a no-go, remember?”
 
   He reached for her hand. “Hmmm, then you want to tell me what the hell was going on between Peyton and Diana at the wedding?”
 
   “What?” Sully turned to Amy Rose, too.
 
   She squirmed in her seat. “Uh, that would be a no. I promised.”
 
   “I’m obviously out of the loop on everything here.” Sully rose and took his glass. “Maybe the kitchen needs me for something.”
 
   “No blabbing.”
 
   “I understand how the family rumor mill works as well as you, Jess. But when I see Shane, I am kicking his ass. Just saying.” Sully huffed off.
 
   “Well, Mrs. O’Hare, should we go visit the doctor and see if we can get Tex to settle down there?”
 
   “I told you, it’s a girl. And yes. Let’s.”
 
   Jess left some bills on the table and helped Amy Rose stand. “I would not want to be Shane when Kendra finds out.”
 
   Amy Rose took his arm. “I might kick him myself.”
 
   He laid a hand over hers. “That I want to watch.” 
 
    
 
   ∞∞∞∞
 
    
 
   Shane stood under the hot water in Kendra’s shower and scrubbed, feeling like soot was embedded in every pore. He’d let himself in with the spare key she had given him. He only had a twelve hour break and he was supposed to be sleeping. But he had to see her. He felt like time was slipping away that he could never get back.  
 
   She wasn’t home.
 
   The need for sleep was dragging on him. The need to confess tied him in knots and rubbed him raw in places already too sore to survive. Fighting fire he didn’t have time to think. Bone tired exhausted from fighting fire left too many defenses down, defenses he needed to keep things intact until he could explain to Kendra in heartfelt, apologetic words so she’d understand the guilt he felt about Bill and the tragic mistake he made. Words he hadn’t figured out yet.
 
   He rinsed shampoo out of his hair and let the spray beat on his sore shoulders and back. He had bruises up his legs from shovel work constructing fire lines and the fire was by no means contained. 
 
   He flicked off the water, pulled back the curtain and grabbed a towel. “Not even a strong cup of coffee is going to keep me awake. Where is she?”
 
   He hadn’t any more than said the words when the front door opened and banged shut. “Shane?”
 
   He opened the bathroom door. “In here.” He hurriedly toweled off and slipped into a pair of navy fire department shorts.
 
   They met in the hallway.
 
   He reached for her. She jumped into his arms. “You’re home!”
 
   Indeed. He was home. He kissed her, taking his time to savor the shape of her mouth, the complete open vulnerable taste of her. “God, I missed you.”
 
   “Are you back for good?” Her mouth cruised from his mouth across to his face to below his ear.
 
   Need surged. “No, on a break. I’m supposed to be sleeping.”
 
   Kendra slid to her feet and checked her watch. “God, I wish I had time to lay down with you. But I have the best news.” She led him down the hall to the bedroom. 
 
   “Do tell?” He sat down on the edge of the bed and fell back, pulling her with him. 
 
   “I got my first major contract for my business today. Five desserts every day for lunch and dinner at the Low Down Restaurant and Saloon. It’s going to pay my bills in a major way. Do you know where that is? 407 and Copper Canyon?”
 
   “Yeah, I play poker there.” And the owner there is my cousin, who could blab my entire life’s history to you. Shit. Shit. Shit. “Congratulations. You deserve it.” He leaned up and kissed her, letting his hands slip to her butt in an effort to distract her. 
 
   She broke away. “God, I want to celebrate with you, but first I have a ton of baking, because I promised Sully – that’s Sully Johnson, the owner – that I’d have the first round of desserts there for the dinner hour.”
 
   Good God.
 
   “I have to sleep, honey. I’m due back at the fire in a few hours.”
 
   “When do you have to leave?”
 
   “Six.”
 
   “Well, I told Sully I’d have the desserts there at three-thirty. You sleep and I’ll wake you up after my delivery. How about that?” Her hands slid over his torso in a smooth glide. 
 
   He lifted her fingers and kissed the tips. “I better sleep now then.”
 
   “You do that. I’ll be back.” She bounded off him, blew a kiss and shut the door behind her.
 
   He stared at the closed door bemused and scared and hating himself.
 
   The façade was cracked and going down.
 
    
 
   ∞∞∞∞
 
    
 
   Amy Rose tried to get more comfortable on the cushioned table, but was finding a cozy position elusive. Her heart pounded, vibrating in her ears in tune with the churn of her stomach. Panic and anxiety mounted with each thought. “It can’t be. Two heartbeats? She has to be wrong, Jess. Has to be. I can’t be having twins.”
 
    “Let’s wait until the doctor comes back to do the ultrasound. Breathe, sweetheart.” He took her hand and kissed it, but his concerned expression and the tears in his eyes made her want to cry, too. 
 
   She held on, lacing her fingers with his. “I can’t do this.”
 
   He shifted around in front of her, tipped her chin up to him and kissed her again. “You can. We can. Plus, Mama is going to be ecstatic.”
 
   Amy took a moment to consider how happy everyone would be. Well, minus her parents.  She was happy, too.  Thrilled. Excited. Scared out of her ever lovin’ mind. “Leave it to you to get me pregnant with twins.”
 
   “My sperm likes your eggs. What can I say?”
 
   Dr. Stacy Walker-Crane came back into the room, heard Jess’s comment and chuckled. She was a tall woman with red hair braided down her back to her waist. “Okay, we’re ready. Let’s see if we can get a look see at these little ones.”
 
   Amy followed her instructions and laid back, lifting her shirt and lowering her pants so the doctor could have access to her stomach.
 
   “This is going to be cold.” The doctor squirted gel on Amy Rose’s stomach.
 
   Amy’s breath hissed out.
 
   “You okay?” Jess squeezed her fingers.
 
   “Yeah. That was a tad chillier than I expected is all.”
 
   Dr. Stacy adjusted the monitors. “Let’s make sure everyone can see.” She set things to her satisfaction and then put the scope on Amy’s stomach. After a few seconds of maneuvering an image came up on the screen. It all looked like a mass of blobs to her.
 
   Dr. Stacy stayed quiet, intensely focused on the picture. “Hold real still for a minute.” She squirted a bit more gel and went back to circling to probe around on her stomach. She pushed buttons. She pushed on Amy Rose’s stomach. She shifted the probe again.
 
   Jess leaned into to get a better look. “Is that a foot?”
 
   “Yes. Here’s a foot and a heartbeat, right here.” She moved the probe. “Here’s a hand and a heartbeat here.”
 
   Jess pointed at the screen. “What’s that?”
 
   Dr. Stacy repositioned the instrument and was quiet for several long seconds. “I do believe that’s another heartbeat. We don’t have twins.” She reached for Amy Rose’s hand. “You are having triplets.”
 
   Amy Rose stared at the doctor and started to laugh. “Uh, no. I’m not.”
 
                 “Yes, you are. One. Two. Three.” She pointed to each baby on the screen.
 
   Amy Rose burst into tears.
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   CHAPTER TEN
 
    
 
   Kendra took the four pans of chocolate cake from the oven and set them on the island to cool. She quickly slipped four more onto the rack. Last week of July and another one-hundred ten degree day loomed. Locally, the weather media was in a countdown to the hottest summer on record. Not one local resident who stuck their nose outside needed the reminder. The area needed rain and a lot of it to stop all the fires.
 
   She yawned and stretched, then gathered the ingredients for the rest of the cake she was working on. After a week, she had yet to get in a system for making the Low Down’s desserts. But Sully had called last night and said he’d sold out all the desserts several days in a row. He wanted to increase his order and needed more. She was working her ass off, and was giddy with excitement.
 
   The raspberry tortes, strawberry cheesecakes and graham cracker crumb apple pies were made last night. This morning her focus was Boston cream pie and triple chocolate mousse cake. But she’d stayed up until eleven last night baking, then snuggled in next to an exhausted Shane, who’d came in from work late and passed out in her bed again. 
 
   If she was a tad disappointed that he hadn’t woken, she appeased herself with the idea of an early morning rendezvous after her desserts were boxed and ready to take to Sully. Sleep wise, Shane was barely holding his own from days of hard work and deserved some pampering anyway. But her three-thirty alarm sounded too soon and she couldn’t keep this schedule day-after-day.
 
   “Something smells fabulous in here.” 
 
   Kendra swiveled to the doorway and lost her breath. A tall, dark, handsome, half-naked fireman lounged in the doorway. “You’re awake.”
 
   “Yes. Finally. Can’t believe I slept so long.” He moved from the doorway in slow steps and cupped her face with his big hands. She was more than willing to drop her spatula and go up on her toes. Their lips met halfway. He was warm and rumpled and Kendra let herself fall into the strength of his arms around her, the pressure of his mouth, the taste of him. His lips dropped to her neck. 
 
   “I’m interrupting.”
 
   She tipped her neck to give him better access. “I can take a break. For a minute.”
 
   Shane put a finger under her chin and lifted her mouth for a long, hard kiss, then stepped away.  “I’m not interrupting a genius at work. Or a paycheck in the bank.”
 
   He opened the fridge and pulled out the orange juice. “Can I drink this?”
 
   “Yeah.” She reluctantly took her eyes from his backside, opened the cupboard and handed him a glass.
 
    He poured some juice and put the bottle back, then twirled the glass on the counter. “I have something I need to talk to you about.”
 
   Kendra’s cell phone vibrated on the counter. “Can you hold a minute? That’s probably my regular early morning call from my mother.”
 
   “Sure. I’ll go take a shower.” 
 
   Kendra puzzled over the relieved look in his eyes, but let him go. “Good morning, Mom.” 
 
   “Hi, honey. It’s your dad. Don’t hang up.” Kendra’s hand clenched into a fist around the phone. She pulled the phone from her ear, debating doing exactly that. What did her mother think she was doing?
 
   “Don’t hang up, please. The trial is starting in a couple weeks and we both know I’m going to prison.”
 
   She put the phone back to her ear. “Mom knew I didn’t want to talk to you.”
 
   “What does that solve, Kendra? You are still my daughter.”
 
   “In name only and I’d change that if I could.”
 
   Silence.
 
   “What did you expect? That you’d call and talk for a few minutes and all would be forgiven?” Kendra swallowed against a rush of anger. “It doesn’t work that way, Dad.”
 
   “I did something wrong. I understand how hard that is for you. I wasn’t the example you needed me to be.”
 
   “I’m not five, Dad. You did something so far past wrong, I can’t accept it. Even if they send you to jail for the rest of your life, it doesn’t change the volumes of hurt you have inflicted on a whole bunch of people.”
 
   “I know.” 
 
   She barely heard his quiet words.
 
   “You pulled Mom and I into this mess with you, without any thought. That’s what I can’t stand.”
 
   “I’m sorry, honey. I know I was wrong.”
 
   “Wrong? You know you were wrong, yet you kept doing it? Why am I having this conversation with you? I don’t care anymore. I don’t have a father. Not one I will recognize anymore.”
 
   “Don’t say that, Kendra. Regardless, we are family.”
 
   “You should have thought of family before you stole and lied and didn’t conduct yourself with the trust and honor you always talked to me about.”
 
   She swiped at her nose, aware for the first time of the tears seeping down her cheeks. A red haze clouded pressed against her temples. “I have to go. Don’t call me again. I have nothing to say to you ever again.”
 
   “I deserve that, but I still love you. Remember that.”
 
   She hung up the phone without saying goodbye and put her fists through the chocolate cake in front of her, squeezing until the cake was a globby mess, then threw it at the wall and screamed. She dropped her head to the counter, rocked on the stool and sobbed.
 
   “Kendra, my God. What’s wrong?” Shane’s hands touched her shoulders.
 
   She surged out of her chair and slapped his hands away. “Don’t. Don’t. Touch. Not yet. Damn him.”
 
   “Who? Who was that?”
 
   She tried to draw in a breath against the crushing pain. A headache exploded behind her eyes and she surged to the sink and threw up. 
 
   Shane reached around her and turned on the tap. He dampened a towel and handed it to her to wipe her mouth. “You’ve got to take a deep breath and calm down.”
 
   She pushed her hands under the cool tap water and stood there with her eyes closed, panting in short breaths like she’d run double her miles.
 
   Shane rubbed her neck. “That’s it. Keep breathing. In and out.” 
 
   “I’m fine.” She filled a glass of water and took a drink, then turned off the water.
 
   “You aren’t. You lost all your color, your eyes lost focus. Who was that?” His tone suggested a pounding for the person on the other end of the phone was imminent.
 
   “My father.” She picked up the towel and dried her hands.
 
   Shane leaned down and kissed the crown of her head. “Oh God, honey, I’m sorry.”
 
   “I haven’t talked to him since the FBI cleared me and said I could leave. I wasn’t planning on talking to him again. Ever.” She turned into his arms and sagged into the comfort there. “He lied, lied about so much. I hate him.”
 
   Shane’s arms tightened. “Shhh. Take another deep breath.”
 
   She did as he asked, but the damn was busted wide and gushing. “He’s going to trial in a couple weeks, said he knows he’s going to jail. That I’m still his daughter, though, and he had to talk to me. For what reason?”
 
   Shane stroked her hair. “I don’t know, honey. Maybe he needed to seek forgiveness.”
 
   “Forgiveness? He didn’t ask for any, doesn’t deserve any. Said he was sorry, but what does that mean in the face of years and years and years of not being who he said he was? It was all a façade. Carefully constructed to conceal, never caring who it hurt or how bad.” She pulled away from him and paced to the counter, disgusted with herself for getting so emotional. “I shouldn’t have gotten so upset.”
 
   “He’s your father, Kennie. How could you not get upset?”
 
   “Not anymore. Told him I wasn’t his daughter.”
 
   Shane was silent and she turned to face him. “You think I shouldn’t have said that, don’t you?”
 
   Shane rubbed a hand over his wet hair and stared out the window. His jeans were unfastened, his chest was still damp from his shower, his expression pensive and drawn. “I’m not sure it’s as simple as that, Kennie.”
 
   “He was never who I thought he was, Shane. This has been going on for years.”
 
   Shane walked to her and brushed the hair from her face. “I’m not saying you’re wrong. I’m saying I don’t think the anger is going to go away.”
 
   Kendra gripped the counter and stared at the mess she’d made with the cake. “God, I hate feeling like this. Why can’t people be the way you think they are?” She grabbed the garbage from under the counter and swept the mess away. “Don’t answer that.”
 
   “I couldn’t if I tried.” He pulled her back into his arms and kissed her forehead. “I’m here if you need me.”
 
   She sighed and laid her head on his chest, awash in exhaustion and too much work still to do. “What did you want to talk about earlier?”
 
   Shane released her and put the garbage away. “It’ll wait. You have desserts to finish.”
 
   “Yeah, what a waste of good cake. Remind me to not do that again.” She took a paper towel and cleaned up the mess on the wall.
 
   He leaned against the counter and crossed his arms. “Which? Smashing the cake? Or talking to your father?”
 
   “Neither helped me much, so both.” 
 
   “I’ll make a note of it. Need another set of hands?”
 
   She tried to envision Shane with his big hands frosting cakes and couldn’t see it. “No, I’ve got this. I need to concentrate. That means you have to put a shirt on.”
 
   He looked down at his bare chest and smiled. “I’ll save my distraction powers for later, then.” He took her face between his hands and kissed her again, with thorough attention and enticing actions.
 
   She broke away. “Go!  Get out of my kitchen. Can’t tell Sully I was late with desserts because I was fooling around with my boyfriend.”
 
   He pulled back and gazed at her. “Boyfriend, huh?”
 
   “Well, that’s generally what I call someone I’m sleeping with.” She wished she could read behind the blue of his eyes to the thoughts in his head. “And the man I let talk me down.”
 
   He kissed her again, his face dropping to serious lines. “I beg you never to get that angry with me.”
 
   She went on tiptoe and lightly kissed his lips. “Make cake, not war. Now get out of my kitchen.”
 
   “I’m going. I’ll be back for lunch. We’ll go for a drive and get lost for a while. How about that?”
 
   “I’d like that.” 
 
   Shane left her in peace and she spent the next few minutes getting organized and resolutely shoving her father aside. When Shane came back to the door, he was fully dressed, darn it. 
 
   “I’ll see you later?” She shoved her bangs out of her face.
 
   “Yeah.” He stood in the doorway for a minute, searching her face.
 
   “Shane?” She smiled at him to reassure him that she’d gotten her balance back. “I’m okay.”
 
   “I know you are or I wouldn’t leave. I love you, Kennie.” The floor of the old house creaked as he moved down the hall. The front door quietly opened and closed.
 
   Stunned, she dropped her spoon into the bowl of icing, mouth opening and closing like a goldfish in a fish bowl. She grabbed a towel and wiped her hands, heart racing. Bubbles of joy seeped into every part of her and she started to laugh.
 
   The man had serious timing issues. 
 
   It was good to know she wasn’t in this alone, but didn’t he know it was proper to wait for a response?
 
    
 
   ∞∞∞∞
 
    
 
   Shane pulled over half a mile from Kendra’s house. He was shaking so bad he couldn’t even pretend to keep the truck on the road. The sun baked the air. The heat waves pounded against the cab barrier. 
 
   He gulped air like his oxygen tank had run out. “I’ve lost her.” He pounded the steering wheel. His chest was tingling and he had an ache in the back of his throat that spread with each partial breath. 
 
   Oh God, what had he been thinking? 
 
   That was just it. He hadn’t been thinking, only protecting himself. The lies were going to hurt her. 
 
   Regardless of whether that had been his intention, the fallout was going to be huge. She wouldn’t be able to help making comparisons to the situation with her father.
 
   He should have waited to tell her that he loved her. At the least, fairness dictated she should know everything before he let her say the words to him, because some things couldn’t be taken back once said. 
 
   He knew how he felt about her. He also had thought he’d known what he was doing. 
 
   He gripped either side of his head and pressed against his temples. “What now? Man up and confess? Have to. Have to.” 
 
   A truck slowed next to him and a horn sounded. His father.
 
   He rolled down his window to match his father’s actions.
 
   “Truck troubles?”
 
   “No Dad. Thinking.”
 
   His father raised a brow and looked in the rearview mirror. “Buy you a cup of coffee and you can tell me all about this distraction. Meet me at the Low Down.”
 
   Kendra would be at the Low Down soon. He couldn’t risk it. “How about Ming’s Donuts? I have a sweet tooth this morning.”
 
   “Your mom will kill me for all those calories, but sure.” A horn sounded behind them. “See you there.”
 
   Seeing his father settled him. Having to pull it together to have coffee and formulate his thoughts eased the ache in his chest. 
 
   He put the truck in gear, happy to follow his father to Ming’s and drive with his brain on remote control. 
 
   His father bought them both coffee and sausage rolls with a chocolate glazed donut chaser. They eased into a small booth in the back corner of the small shop.
 
   “You want to tell me what has you looking like you lost your best friend?”
 
   Shane sipped his coffee, debating how best to say it. He finally blurted it out. “Girlfriend troubles.”
 
     His father sat back, surprise written across the weathered lines of his face. “Your mama will be real happy to hear you have a girlfriend.”
 
   “You might want to wait on that. I screwed up and I’m not sure what’s going to happen.” The tightness in his chest returned. Shane rubbed a hand across his heart. 
 
   “How long you been seeing this girl?”
 
   “Woman, Dad. Woman.” Here it came. He held his breath and then spit it out. “Almost three months.”
 
   His father rubbed his nose and frowned. “Three months? Why haven’t you brought her home to meet us?”
 
   “I wasn’t ready. Wasn’t sure of us, her, me. I don’t know.” 
 
   “That’s pretty broad territory. What did you screw up?”
 
   “Almost everything.”
 
   “Define everything.”
 
   “She thinks I’m a fireman.”
 
   “You are a fireman.” His father grabbed a packet of sugar for his coffee.
 
   “Yes, I am. But I left out the horse part, the cow part, the ranch part, the family part.”
 
   His father scratched the back of his neck. “You lost me. Why?”
 
   There was the whole crux of the deal. The one question he couldn’t answer, because he couldn’t talk about Bill Fudd and what had happened. He couldn’t stand the thought of what his family would think of him. He couldn’t make anyone understand how lousy guilty he felt and help them connect the dots to the whole mess either.
 
   Sometimes he couldn’t even do the connecting. He knew he felt responsible for the mess that man’s life had ended up in and those feelings caused massive ambivalence about his life prior to being a fireman. Unfortunately, that included what he thought of as his “cowboy” years.  He tore off a piece of his sausage roll, but then dropped it back on the napkin. “A whole lot of complicated reasons. The point is she isn’t going to understand.”
 
   His father took a bite of his sausage roll and chewed, his eyes distant, thinking things through. He finally swallowed and then took a sip of coffee. “By my experience, it’s always a bad thing when you think she won’t understand. What you think she won’t understand, she generally will. What you think isn’t a big deal she’ll either get ticked about or cry over.”
 
   Shane shook his head, a heaviness slipping through his body. “I know what her reaction is going to be.”
 
   Chase O’Hare sat unmoving, his hands wrapped around his coffee cup, his donut untouched on the napkin.  His eyes, however, kept sweeping Shane’s face. “She matters.”
 
   He thought for a flash about denying it, but what would be the point. He’d told enough lies as it was. “She matters.”
 
   “Then seems to me your answer is tell her the truth and hope you can fix it.”
 
   “I tried to. Something happened that got in the way.”
 
   “Get it out of the way and try again.” His father’s cell phone buzzed at him. He pulled his glasses from his pocket and studied the text message. “Your mother. I quit fishing an hour ago and told her I was on the way home.” He typed in a reply.
 
   “Don’t tell Mom.”
 
   “About the girlfriend? I won’t. You will. After you fix things.”
 
   “If I fix things.”
 
   His father pointed a finger at him. “Son, half the battle is believing you can. But you know that. Couldn’t have ridden bucking horses if you didn’t.”
 
   In reality, that seemed like a lifetime ago to Shane. 
 
    “Or run into a burning building, for that matter. Tell her. Better than stewing about it.” Chase shoved his donut across to Shane. “Take this. I eat it, you mother will smell the chocolate when I pull in the drive.”
 
   Shane stared at the food in front of him, not feeling like eating any of it. 
 
   His father stood and took his coffee. “I have to get home. Handling some of the chores for Jess until Amy Rose gets her feet under her.”
 
   “What did the doctor say?” Shane wrapped the donuts in a napkin.
 
   “Promised I let your brother tell you.” 
 
   “Is she all right?”
 
   “Yeah, promised Jess he could tell you the details.” His father’s hand came down on his shoulder. “Tell her, Shane. Truth in a relationship is important. Sure, little white lies, we all tell them. But the big stuff about who you are and where you come from, you can’t change those. They follow you, speak about who you are. If she matters, she deserves to know all about you.”
 
   Some part of Shane had known that all along. Some part had been repeatedly nagging on him to come clean since the beginning. Some part of him was proud of who he was. So how did he make peace with the scattered pieces of himself? How?
 
   “You been struggling with something for quite a while. Your mom and I can both see it. That about this woman?”
 
   “No, Dad. Something else.”
 
   His dad peered at him, waiting for him to speak, but Shane couldn’t get words around the boulder of that whole mess. He shook his head and stared to the back of the shop where the Asian lady was cleaning the kitchen. 
 
   “When you’re ready, you know we’ll listen.”
 
   Shane nodded and took a gulp of coffee, then cleared his throat several times.
 
   “I gotta go, son, else your mother will call Jess and send him looking for me.”
 
   “I have to go too, Dad. I’m working a shift tonight for Steve and have a bunch of things to do before then.” 
 
   His father squeezed his shoulder. “Come by later. We’ll go riding together. Dreamer misses you.”
 
   His gut froze, the coffee churning the acid. “I can’t, Dad. I haven’t had that much time off. I have laundry to do, bills to pay, a couple errands to run.”
 
   “And a girl to talk to.”
 
   “Yeah. That too.”
 
   God, he missed riding Dreamer and was ticked at himself. The only one denying him the pleasure of his horse’s company was him. He wanted to take Kendra to the barn and introduce them, which in light of her accident was not something that was going to be easy for her, but it was another slice of who he was that he was denying her.
 
   “Well, I’ll ride her for you today, but she misses you.”
 
   “I’ll do it as soon as I can, Dad.”
 
   “Good enough. See you Thursday night for dinner?”
 
   His mind went blank. “Let me check my schedule, Dad. I’ll call Mom.”
 
   “You do that.” His father’s phone went off again. “Your mother. Wants help taking down the drapes and taking them to the cleaners. It’s the project of the day.”
 
   “Thanks for coffee and the talk.”
 
   “Anytime.”
 
   His father left. Shane cleared the table, dumping the food and his coffee in the garbage. He went to his truck and drove to his apartment. 
 
   He’d do laundry.
 
   He’d pay bills.
 
   He’d go to the bank and get some money for Kendra to use to buy supplies. She hadn’t told him she was squeaking by financially, but it was obvious from the paperwork on the desk and she didn’t need to. He could help her. Wanted to help her. 
 
   But talking to Kendra about his past was not on his list today. She needed time to settle down from her talk with her father. Time to think it through and put it in perspective.
 
   He needed time to search for those words that had been eluding him for weeks before his silence killed any chance he had.
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   CHAPTER ELEVEN 
 
    
 
   Amy Rose moved the stack of papers the doctor had given her to read, shoved away the stack of romance paperbacks and the laptop Jess had thoughtfully put close at hand, and plumped her pillows. Apparently a multiple birth pregnancy was going to keep her under a microscope for months to come. Morning sickness all day and all night was sapping her energy. She alternately threw up or had cravings for jalapenos, Oreos and Orange Crush, a combination that would have normally had her puking on principle.
 
   This was the first time since seeing the doctor that Jess had left her alone. He’d only done so because he had a ton of ranch work to do and she’d promised to take it easy. It wasn’t that she necessarily needed to take it easy. She felt decent some of the time. But he was trying so hard to be cool and calm. If she read his eyes right – and she did – he was plumb overwhelmed and scared. So was she. 
 
   Three babies!  
 
   How in the world did one person deliver three babies, let alone take care of them? She had to follow the doctor’s instructions explicitly if she wanted to get as close to full-term with them as she could. She had several doctors’ appointments in the next two weeks, another ultrasound, and was waiting for a maternal-fetal specialist to call and schedule an appointment.
 
   She’d read every scrap of information the doctor gave her. She’d read website after website, found several forums with other mothers to discuss pregnancy. She’d looked at baby clothes and furniture. She’d fretted that this house was nowhere close to big enough for three babies without a remodel. That put an ache from the loss of her own house square in the middle of her chest. She worried about health care coverage and how much this was going to cost, even though Jess had said they’d figure it out.
 
   She still needed more clothes, a new cell phone, and to tell her parents. Which was going to be hard since they wouldn’t return her calls. Jess would not be in favor of her driving alone to Dallas to tell them. She certainly wouldn’t drag him to their lair. She wasn’t sure she wanted to go to that much trouble anyway. She hadn’t done anything wrong. She’d only told them what she wanted to do with her life and they’d walked away from her.
 
   Her brain was on overload. Input full.
 
   Her emotions were volatile and unpredictable. Tears imminent.
 
   Her love for Jess and their babies filled her so completely that those emotions outweighed all the rest. Blessings complete.
 
   The front door opened and slammed closed. Jess swore under his breath.
 
   She swung her legs over the edge of the bed, walked the short distance to the front room, and grinned as he struggled to dump the grocery sacks on the table. He must have tried to make one trip. “Hey, you.”
 
   He smiled at her. “Sorry. I was trying to be quiet.”
 
   “I was awake. No worries.” She walked to the table. 
 
   Jess’s house was the most basic of floor plans. The living room, dining area and kitchen were all one room on the front side of the house. The laundry room, bathroom and bedroom were on the back side of the house. There were no extra bedrooms. No extra storage. It had been built originally as a home for Ladonna and Chase when they’d first married. At the time, Chase’s parents lived in the big house. Jess had painted the rooms white and installed hardwood floors. He’d kept the furniture simple and to a minimum.
 
   Jess dumped the last of the bags on the kitchen table. “I think I got everything on the list.”
 
   She pulled one bag to her and started unpacking the groceries, studying his face. “What’s wrong? You look like a thundercloud.”
 
   “Argument with my dad.” Jess shoved the milk in the refrigerator, hung his hat on the peg by the front door and went to the sink to wash his hands.
 
   “You? Argue with your dad? What about? Your dad rarely argues with anyone.” She went to him and leaned into him for a hug.
 
   He obliged and kissed her temple, his face clearing for a moment. “You okay?”
 
   “Yeah. What did you argue about?”
 
   “Shane.” He kissed her mouth, taking his time.
 
   She kissed him back and pulled away. “Don’t try to distract me. What about Shane?” She started on the second bag, sorting and putting away.
 
   Jess reached for another sack and put a frozen pizza on the stove. “We argued about Shane. Dad had coffee with him this morning and found out about the girlfriend. He’s ticked at me that I knew and didn’t say anything.”
 
   “And he found out you knew, um… how?”
 
   Jess pulled another bag to him and pulled out bananas and apples. “He asked me point blank and I told him the truth. It was a relief actually.”
 
   “Does your mom know?”
 
   “No. That’s where the rub is. Shane wants to tell Mom himself. But he still has a few things to work out with Kendra before he does. My mother is going to be livid when she discovers we all knew and she didn’t.”
 
   “What is up with him?” Amy Rose gathered all the plastic bags and put them in the recycling. “Sully’s right. He’s not been acting like himself for quite some time now.”
 
   Jess went back to the front door, toed off his boots and put them in the boot stand by the door. “And it goes back to before Kendra. Which is why, tonight after dinner, we’re going to go hunting for some clues.”
 
   Amy Rose opened the refrigerator to stow the remaining items. “What clues?”
 
   “Shane’s rodeo days. I stopped by Mom’s after the chores were done and sorted through her box of memories on Shane’s rodeo days. Can’t believe it’s already been two years since he competed.” Jess reached in the fridge for a beer and twisted the top off. “She kept a list of every rodeo he was in and which events. I borrowed that list. We’re going to YouTube our way through the evening and see if we can find any videos from some of those rodeos. Don’t know why I didn’t think of this before. He stopped riding abruptly and made no explanation. It never made any sense.”
 
   “Cool. Date night. Movies.” She went on tiptoe and kissed him. “I’m in if you feed me.”
 
   “I can do that. Oreos might be involved.”
 
   “Aw, you love me.”
 
   “Without a doubt, Mrs. O’Hare.” 
 
   They ate pizza and salad, cleaned the dishes and settled on the sofa with Jess’s computer on the coffee table and a package of Oreos. Two hours later, Amy Rose had her legs propped over Jess’s lap, had worked her way through a dozen Oreo cookies and had snoozed through the last thirty minutes of rodeo videos. 
 
   “You only have three more rodeos on the list. I don’t think we’re going to find anything.” She yawned and snuggled closer to Jess.
 
   Jess patted her leg to get her attention. “Not so fast. I think I found something.” 
 
   Amy Rose opened her eyes and shifted around. “What?”
 
   “Watch this. I warn you, though. It isn’t pretty.” Jess clicked the mouse over the replay tab.
 
   A grainy homemade video focused on a handsome cowboy, a younger version of Shane. He walked to the shoot, climbed onto the back of an antsy horse named Demon’s Daughter and settled in. The clock counted down and horse and rider were released from the shoot. Shane lasted two and a half seconds before being bucked off and landing on his shoulder in the dirt. 
 
   Amy Rose winced. The rodeo clown tried to dart toward Shane and draw the horse off. Instead, the angry horse kicked the man square in the chest. He slammed back against the fence with a momentum that shook the fence, and slid to the ground unconscious. The video cut off.
 
   “Oh God.” Amy Rose fell back against Jess. “Is he dead?”
 
   “I don’t know. That was all there was and I can’t find any other videos. This was the last rodeo Shane competed in. The other two on the list after this, he entered, but didn’t compete. I think one plus one equals two.”
 
   Amy Rose swung her feet to the floor and pulled the laptop to her. “Let’s search for a news article. There had to be one. That rodeo clown got hurt in a major way.”
 
   Jess leaned against her and followed her sort through the search items, opening and discarding options. “Try that one.” 
 
                 She opened the website and scanned through the article from the local newspaper. “This is it. A rodeo clown was seriously injured yesterday at the Mayhill Rodeo. Bill Fudd, 35, was kicked by Demon’s Daughter and struck the steel fencing. He was airlifted to a hospital in Fort Worth.
 
   “Does it mention Shane?”
 
   “Yeah.” She scrolled down to the bottom. “Bareback bronc rider Shane O’Hare had been ejected from the horse when the accident occurred.”
 
   “What happened to Fudd?”
 
   She scanned the page. “It doesn’t say.”
 
   Jess got to his feet and paced the small living space. “Shane feels responsible.”
 
   “Why? Accidents happen in rodeo all the time. He had to know that. Had to have witnessed more than a few in those years he was on the circuit.”
 
   “Not the same when it’s up close and personal like that. And Shane’s always been the go-to person when anyone needed anything. I swear that’s why he’s a fireman. Having to watch what happened to that man had to rub. I need to talk to him.”
 
   “Are you going to call him tonight?”
 
   Jess looked at the clock. “No, it’s too late. I think he’s working, anyway. Plus, I want to do this face-to-face.”
 
   “You want me to see if I can find out what happened to Fudd?” Amy Rose yawned.
 
   “Yes. I need all the facts I can get. But not tonight. Let’s quit.” Jess dropped by her side and took her hand. “Life’s funny, isn’t it? My parents were at every event he was in except those last few months while Dad was recovering from his broken foot. How much different would this be if they’d been there, if they’d known.”
 
   “Shane had to know they’d understand, that you would understand. It was an accident.”
 
   “That horse was pretty riled. Maybe he thought he could have handled him better, or shouldn’t have ridden him. The neighbor raises and trains bucking horses. I’m going to take a run over and talk to Brant McCormick in the morning, show him the video and see what he says.”
 
   “That’s a good idea, and I’ll broaden my search and see what else I can find.” She closed all the windows and turned the computer off. “I need ice cream. Triple fudge chocolate.”
 
   Jess gazed at her for a moment and then laughed. “I didn’t buy any. It wasn’t on the list.”
 
   “Sorry. Craving.”
 
   Jess went to the kitchen and opened the freezer. “You’re in luck. There’s plain chocolate, but there’s only half a pint here.”
 
   “Gimme.”
 
   Jess brought her the ice cream and a spoon. “Let’s hope what we find out will help Shane.”
 
   Amy Rose took several bites of ice cream and watched Jess check the door, lock it and begin turning off lights. She finished the last bite of ice cream, mourned there wasn’t more, and reached to turn out the final light. 
 
   They’d been avoiding the subject all evening. 
 
   “Three babies, Jess. What are we going to do? This house isn’t big enough.”
 
   Jess disposed of her ice cream carton and followed her to the bedroom. He unbuttoned his shirt and tossed it into the hamper, then came to her side. “I love you, Amy Rose, and I love those babies. We’ll figure it out.”
 
   “There’s so much. So much to do, so much to learn, so much to decide.” The panic settled in her throat, choking her. 
 
   “Shhh.” He leaned over and kissed her neck. “I’m here. We’re a family. We’re both smart people. We’ll figure it out. Mom has more than a few ideas. She was down in the barn with me a couple times today. We can make time tomorrow to go over and talk a few things through.”
 
   “My parents. They aren’t returning my phone calls.” She took to his hand and pulled it to her cheek, grief washing over her.
 
   “They’ll come around. Give it time.”
 
   “You keep saying that, but I don’t see how.”
 
    “We’ll make it happen. They are family.”
 
   She snorted. “They never treated you like that.”
 
   “But they always wanted what was best for you. They aren’t going to stay mad. It’s not possible.”
 
   “You hope.”
 
   “No, I know. Not every day a woman has triplets. It’s an event and a blessing. I don’t think they could have raised the woman I love with all my heart without a bit of love for her in them.”
 
   Amy Rose sniffed. “Don’t make me cry.”
 
   “Wouldn’t think of it.” He pulled her to him and held her close. Her worry, her fears and the sheer struggle of being overwhelmed released.
 
   She used her weight to make Jess lay back and kissed his neck.
 
   His lips brushed her cheek, his hand found her backside. “You invitin’ or teasing, Mrs. O’Hare?”
 
   She shifted on top of him and spread kisses across his face and mouth. “Inviting. Definitely inviting.”
 
   “My favorite way to end an evening.”
 
   “Shhh, your reward for Oreos and ice cream.” She gently bit his earlobe, then laved it with her tongue.
 
   He moaned. “Reward away, honey.” 
 
   He wrapped his arms around her. She shivered. A wall of heat made its way from the tip of her nose where he kissed her to her feminine core where he’d settled his hardness against her.
 
   This was where life was. Walls down. Hearts open.
 
   She laid her head against his heart and listened to the pounding there.
 
   “Amy? Sick?”
 
   She gave a small laugh. “For a change, no.  I love you. That’s all.
 
   He twisted the two of them so they lay on their sides facing each other. “Prove it.”
 
   She laid her fingers against his mouth and he kissed them. “Your wish is forever my pleasure.”
 
   “You took the words right out of my mouth.”
 
    
 
   ∞∞∞∞
 
    
 
   Kendra fingered the crisp twenty dollar bills, took a deep breath to master her irritation. “I don’t need your money.”
 
   Shane looked up from devouring a bowl of chili and gave her an exasperated sigh. “I don’t expect you to feed me, let me sleep here, use your water for showers without pulling my weight. I know you’re struggling to get all the volume of supplies you need for your contract at the Low Down.”
 
   Her back teeth ground together. “That isn’t your problem. I can work this through myself. It’s my business.”
 
   He went still, never a good sign with a man in her experience. “I never said you couldn’t.”
 
   “Then you’ll take this back.” She walked to the counter and laid the bills in front of him.
 
   He slid them back. “No.”
 
   She put her fists to her hips and gave him “the look.” It was a point of pride; and dollars implied a seriousness to their relationship that she wasn’t sure she was ready for. “I’m not taking your money, Shane.”
 
   He put the spoon down and pushed the bowl toward her. “Then I quit eating here.”
 
   “I can afford to feed you.”
 
   “Why should you? It cuts into your bottom line. Don’t tell me it doesn’t.” 
 
   “I buy a lot of these supplies anyway. To feed myself and to test things and to deliver cakes that have been ordered. There’s leftovers. Somebody has to eat them or I throw them out. You understand me?” She threw up her hands and walked back to the desk.
 
   “This is what I would pay if I ate alone at my apartment. Since I’m eating here all the time, I thought it would be helpful.” He rose out of his seat, walked up behind her and bent to kiss her neck. She pushed him away because he could make her soften. 
 
   “You either take the dollars or I borrow your keys and fill your gas tank or mow your lawn so you don’t have to pay a service. Or I go to the grocery store myself and stock your cupboards. Bet I could figure out a few things by looking.” He went and opened the first cupboard with her cake flour and sugar. 
 
   She came behind him and closed the door. “Shane, it’s important for me to do this myself. Please understand.”
 
   He leaned in until his nose touched hers. “I’m pretty sure if I checked your business plan – and I’m sure you have one – that feeding me is not on the list.”
 
   “It’s not that big of deal. Honestly, Shane.”
 
   “It is to me.”
 
   Exhaustion washed over her. “Why have I never been to this apartment?”
 
   “Because it’s only where I store my stuff. I have one sofa, one bed, a bunch of boxes, and a rotten lemon in the fridge.”
 
   “Where did you eat before?”
 
   Shane tensed and she twisted around to look at him. “Shane?”
 
   “In case you hadn’t noticed, I work all the time. I eat at the firehouse. I eat out. I eat with family. Now I’m not doing as much as I was because I’m eating here.” He handed her back the money.
 
   She stared at the bills for a moment and debated. She was broke. Which was worse? Calling her uncle and borrowing money or accepting Shane’s contribution?
 
   She took the bills out of his hand. “Just so we understand each other, I don’t accept a charity handout. I feed you at my pleasure.”
 
   “Mine, too.” He bent and kissed her. “I hoped you’d think of me as a partner.” 
 
   “Can you cook or bake?”
 
   “No, but I can wash dishes and taste test.” 
 
   “Well, that’s a partnership I can get behind then.” She wrapped her arms around his waist. “It’s important to me to make this work, by myself.”
 
   “But you aren’t by yourself, right? You have clients, people who are paying you, telling their friends. Repeat customers who are enjoying your cakes. They are part of the success, too, right?”
 
   “Yes, but…”
 
   “It’s settled then. You feed me. I pay. I’ll wash your dishes, taste everything. You won’t argue with me when I drop a couple hundred dollars on your desk for my share.”
 
   “It’s too much.”
 
   “I’ve been the grocery store lately, honey. No, it isn’t.”
 
   He released her and went back to his chili, and she let him. His handing her cash still rankled, but he was right. She could use the money and if she had to accept help from anyone, Shane was the best alternative.
 
   Shane took another bite. “I keep eating like this, though, I need to run again. We haven’t been for a while.”
 
   She sagged onto the stool next to him and ran a hand over his hair. “No energy. By the time I’m done baking and delivering, I’m done.”
 
   “Maybe we could trade to evening. You come home from delivering your cakes, nap and then we go out. The last few days it has cooled off a bit.”
 
   “What? Ninety-nine versus one hundred ten? The heat is why I quit running at night in the first place.”
 
   “How about we head down to the park for a walk at least, anyway.”
 
   “Could we maybe find somewhere else to walk? I know I should be over this already, but I still get nervous about running into that horse again.”
 
   Shane rolled his shoulders and rose to take his dishes to the sink. “We never did really talk about your accident in high school.”
 
   She rubbed her stomach, soothing the ache that always popped out of nowhere when the subject came up. “I don’t talk about that much anymore.”
 
   He leaned back against the counter and stayed silent. If he’d asked a bunch of questions, maybe she could have blown him off, but he had understanding etched in his face.
 
   “We weren’t supposed to be out. It was after curfew, but we decided to go visit a friend. Cris was spending the night with me. I’d just gotten my new car. We had a friend who lived out in the country and we decided to sneak out and go visit her. You know country roads.”
 
   “Yeah, I do.” Shane moved back to his seat and took her hand. “What happened?”
 
   “Lots of curves. Dark. We were talking boys and music and school gossip. Rounded a corner, wasn’t speeding, but there was this monster horse. No room to go around, no room to even think except brake. I hit him.” She swallowed hard and gripped his hand.
 
   He swept his free hand through her hair. “Go on.”
 
   “Cris wasn’t in her seatbelt. The impact was like hitting a brick wall. The front end of my car crumpled like a soda can. Cris got thrown out. The horse came to a stop on the roof of my car.
 
   “I’m sorry, honey.” He rubbed her neck. 
 
   “I remember all the screaming and moaning the horse did. I couldn’t find Cris. I hurt all over. A rancher came on us and called an ambulance and shot the horse, I think. Cris broke her neck and died at the scene. I was in the hospital for three weeks. Missed the last three months of that school year. Both my legs were broken and my hip, plus my collarbone and shoulder.” She touched each piece of her body, then brushed away the tears at the corner of her eyes. “That’s all.”
 
   “Not quite.” He lifted her to his lap. “I’m sorry I asked.”
 
   “It’s done. I’ve made peace with being at fault for all of it.”
 
   He lifted her chin, and she was forced to look at him. Deep sorrow filled his eyes. “Some things just happen. Sometimes it really is an accident.” 
 
   She shook her head. “We shouldn’t have left the house.”
 
   “A conclusion fueled by regret.” Shane settled her against him and rubbed her back. “I know this better than anyone.”
 
   She accepted Shane’s comfort and struggled to shove the incident back into the dark closed box in her mind. She wiggled out of his lap and went to the refrigerator for juice. 
 
   Shane’s phone went off. They stared at each other for a moment and then Shane lifted the phone and read a text message. His eyebrows drew together. He typed back. 
 
   “Something wrong?” She sipped her juice, struggling against emotional fatigue.
 
   “Friend with a problem.” The phone went off again. Shane read the message and rubbed his forehead. “I’m going to have to go out.”
 
   Kendra shrugged. “Okay.” She needed some privacy for a while anyway to regroup.
 
   Shane put his phone on the counter and walked to her. “I was hoping to get a nap in and make you forget my nosiness.”
 
   “Well, a nap will be involved while you’re gone. I have to sleep for a bit before I go to the grocery store.” 
 
   “I should be back before then. I’ll go with you and be your heavy lifter.” He gave her quick kiss and then came back for more.
 
   He pulled away. “You rattle me, woman.”
 
   “Ditto, slick. Go help your friend.”
 
   He picked up his keys and left.
 
   She drained the rest of her juice, put the cup in the sink and turned to find Shane’s cellphone still on the counter.
 
   “Oh, God!” She grabbed the phone and ran to the front door. He needed this phone on him at all times. That’s how the fire department got in touch with him when they needed him for fires and emergencies.
 
   Shane was backing out of the driveway. She waved at him, but he didn’t see her.
 
   She rushed back inside and grabbed her purse and keys and ran to her car. Maybe she could catch him. 
 
   She started her car and pulled out, glad she’d backed into the carport to set up for cake delivery. She caught sight of his truck and turned that direction to follow him. He drove north on Copper Canyon, past the fire station, and drove on. Well, he hadn’t said it was a fire buddy. Shane had lived around here all his life. He could know dozens of people. The thought made her uneasy. She hadn’t met any of those people. She’d met one friend from the fire department because she’d made his son a birthday cake, on Shane’s recommendation.
 
   Shane turned on Orchard Hill and a few seconds later, she turned, too. He still hadn’t noticed her following him. She drove past a lot of land that was scorched from a fire and a house that had burned down.
 
   A bit further on, Shane turned between the entry posts for a ranch. This must be where his friend lived. 
 
   Embarrassed, she didn’t know what to do. Should she barge in, smile and say “here’s your phone,” and back out again? Or should she sit here and listen for his phone to ring and only go in if it did? Or should she go back home and pretend she hadn’t seen the phone on the damn counter and followed him?
 
   She drove to the entrance, checked for traffic and stopped. On the fence was an engraved sign:  O’Hare Ranch.
 
   “What the hell?” This place was less than five miles from her house. When Shane said he had family around, she’d thought they were further away. In almost three months together, why hadn’t she met them?
 
   “Dammit.” She clenched her hands around the steering wheel. In the pasture, cattle were milling around. Down the long driveway, there was a big house and a couple of barns with two horses in the corral. Shane had parked his truck next to another vehicle and disappeared.
 
   House or barn?
 
   She hadn’t been watching. 
 
   She rubbed a hand over her churning stomach. “He’ll have an explanation, Kendra. He will.”
 
   Like your father did?
 
   Before she could think herself into a total meltdown, she turned down the driveway and slowly crept toward the barn. She parked next to Shane, trying to ignore the trembling of her body.
 
   Damn him. He knew she was afraid of horses and she had said she wanted to take it slow, but his family was right here.
 
   “Right here, Shane!” Her cry echoed in the car.
 
   Why hadn’t he told her?
 
   Hurt barreled through her, followed closely by a flash of anger.
 
   He was the last person she’d wanted to lie to her.
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   CHAPTER TWELVE
 
   Shane shook his head to clear his hearing. “She’s having what?”
 
   “You heard me.” Jess shoveled more debris from the horse’s stall into the wheelbarrow. The horses were in the pasture, so the barn was quiet. The shade of the barn abated the heat of the day. “Three. Trio. Tres. Babies.”
 
   Shane grinned. “You said that real calm like.”
 
   Jess snorted and wiped his brow. “Uh, that would be not. Just trying to keep it together because Amy Rose is freaked and she has to do all the heavy lifting.”
 
   “Where is she?”
 
   “Up at the house with Mom. We’re going to have to move out of the foreman’s place when the babies come. No room. We’re going to need about six more sets of hands. Wondered if maybe I could sign you and Kendra up?”
 
   Shane paled and collapsed on a barrel. Kendra. God. He was in so damn deep…
 
   “I’d be happy to. Kendra? Jury’s out.”
 
   “So you told her.”
 
   “No, not yet.”
 
   Jess set aside his pitch fork and took the other barrel. “You told Dad you would tell her. What are you waiting for?”
 
   He ground his teeth. “No, Dad told me I should tell her. I haven’t yet. Need to. But can’t figure out a way to do it without losing her.”
 
   “Look, Shane, there isn’t an easy way to tell her.”
 
   He was a few seconds late in figuring out what happened. “Oh geez, Dad told you we talked. Did he tell Mom?”
 
   “Not that I know of. That’s a problem, too. You sure know how to piss off the women in your life. But that’s not what I wanted to talk to you about.”
 
   “There’s more?” Shane recognized Jess’s quiet gaze and a ripple of foreboding skittered over his skin. “What?”
 
   Jess put his hands on his knees and looked down at the ground. Finally, he stared directly at Shane. “I don’t know how to say this, so I’m going to blurt it out. I found a YouTube video from the Mayhill Rodeo. I saw the accident.”
 
   The air knocked out of Shane’s lungs. “What the hell, Jess?”
 
   “Please tell me that’s not why you quit rodeo.”
 
   Shane rose, agitation making him pace to the end of the stalls and back. “What in the hell did you go snooping for, Jess?”
 
   Jess rose and faced off. “YouTube isn’t exactly snooping, brother. You aren’t acting like yourself. You’ve been getting more distant and closed off. It’s killing all of us.”
 
   He wanted to grab Jess by his shirt front and punch him. “What’s acting like myself? Explain that to me, because I sure as hell don’t know an answer to that.”
 
   “Keeping to yourself. Missing Thursday and Sunday dinners. Working all the time at fire station and never at the ranch. Especially in the last three months.” 
 
   Shane started to protest the hard fire season, but Jess raised his hand and stopped him. “Yeah, I know all about the fire season. But you quit riding Dreamer, quit working with the other horses.  You used to come every day and ride the land. You’re lying to Kendra. That is not the Shane I know.”
 
   Shane clenched his fists and put his nose in Jess’s face. “How is this any of your business?”
 
   Jess jabbed him with his forefinger. “You punch me, I’m punching back. Clear?”
 
   “You think you can take me?” He shifted to the balls of his feet, consumed by a red haze.
 
   “I think we can both hold our own, then we’ll have to explain what in the hell we were arguing about that caused a fist fight. I don’t want to explain that to my wife even though she knows most of it, let alone our mother who doesn’t.”
 
   Shane sagged, pent up frustration clawing him from the inside out. “Dammit, Jess.”
 
   Jess stepped away and sighed. “You’re my brother. I’ve been asking for ages what was wrong, begging you to talk to me. Please don’t tell me you blame yourself for that accident.”
 
   “It was my fault!” He hissed the words in Jess’s face, erupting with the force of years of guilt.
 
   Jess didn’t even blink. “How?”
 
   Shane shoved Jess and moved away. “You saw the video. I knew that horse. Had ridden her before. She was excessively irritable and antsy. I’d been on her a time or two to know.  She should have been pulled. I got on her anyway. Thought I could handle her.”
 
   Jess grabbed his arm and turned him back. “You wouldn’t be the first bronc rider who thought that, Shane. Bill Fudd knew the risks when he stepped in the arena. Y’all sign medical waivers for God’s sake!”
 
   Shane stilled, anger jamming his throat. He clenched his hands into fists and paced away.
 
   Jess drew a deep breath. “Yeah, Amy Rose found him.”
 
   Shane turned back. “Found him? He isn’t lost, dammit.”
 
   Jess drew back. “You know where he is?”
 
   “Yes,” he bit out around the boulder in his throat. “He lives with his sister in Tyler. I visit him a couple times a month and talk to her at least once a week.” Or he had been until fire season hit.
 
   “Why? To keep punishing yourself?”
 
   “The man is paralyzed from the neck down. His world consists of a three by seven hospital bed, his motorized wheelchair and his television. Has for the last two years. What’s visiting him cost me versus that? He’s been really sick the last few months. He needs friends.”
 
   “Oh my God, I just figured it out. The gold stallion you brought home? You said it was a friend’s and he couldn’t keep him. That’s Bill’s horse, isn’t it?
 
   “Yes. So what?”
 
   “God, Shane. Why didn’t you tell me? Don’t you see? This isn’t your fault and in fact you seem to have done everything you could do to help the man.”
 
   “It was the least I could do, Jess.” 
 
   “I talked to Brant McCormick, Shane. He raises broncing horses, in case you’ve forgotten.”
 
   “I hadn’t forgotten. What’s that got to do with anything?”
 
   “He watched the video. Said it wasn’t your fault.”
 
   “I know horses, Jess. I spent enough time growing up around horses same as you. I did this on the amateur circuit and the pro circuit enough to know when a horse is off.”
 
   “Well, why didn’t the vet or any one of the other people that handled her before you rode her figure it out? What makes you more guilty than them? And I’m not saying anyone was guilty. Dangerous is the name of that rodeo game. You know it. Unpredictable stuff happens all the time.”
 
   “I know that, Jess, but the man’s life was changed for the worse and I was in the middle and could have stopped it. I won’t dodge saying what I know to be true and taking part of the responsibility for it. Yes, that’s why I quit. I was more focused on the next prize, the glory of the win and not on safety. Bill Fudd paid for that.”
 
   Jess crossed his arms. “Bill Fudd made a choice. Just like you made a choice. You were both in the arena with a dangerous horse. Rodeo is one big risk.”
 
   Shane lost it and shouted. “Bill Fudd didn’t choose to be paralyzed.” 
 
   Jess got in his face and shouted back. “You didn’t choose to get bucked off or to have him get hurt trying to distract the damn horse, either!”
 
   Shane grabbed Jess’s shirt and shook him. “Still my fault. Still my problem.”
 
   Jess grasped his hands and held on. “This is why you haven’t told Kendra anything about your family or your past, isn’t it? 
 
   Shane clenched his jaw, teeth grinding as he considered how to answer Jess’s question.
 
   “I’d like to know the answer to that, too.” 
 
   Shane jerked at the sound of Kendra’s quivering voice. He dropped his hands from Jess’s shirt and turned to the open barn doors. She stood, uncertain, looking as if she’d bolt if given any provocation.
 
   “Kennie? What the hell?” He didn’t mean to snarl.
 
   She stepped back. “You left your phone. I followed you to give it back. Answer the question.” She was as pale as cake flour.
 
   His anger dried up. Dread and inevitability crashed together with the agony of hurt in her eyes. “How much did you hear?”
 
   “Does it matter?”
 
   He started toward her, but she held up her hands to stop him, juggling his cell phone. “Stay there.”
 
   “Kennie?”
 
   “Who is this?” She pointed at Jess. “We’ve met. Right? The Low Down. You were with your wife, Amy Rose.”
 
   “Yeah, Jess. O’Hare.” He pointed at Shane. “His brother.”
 
   Shane took his eyes off Kendra and glared at Jess, a split impulse away from shoving him into the dirt. 
 
   Jess glared back. “Don’t even think about it. I promise you won’t like explaining to Mom. I didn’t tell Kendra anything. You were supposed to.”
 
   Kendra grabbed a post for stability and bent over. God, he wanted to go to her and hold her, but she still held him at bay with a hand up.
 
   “You knew who I was?” Kendra’s eyes spit daggers at Jess.
 
   Jess shrugged. “Guessed who you were when Sully told us.”
 
   “So you lied to me, too.”
 
   Jess stepped toward her. “No offense, Kendra, but I don’t owe you anything. I didn’t say any more than I had to so I could protect my lame-brained brother who is struggling with some issue about who he is.”
 
   Shane clenched his hands. “That’s enough, Jess.”
 
   “You bet it is, Shane. Time to tell her the truth. All of it.” Jess gripped the handles of the wheelbarrow. “I have horses to feed, a wife to take care of and triplet babies to figure out.”
 
   He turned the wheelbarrow around and went out the side door of the barn to the compost pile.
 
   Shane took a tentative step toward Kendra and when she didn’t protest, he took another one. Her mouth was locked in a tight-lipped frown. When he got to her, she handed him his phone, pulling her fingers away to keep from touching him.
 
   A part of him shriveled, damning himself for creating the whole damn situation because he couldn’t figure a way through his feelings. “I can explain.”
 
   “Possibly. But whether I will listen to that explanation is questionable. You lied to me.”
 
   “I didn’t lie. I had some things I didn’t tell you. With your fear of horses, I was afraid you wouldn’t give me a chance.”
 
   “Your brother has a ranch five miles from my house and has nothing to do with my fear of horses. You not telling me is a pretty big omission.”
 
   “It’s not my brother’s ranch. It’s the family ranch. I grew up here.”
 
   Her eyes widened, her mouth opened, but no words came out. She whirled and took off for her car. 
 
   He met his father coming out of the barn. “Hey, who is this? Is this your girlfriend?” Hope lit his eyes.
 
   His mother and Amy Rose were behind his father. Oh, God.
 
   “A girlfriend?” His mother swirled to get a good look at Kendra’s retreating back. “Why am I only hearing about this now?” 
 
   “Not now, Dad, please.” He redirected his mom to his dad, and streaked by Amy Rose. “Kennie, wait.”
 
   She’d already gotten in her car and slammed the door.
 
   He ran to her car and opened the door. “Listen to me, please.”
 
   She swept her hair out of her face. Tears clouded her eyes. “I don’t want to hear some bullshit excuses, Shane. So maybe you should think about that first. You know what’s happened to me. You know lies and half-truths are the last thing I needed. Maybe it was about you. Maybe it was about me. Maybe it was about us. But a lie is still a lie.” She pulled her door away from him and started her car.
 
   He let her drive off because he couldn’t figure out where to start to make her understand and he didn’t want his family standing there listening to the explanation.
 
   “What is going on?” His mother’s confused tone clenched at a dozen regrets and squeezed the breath out of him.
 
   He watched Kendra pull back on the highway before he turned to her. “I can’t explain yet, Mom.”
 
   She masked the hurt in her eyes and touched his sleeve. “Are you sure?” 
 
   He reached up to pat her hand and stared back down the road. “I have to go talk to Kendra first.” He had to make her understand how a good man could fall into purgatory and not be able to find a way out. 
 
   Amy Rose reached for his free hand. “Tell her the truth and let it stand. She might get angry, but she’ll work through it, Shane.”
 
   “I wish I believed that.” He kissed his mother’s cheek. “I’ll be back.”
 
   “Go on. I’ll be here.” His mother hugged him and her expression told him she’d be understanding, making him feel like the hypocrite he was.
 
   He walked to his truck, trying to breath around the distress and worry. He hoped Kendra went home because he had only a few ideas where to search for her if she didn’t. 
 
   “Now, who is going to tell me exactly what was going on here?” Shane looked back and discovered Jess in his mom’s crosshair.
 
   He slammed the door to tune out Jess’s answer. He was going to owe his brother.
 
    
 
   ∞∞∞∞
 
    
 
   Her hands shook, but Kendra tied one running shoe, then the other. By the time she finished, she needed another tissue. She wiped her nose and her eyes and willed herself to quit crying. 
 
   If half of what she’d heard was true, then there were volumes of details Shane hadn’t told her about himself. Three months together was enough time to have told her at least some of it. He’d been too good to be true and she’d fallen for it. She was such a fool!  Her truth meter was seriously broken.
 
   She rose from the bed and smoothed the comforter. She had to leave before he arrived at her doorstep with more half-truths. She couldn’t deal with him and the crash of what turned out to be a fantasy romance. She needed to hit the trails and run until she was falling down exhausted because the agony of Shane’s omission was crackling through every part of her. She threw his t-shirt from the bed to his duffle in the corner. His fire cap was on her dresser. She tossed that to the corner too, followed by his running shoes, one thud at a time.
 
   Why? Why had he lied? It was such a huge thing for her. Yes, she had a fear of horses. That shouldn’t have stopped him from telling her the truth. Yes, she’d asked if they could go slow. But he should have figured out after several running dates that she wasn’t such a shallow person that those important details would have deterred their relationship. One fear wouldn’t have stood against who he really was. Didn’t he know how much he’d come to mean to her? 
 
   More importantly, he knew about her father, knew what had happened and how she felt about those lies. Whatever else, how did Shane expect to build any lasting relationship with her without being truthful? He’d avoided introductions to his family. He’d not shared information about the family ranch or some problem with a man he’d hurt. What else hadn’t he told her? Did she really know him at all?
 
   She took a ragged breath, then another. A second and third tissue hit the wastebasket.  Whether she could even catch her breath enough to run was debatable. But she had to move or she’d curl in a ball and scream. 
 
   Her phone rang and she hurried to the kitchen. Her emotions tumbled head over heart. She took one look at the caller ID expecting Shane and finding her mother’s name. She recoiled and grabbed the counter, dizziness making the room swirl. She groped for her phone and turned it off.
 
   The front door opened and closed. She tensed, a painful tightness jumping from throat to stomach. Spots flashed before her eyes. She sucked in a full breath. “You should have knocked.” She turned slightly to confirm it was Shane out of the corner of her eye.
 
   “I figured you wouldn’t talk to me. I need to explain.” He stood hunched in the doorway with eyes bleeding pain. 
 
   She shifted around the island and lifted herself onto a stool. She put her head in her hands, grappling to stay glued together. “The hardest thing I ever did was tell you the truth about my father.”
 
   “I know.”
 
   She lifted her hands and glared at him. “Apparently, you don’t. That would have been a good time to start sharing some of your details. Who is this man that got hurt because of you?”
 
   Shane jerked and stumbled back a step, hand rubbing his chest. 
 
   “Is your brother right?”
 
   “About what?
 
   “That you’re struggling with who you are? Is that why you left out so much?” She was grasping, trying to find palatable reasons. “I mean, please tell me why it was such a big deal to meet your family?”
 
   He came further into the room and she let him. “I’m not sure I can make sense of this for you.”
 
   “Try. Because I need to understand why my truth meter is broken, why I trusted you, then you can take this and leave.” She handed him back his crisp twenties in a neat stack.
 
   He looked like she’d poked him with burning stick. She squashed any sense of trying to be nice and stuck to her hurt. He eased around her and pulled out the other stool. “May I sit?”
 
   She rose and rounded the island to the opposite side. “Yes. Stay right there.” She was itching to do something with her hands – mix a cake, wash some dishes, anything. Instead, she laced her fingers and laid them on the counter. “Talk.”
 
   He visibly swallowed and sat. “The park, when we first met.”
 
   She twisted her hands together. “We have to go back to the beginning? The beginning? That long?” She didn’t like the shrill in her tone. She was losing control and that wouldn’t do.
 
   Shane bit his lip. “Are you going to let me tell this my way?”
 
   She stared over his head to the magnets on her fridge and counted to ten. Then twenty. “Talk.”
 
   “Then you listen. Please.”
 
   “Fine.”
 
   “You were freaked about the horse. I chased you all the way to your car.”
 
   “I know. I couldn’t stop.”
 
   “I get that now. But I looked for you, for days. Everywhere I went.”
 
   “Why?”
 
   “Told myself it was because I wanted to see if you were okay. But really, something about you pulled me. I’d about given up when I ran into you at the park.” He traced the grain of the wood on the butcher block.
 
   She backed up and leaned against the counter, crossing her arms. “Go on.”
 
   “Didn’t seem like a good time to tell you anything about my ranch background.”
 
   She opened her mouth to protest, but he raised a finger. “Wait.”
 
   She grimaced and took a deep breath. “Fine. Continue.”
 
   “I’m a fireman now, Kennie. That’s who I am and I love it. I never lied to you about any of that. But I’ve been riding horses since I was two years old. The ranch has been in the family for one hundred forty years. You can’t go anywhere in this area without running into someone I’m related to or went to high school with. I was a volunteer fireman at eighteen. I was riding amateur rodeo by then, too. Entered the pro circuit at twenty-two and competed for three years. Then I quit.”
 
   “Why? Because of that man who got hurt?”
 
   “Yes. It was my fault.” He waited for her to respond, but she didn’t know what to say, couldn’t comprehend that Shane could be responsible for anyone getting hurt. 
 
   She waved her hand at him. “That aside for a minute, let’s get this straight right now. My horse issues have nothing to do with this. Nothing. That’s where you are going with this whole tale, isn’t it?”
 
   “Can you honestly tell me you wouldn’t have said ‘nice to meet you and bye’ if I’d told you then I was a rodeo cowboy and a horse rancher?”
 
   “Could you have blamed me? I already have a lot to deal with, Shane. But my life story doesn’t have anything to do with yours!  I would hope I would have been more objective.”
 
   He shifted on his chair. “I didn’t want to take the chance.”
 
   She leaned across the counter. “So you’re saying you lied to me for my own good?”
 
   “No, I lied to you until you could get to know me, understand who I am, trust me.”
 
   “You did a bang up job of that, didn’t you? About the time I had sex with you and told you about my father would have been a good time to start the confession.”
 
   He winced. “I know. I didn’t know how. Making sense of what I kept from you involves a lot more than you.”
 
   “This man Jess was talking about?”
 
   “Yes. Bill Fudd. He was a rodeo clown.”
 
   “When did this happen?”
 
   “Two years ago.”
 
   Kendra reached for a tissue and wiped her nose. “Go on.”
 
   He stared out the window for a long time, before bringing his eyes to hers. She struggled to look at him. The agony twisting through his expression made her want to reach across the counter to comfort him. Instead, she crossed her arms and held herself.
 
   “I was pretty far up in the standings and pretty cocky about it. Got on a horse that was more irritable and rambunctious than normal. I felt something was wrong when I mounted her, should have stopped it. But I was sure I could handle her. She bucked me off in two seconds. Bill was in the arena with me. Came my direction to chase the horse off and she whacked him with her back hooves, sent him flying backwards into the fence. He broke his back, had a serious head injury. He’s paralyzed from the neck down now. Life over.” He dropped his gaze and rubbed his hands. “I talked myself out of doing anything about the damn horse because I wanted a record and a trophy.”
 
   She gave up and slid her hand across the counter to touch him, then damned herself for the action and drew away. “I don’t follow rodeo for obvious reasons. But seems to me that you have to know that getting in the arena with a riled up thousand-pound horse is pretty dicey.”
 
   “Bill made his choice. I made mine. Mine was wrong. He got hurt. I could have stopped that.”
 
   She didn’t know what else to say to him. This wasn’t something she could guide him to a different understanding even if she wanted to. “What does this have to do with lying to me?”
 
   “I haven’t talked about this with anyone, dammit. My family knew nothing about Bill Fudd until today; Jess snooped and found out. I can’t reconcile the care I take with the land, with family and friends, or with the animals. How I could be so reckless with a human life? Confessing that I was so careless about Bill Fudd’s safety? Who would understand that?” 
 
   The sea of Shane’s emotions fueled her own regrets. “I killed my best friend, Shane. We sneaked out, disobeyed my mother. I was driving. If you think you’ll find recriminations here, you’d be wrong.”
 
   “I didn’t know that at the time.”
 
   “The difference between us, Shane, is that I talked about it – with my family and her family, who forgave me, I might add. I didn’t bottle all those emotions up and pretend that was handling it.”
 
   He glared at her. “You don’t get it, do you?”
 
   “Get what? It was an accident, regardless. If you’d known what was going to happen, you would have gotten off the damn horse. Shit happens, Shane. To all of us. Handling it by lying to your family and your girlfriend only made it worse.”
 
   He rose from his chair, shaking his head. “You don’t get it. I didn’t want you to see me as the kind of man who’d make that mistake.”
 
   “I wouldn’t have seen you that way, but you didn’t give me a chance. You didn’t trust me.”
 
   He stared at her, his mouth opening and closing.
 
   “There’s nothing left to say, Shane. You have to work this out, but it doesn’t involve me anymore.”
 
   “I don’t accept that.”
 
   “Too bad. That’s truth. Is there anything you’ve left out?”
 
   He shifted on his feet and she held her stomach. She couldn’t take any more. 
 
   “I told you I play poker at the Low Down on Friday nights. But I didn’t tell you that Sully Johnson is my cousin, mother’s side. I found out about your dessert contract from you and haven’t been in the Low Down since.”
 
   She felt like she’d gotten clawed by one of those Sci-Fi movie monsters and her chest was ripping apart. Was he going to challenge every part of her being?
 
   Shane gazed at her. “I gave Steven your number for his son’s birthday cake to help your business. That’s it. I’m not taking this back.” He tossed the bills to her desk. “I may have not told you the whole thing…”
 
   “Lied, Shane.”
 
   “All right, I lied, Kennie. But more than lying to you, I lied to myself. I couldn’t…can’t accept that I made that mistake. I’m not sure I’ll ever be able to.”
 
   He looked like he wanted to grab her and hold her, but he didn’t. He went to the doorway and stood for a minute. “I’ll get my gear and clear out, but I’m not giving up. I love you.”
 
   “Love without trust isn’t something to be proud of, Shane. You didn’t trust me with your most basic truths, the things that matter. I can’t believe in us without that.”
 
   “Fair enough. I have to start over and show you that this was never about you.”
 
   He walked down the hall to the bedroom. The noises of him loading his gear drove a spike in her heart, every sound another whack.
 
   Could have been five minutes. Could have been a fraction of that or double that. She didn’t know. He came back with his duffle slung over his shoulder. “I’m coming back.”
 
   She wanted to say “don’t.” 
 
   Her mouth formed the words, but she didn’t utter them. 
 
   He turned to the front door and she followed his heavy steps until the door closed and she heard him step off the porch.
 
   She didn’t know what to do. 
 
   Crying seemed best.
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   CHAPTER THIRTEEN
 
   Shane pushed open the barn doors and stood for a moment in the darkness. Jess’s truck was up at the house parked next to his father’s. Gifford’s truck was parked behind them next to Nick’s SUV. God, how news must have traveled!  He tossed his cell phone and his keys on the workbench by the tack room and went for his saddle.
 
   The sun was close to setting, but he had to get out, get away. If he could rip his heart out, he might be able to breathe. A wad of tears plugged his throat and a world of raw pain rode his chest. He couldn’t fault Kendra for any of it. He needed to find solace somewhere, somehow.
 
   Lost.
 
   In body, soul and direction. 
 
   How long had he been making decisions based on that one moment in time with Bill? How did he resolve that anger at himself? Because he couldn’t go back to Kendra and beg her to try again until he figured that out. 
 
   He pulled Dreamer out of her stall. “Hey girl, got a ride in you?”
 
   She whinnied and bumped his shoulder with her nose. 
 
   He saddled her with subconscious efficiency and led her out of the barn and through the gate into the pasture. He mounted up and glanced up at the house. His dad was on the porch watching him.
 
   He gave him a wave and coaxed Dreamer into a good clip. She was happy to oblige and settled into a rhythm that was typical for their rides. He closed his eyes and let her lead.
 
   Every bounce expanded the hurt with the breadth of the outdoors, flowing and ebbing until he let the tears fall. He’d ruined every bit of respect Kendra had for him. The thing he feared the most – her not understanding how he could make the mistakes he had – had been a side note. The lies had been the sticking point. 
 
   Love without trust isn’t something to be proud of, Shane. You didn’t trust me with your most basic truths, the things that matter. 
 
   He squeezed his hands around the reins, anger and frustration pounding on the ache in his chest. The desire to protect himself had resulted in hurting the woman he loved. How did he go back now and convince her he loved her when he’d been willing to lie to protect himself? How did she learn she could trust him again?
 
   He’d never been able to talk with Bill about what happened. Besides the fact that talking was difficult for the man, Shane never had the nerve to hear what he had to say. So he visited, watched television, found audio books, kept him company and did whatever he could to help the man’s sister, but he never asked.
 
   The backlash of that day festered and polluted. He hadn’t trusted anyone with it and he should have, would have with anything else.
 
   What had he thought he was doing? Punishing himself? The result had been he’d punished Kendra and his family in a deep need to protect himself when they would have understood.
 
   “Dammit.” He reached the edge of the dry creek bed that bordered Brant McCormick’s ranch and pulled Dreamer to a stop. He got off the horse and walked the dry creek bed. 
 
   Brant said it wasn’t your fault. 
 
   He might never be able to accept that. 
 
   But he needed Kendra in his life and he needed to make peace with himself so he could offer her all his trust, all of who he was. Could he?
 
   He watched the sunset and wished he’d done everything differently. But he hadn’t. Now he had to apologize. He didn’t want to go back, but he needed to talk to his parents and try to explain. Then maybe they could help with how he could make things right with Kendra. 
 
   He mounted Dreamer and turned back to the house. She stretched into a run, and Shane went with it, focused on the pounding hooves and the hot breeze blowing on his face.
 
   Darkness had fallen by the time he got back and walked Dreamer to cool her off. He led her into the barn, removed her saddle and started brushing her down.
 
   The barn’s side door squeaked open and Shane mentally sighed. Nick walked into his line of vision.
 
   “What are you doing here?” Shane bent to check Dreamer’s back hooves.
 
   Nick leaned against a post. “Came over to deliver a new saddle to Jess. Heard what happened and since I’m uniquely qualified in the screw up department, seemed I was the logical one for you to talk to. I take it Kendra wasn’t too happy with you?”
 
   “Oh, I passed ‘not too happy’ and skidded right to ‘get out.’”
 
   “Don’t give up.” Nick picked up a cloth from the worktable and rubbed down Shane’s saddle. Since he’d custom made all the O’Hare saddles, Shane was happy to let him work on the leather.
 
   “Got a trust issue with her now.” Shane shifted to check the horse’s front hooves and swallowed the emotion clogging his throat
 
   Nick gave a quiet laugh. “Don’t I know that one. Jennifer always was on me about not sharing, not talking, not letting her in and I didn’t. Not sure what I thought she’d do if she knew the real me, but I ended up doing something stupid, too. She walked away.”
 
   “Why didn’t you go after her?” Shane had never directly asked why Jenn and Nick had split up. They’d divorced, Jennifer had joined the Army and Nick had always been reluctant to talk details. Shane had respected that privacy. 
 
   “Thought it was for the best. Thought I wasn’t good enough, that she deserved better. Have since realized I was wrong.”
 
   “You still love her?”
 
   Nick looked up and gave Shane a hard stare. “Yeah, I do. Don’t you make the same mistake. Don’t quit until Kendra knows that’s more important than anything else.”
 
   “Why don’t you go after Jenn now? Fix it?”
 
   Nick grimaced. “She’s in Afghanistan with her unit. Don’t want to start something that will distract her in a war zone.”
 
   Shane mulled that over while he put Dreamer in her stall and handed her a handful of oats.
 
   Nick was putting the saddle up when he came back. 
 
   Shane helped him straighten the last of the tack. “I’m not sure where to start with Kendra or my mother.”
 
   Nick followed him to the barn doors. “Your Mom loves you and will forgive you with a good explanation. Kendra’s going to be a bit tougher. Be there and don’t give up. Does she love you, too?”
 
   “I think so.”
 
   “Then do things for her. Little things are as important as big things. Most of all talk to her. Show her stuff you wouldn’t show anyone else.”
 
   Shane nodded. “I can do that.”
 
   “And make peace with this accident business. You should go up to the house and talk to Amy Rose. She got the accident report from the Mayhill Rodeo Association and read it. You might be interested in that.”
 
   “There was an accident report?”
 
   Nick clasped Shane on the shoulder. “Man, you’ve been boxed in by this thing long enough. The view from that box is mighty limited. Talk to that sister-in-law of yours. She contacted a whole bunch of people and asked a ton of questions.”
 
   Shane fisted his hands, mired in anger at her interference. Then he sagged. Facts were facts. Would knowing those change how he felt?
 
   “Call me if you need any help.” Nick walked to his SUV, got in and started the vehicle. Gifford’s truck was gone.
 
   Shane followed him and tapped on the window. Nick rolled it down. “You know this advice is going to come back at you when Jenn gets home.”
 
   Nick smirked. “I’m counting on it. I might need a shove. Jenn has a bit of a temper and I never did tangle with that very well.”
 
   Shane watched Nick pull out and then walked to the porch. His mother was sitting in the rocking chair by the door. Her silver hair was pulled back in a tight ponytail and she wore a pair of jean shorts and a yellow flowered shirt. Her hands made her knitting needles fly on some itty bitty baby thing.
 
   “I’ve been waiting for you.” Her solemn face tore him up.
 
   “I love you, Mom. I’m so sorry.” He went down on one knee in front of her and stilled her hands.
 
   “What I can’t figure is why you thought you had to hide her from us.” 
 
   Shane dropped his head and stared at the porch boards. “There were a lot of reasons and none of them good. They don’t matter now. She’s upset and hurt and furious.”
 
   “She should be.”
 
   “I was wanting things to be solid with her before I brought her home. From the beginning I had too much I didn’t tell her. I guess some part of me knew at some point she was going to find out.”
 
   “You are who you are and I’ve always been proud of you. If your father and I could have been there for that rodeo, we could have worked this through then instead of waiting two years with those feelings festering. I always wondered about your move to the fire department. I know you volunteered there for years, but to do it full-time and give up being on the rodeo circuit that you loved? I never understood that decision.”
 
   Shane looked into his mother’s eyes. “I love being a fireman and I don’t regret that choice. I’d already had too many injuries and had already started questioning what I was doing.”
 
   “Jess said you thought you were being cocky.”
 
   “I was full of it, Mom.”
 
   “I don’t believe that. Your father would have knocked that right out of you. Were you full of it or confident?”
 
   “Does it matter?”
 
   “Yes. One is arrogant and prideful and self-centered. The other isn’t. You were always good with horses. You were good at rodeo. Bill Fudd’s sister says you’ve been a godsend.”
 
   “You talked to Bill’s sister?”
 
   “Amy Rose did.”
 
   A bit of anger resurfaced. “Boy, she’s really sticking her nose in?”
 
   “No, she’s finding out what happened. She’s trying to help you.”
 
   Shane sighed and rose to slip into the chair at her side. “I know, Mom. I don’t know what I’m saying.” He rubbed the bridge of his nose.
 
   “You want to fix this with Kendra?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “Then be who you are, warts and all. Start tomorrow. Because if she can’t love all of you, you don’t want her.”
 
   “It’s not her that’s the problem, Mom. It’s me.”
 
   She put her knitting back in her bag and held out her hand. “Come with me. Let’s go face this with Amy Rose.”
 
   Shane resisted her tug on his hand. “Not sure I want to tonight….” He leaned over, overwhelmed.
 
   “It’s better than avoiding it, son.”
 
   He looked up, not bothering to disguise the tears in his eyes. “I’m sorry I hurt you.”
 
   “I know. Want some punishment?” The merriment in her voice made him his frustration loosen.
 
   He took a deep breath. “Sure.”
 
   “Amy Rose and Jess are moving out of the manager house and taking over both the back bedrooms here. We’re going to move a whole bunch of furniture. You get to be the pack mule.”
 
   “I know Jess said the manager house was too small, but I figured she’s got five months before they need to get serious.”
 
   “Three before she’s probably off her feet, I’m guessing. So they need to get settled. They are going to need a lot of hands after those babies get here. Best to get this accomplished now.”
 
   “That’s not punishment, Mom. You know I’ll help.”
 
   “Well, then, think of it as a reminder to you that you have family that loves you.” She tugged on his hand again and he rose.
 
   He followed his mother into the kitchen and expected to find Jess, Amy Rose and his dad at the table staring daggers at him. They weren’t there.
 
   The lights were on low in the living room. Voices came from the end of the hall.
 
   “Sounds like your dad and Jess are talking the move. You want some pie?”
 
   He wasn’t hungry, but caring for people was what his mother did. Feeding him would make her feel better. “Actually, Mom, I didn’t have dinner. Can I beg some leftovers?”
 
   “Sure. Had some pork chops and homemade mac and cheese for dinner. That work?”
 
   “Yeah, Mom. That’s good.” He kissed her cheek and left her to putter in the kitchen. He went into the living room and found Amy Rose stretched out on the sofa pretending to watch the baseball game with no sound but actually snoozing. He pivoted to walk out.
 
   “Don’t go.” Amy Rose yawned and sat up. “I need to talk to you.”
 
   “I hear you’ve been busy.”
 
   “I wasn’t butting in…well, maybe I was. But Jess has been so worried about you.”
 
   He sat down next to her on the sofa and took her hand. “Truth?”
 
   “Yeah.”
 
   “I need all the help I can get.” He choked on the last word, the pain of Kendra’s hurt and his stupidity smacking him once again.
 
   Amy Rose squeezed his hand. “She didn’t take it well, did she?”
 
   Shane gave a little laugh. “Yeah, she had a few things to say to me. All of them right.”
 
   “What can we do to help?”
 
   He felt a bit better at the look of complete concern in her gaze. “Honestly, sis, I have no idea. She accused me of bottling up all the emotions and pretending I was handling it. I thought the situation was pretty cut and dry.”
 
   “Not in any way, Shane.”
 
   “Did you go into this research assuming my guilt or innocence?” He had to ask. He was done dodging the hard stuff.
 
   “Neither. I was looking for facts. I found a bunch. Want to see?”
 
   “Give me the overview.”
 
   “Well, first I found Bill Fudd, but Jess says you knew where he was all along?”
 
   A light blush flashed over his face. “Yeah, I visit him frequently, help his sister out with anything she needs. He lives with her now over in Tyler.”
 
   “Did you ever talk to him about what happened?”
 
   “No. He can’t talk all that well. It’s hard for him and I figured that conversation wouldn’t help.”
 
   “Him or you? Never mind. They interviewed him.”
 
   “Who did?”
 
   “The Mayhill Rodeo Association. About three months after the accident, they talked to him. He told them what happened and he said it was an accident.”
 
   Shane kept his mouth shut and shook his head.
 
   “What?”
 
   He clamped down hard on once again claiming guilt. He wasn’t sure if he really believed that anymore.  “Nothing. Go on.”
 
   “Demon’s Daughter is still on the circuit and in competition. The report said she was more ornery than usual, but there were no health problems present that would have pulled her off the lineup.”
 
   Shane rolled his neck, tension seeping into every muscle. “Amy…”
 
   “I’m not done yet. Hear me out.” She reached out and touched his shoulder and waited until he nodded his head. “I called and talked to three different people who remembered that day. They did a full investigation, talked to dozens of people from different angles, all the horse handlers. It was an accident, Shane. Plain and simple. No one at fault.”
 
   He rose out of his seat and went to the window, staring out into the darkness. “They talked to me, too. I told them the horse was not acting right before hand, told them I knew as soon as I got on her that things were going south and should have done something.”
 
   “They emailed me a copy, Shane. I read the report. They had dozens of other people who had a birds-eye view, too. They had four different angles of video, not to mention staff and cowboys on the fence. Not one of them said it was your fault. Not one. So why do you?”
 
   He stood silent not knowing what to say.
 
   His mother came quietly into the room with a plate and a glass of sweet tea. “Maybe it was easier to cope that way.”
 
   Shane turned around and faced the two women. Jess and his father were standing in the door. “I always thought the way that horse bucked, it should have been me slammed into the fence. God, she was a pistol that day.”
 
   “But it wasn’t and pardon my saying so, I’m glad.” His father walked to his favorite chair and sat down. 
 
   “Didn’t seem fair. Bill was pretty fast on his feet. He had the shortest injury list of all the clowns.”
 
   Amy Rose pulled her computer back to her and flipped it on. “He said somewhere in here that he was distracted that day about some family issue. Still the president of the association said he did everything that should have been done, he was in the wrong spot at the same time Demon’s Daughter decided to let loose with her temper. Happens. That’s what he told me on the phone. They concluded they couldn’t have done anything to prevent Bill’s injury and no one was at fault. It’s the nature of the business.”
 
   Since Jess had taken a seat next to Amy Rose, Shane joined his mother on the love seat and took a small bite from the plate she’d made him. He didn’t know what to say. Seemed stupid now to admit he should have asked these questions himself. Instead he boxed himself in as Nick had said.
 
   “Can you accept that?” His dad sat with his arms crossed and a probing expression on his face – that same expression usually made Shane spill his guts.
 
   He searched for an honest answer. “I might have to think on it some.” He put a couple more bites in his mouth and found his hunger stirring.
 
   “What happened with Kendra?”
 
   He swallowed a mouthful of mac and cheese and hoped the food made the trip to his stomach without tossing back up. “Fight.”
 
   Jess snorted. “Understatement.”
 
   Shane dropped back to the sofa and closed his eyes. “Go away.”
 
   “Make me.” Jess’s voice was only half teasing. “Would love to pound on you.”
 
   Shane sat up, irritation spiking. His mother patted his hand. “Stop, boys.”
 
   “Don’t start something in front of the babies.” Amy Rose shifted her feet to the floor. “You want to be more specific about Kendra?”
 
   Shane dropped his fork back on his plate and gave her a tired grin. “Are you going to use baby excuses for everything now?”
 
   Amy Rose crossed her arms. “Yes. I’m entitled. Answer the question.”
 
   Jess grinned at him. “You might as well answer her. She’s going to nag until you do. If she doesn’t, I will and I can be mean.” 
 
   “You can shut up now, Pop.” Shane raised a brow and waited for Jess’s answer.
 
   His dad snorted.
 
   Jess lifted Amy Rose’s feet back to his lap and started massaging. “My sons are not calling me Pop.”
 
   “Hey, y’all called me that a time or two when you were little.” His father reached for the remote and turned off the television.
 
   Amy Rose patted Jess’s arm. “Your daughters are calling you daddy and will have you wrapped around their itty bitty fingers.”
 
   “Eat, honey.” With his mother prodding him, Shane had to take another bite.
 
   Amy Rose shifted to give him a killer lawyer stare. “What happened with Kendra, fireman?”
 
   “She did all the talking. I had no good explanations.”
 
   “What did she do?” Amy Rose was a cat overdosed on catnip, springing and pouncing. 
 
   He pointed his fork at her. “You really should have sat for the bar exam.”
 
   “Ship’s sailed. Trust me. What happened?”
 
   Shane poked his last bite. “Not sailed, but we’ll get back to that another time. She kicked me out. Says I didn’t trust her with the most basic parts of who I am.”
 
   Amy Rose nodded her head. “You didn’t.”
 
   “Thanks, sis. I needed you to kick me, too.” He pointed a finger at Jess. “Don’t say I told you so.”
 
   “I wouldn’t think of it. I made too many mistakes with Mrs. O’Hare here to yell at you for yours. What are you going to do?”
 
   “Give her a few days. Then try again. If she’ll even listen to me. Her father is Albert Dawson, the Houston entrepreneur who was just indicted. He lied to the whole family about what he was doing. Kendra had nothing to do with it, but is struggling with some serious fallout.”
 
   “Oh no, Shane.” His mother reached for his hand and he took it.
 
   “I’ve read about that. Messy stuff.” His father leaned forward in his chair. “Must have been hard for her to tell you.”
 
   “Yeah, it really was. But I don’t care about any of that. I care about her. Unfortunately, I was already in too deep with volumes of things I hadn’t shared with her when she told me. I knew how she was going to see what I left out.”
 
   His father stroked his chin. “Seems to me, you’re going to have to do the one thing you haven’t been doing to make it up to her.”
 
   “What’s that, Dad?”
 
   “Open up.” He grimaced. “It’s the only way if you want to keep her.”
 
   “I didn’t keep her, Dad. She says we’re done.” He took a few more bites.
 
   “Do you believe her?”
 
   He didn’t. Not really. He’d seen her eyes. She was hurt and humiliated and plain pissed at him, but there was still something in her eyes when she looked at him. He took the last bites off his plate.
 
   “You been sharing the easy parts, honey.” His mom took his plate and empty glass. “Pie now? More tea?”
 
   “Yeah, Mom. But I’ll get it. Sit.”
 
   She shifted back in her seat. “I think this is one time you’ll have to work this out on your own. All the advice we could give won’t mean a thing.”
 
   Jess snorted and then winked at Shane. “On your own equals she’ll still meddle.”
 
   “Seems like I’ve pretty much messed this up without having any help, so maybe I better go the other direction.”
 
   “We’ve always been here for you.” His father’s solemn words soothed churning emotions.
 
   Shane looked up at the ceiling and took a few short breaths. “I know I love her and I have to fix this.”
 
   His mother gave him a thumbs up. “Then fix it is what you’ll do.” 
 
   Her confidence buoyed his spirits.
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   CHAPTER FOURTEEN 
 
   Kendra stirred the melting caramel and stared out the window into the darkness of early morning. Twenty-four hours had passed. She hadn’t slept. Wouldn’t go in the bedroom and sleep in her bed until she could wash her sheets, move her bed to another spot, and vacuum. She’d striped the bedding and dumped the sheets in a fit of temper. Whether the cleaning would purge her memories was probably a big no, but she’d try it anyway. 
 
   She’d stood in the shower a long time and tried to purge her tears, too. That hadn’t worked so well. She had a headache from all the crying and with each sob, she’d magnified the hurt into every fiber of her being. 
 
   How could he have done this? She hadn’t expected this of him. She’d believed what she saw in front of her. His actions matched what he said. She couldn’t reconcile all that he hadn’t told her with what she believed to be Shane’s true nature. He’d looked as devastated as her when he realized she knew, but that didn’t change that he’d lied to her. 
 
   “If it weren’t for bad luck, I’d have no luck at all,” she muttered into the silence. “I really thought he was the one.” She bent over holding her stomach as if that would work to make the pain go away.
 
   She forced herself to straighten and took the caramel off the burner. She drizzled it over the carrot cake, glad many of her cooking activities were automated in her brain, because she sure as hell wasn’t paying close attention to what she was doing.  She hadn’t warned Sully she was bringing a new dessert, but tough. She had a few things to say to him, too. 
 
   She finished covering the dessert and put the pan to the side of the sink. Her kitchen was a disaster. She hadn’t cleaned as she went along as usual, not really caring one way or another. A fact she was going to hate later when she had to clean up this mess.
 
   “Damn Shane anyway.” She tore another tissue from the box, blew her nose and then added it to an overflowing garbage can.
 
   Her cell phone rang. She picked it up to look at the readout, hoping for Shane, squashing that hope, then dying inside when it was her mother. Again.
 
   “Hello, Mom.”
 
   “You haven’t been answering your phone. I was so worried. What’s wrong?”
 
   My whole life has blown up in my face. Again.
 
   “Nothing, Mom. I work now. I can’t stop and talk to you all the time. I’m sorry.”
 
   “I know I shouldn’t have let your father call you on my phone. You’re mad about that, I know.”
 
   Actually, after the blow up with Shane, she’d pretty much forgotten her father existed.
 
   Her mother rushed on. “I was hoping you two could clear the air and you could find a way to support him.”
 
   Kendra collapsed at her desk and fingered the money from Shane. “Oh, we cleared the air. Supporting him isn’t going to happen, Mom. I’m leaving that to you.”
 
   “I was afraid of that. I wish…”
 
   “Don’t, Mom. I wish this had never happened. I wish that my father was who I thought he was a year ago. He’s not. He belongs in jail and I’ve made peace with the fact that he’s lost to me.”
 
   Had she? Not really. But the lie sounded good.
 
   Which raised something that was nagging at her – Shane had lied to her, but she’d seen his eyes. They’d been drowning in soul-deep disgust at himself. She’d never seen that look in her father’s eyes. He was only sorry he got caught. Shane was obviously in some crisis and having been there herself, shouldn’t she cut him some slack? Try to understand? Try to work it out? But calm, rational Kendra didn’t want to make friends with angry, hurt Kendra. For either men.
 
   “I’m sorry, Mom. What did you say?”
 
   “I was hoping you would come home for Thanksgiving.”
 
   “No, Mom. The holidays are going to be my busiest time. I can’t.” Without a timeframe for her father’s trial and presumable sentencing, she wasn’t about to commit to a holiday three months away. “You could come here.”
 
   “No, honey, not until we know.”
 
   “Well, maybe next year, Mom.”
 
   Her mom was silent for a long time. “I feel like I’ve lost everything.” 
 
   Kendra’s eyes filled with tears. “Me too, Mom.”
 
   “Will you please call me later? I don’t want to lose you, too.”
 
   “Sure, Mom. I have to go now.”
 
   She hung up and grabbed another tissue to mop the tears. A perfect world was a fantasy. She knew that. But she’d sacrificed enough. She wanted her world back with Shane, the way it was before she’d walked into that damn barn. If she hadn’t followed him…
 
   She blew her nose and tossed the tissue in the trash. “A lie would still be a lie…whether you’d followed him or not, Kendra.”
 
   She prepped the remaining desserts to be transported. Exhausted, she went to the living room, lay down and pulled a blanket over her head. She wouldn’t sleep, but if she closed her eyes for a minute maybe this would all go away.
 
    
 
   ∞∞∞∞
 
    
 
   Amy Rose walked into the Low Down and looked for Sully. The restaurant had just opened, so there wasn’t a customer in the place. 
 
   She’d spent forty-five heat miserable minutes on her blackened property with the insurance adjustor. Since the house was in her father’s name, she couldn’t get anything settled and that aggravated her no end. Jess shouldn’t have to pay for the replacement of all her stuff!  That was what insurance was for. She’d visited the cell phone store, replaced her phone, and vowed she’d dog her father’s footsteps until she got some resolution. 
 
   Tomorrow.
 
   Sully came through the kitchen door with a bunch of papers in his hand and went behind the bar.
 
   Amy Rose moved to a bar stool and sat. “Hey, what’s a girl have to do to get a drink?”
 
   Sully rose directly in front of her, frowning. “When did Jess let you out alone?”
 
   Amy Rose snorted. “Today and not willingly. He had a bunch to do and so do I. Regardless of his opinion, I am not an invalid. I don’t need to be wrapped in bubble wrap or sit with my feet up. I’m healthy and I’m pregnant. That’s all.”
 
   “Overachiever.”
 
   She laughed. “Really, Sully?”
 
   “Well, what else do you call being pregnant with triplets? You can’t do normal can you, girl?”
 
   “Normal is over-rated, although I’d take some about now. Can I get a tomato juice?”
 
   “Sure.” He opened the fridge and poured some juice in a glass. He set the drink in front of her with a napkin. “Anything else?”
 
   “Two Cowboy Clubs to go. I’ll take the fries now with ranch and chips with the sandwiches. Oh and an extra-large sweet tea. And don’t forget the pickle.”
 
   “Gee, let me get my order pad. This eating for three is going to be a challenge to keep up with.”
 
   “Cute. I want some of that dessert Kendra brings in here.”
 
   Sully frowned and glanced at the clock. “She isn’t here yet. Over an hour late. I’ve tried to call her, but no answer.”
 
   “She broke it off with Shane yesterday. She found him out.”
 
   “I heard. Aunt Ladonna called my mama late last night. She called me with all the details at the crack of light this morning. Had to suffer through a new inquisition about why I don’t have a girlfriend.” He went to the computer and put in her order. “As if I ever want one,” he muttered under his breath.
 
   Amy Rose chose to ignore that comment. “Shane spent the night at the ranch last night. Didn’t look too hot this morning. He went out with Jess to do some work. We have to talk to Kendra.”
 
   Sully held up his hands. “We? Nu-uh. I don’t want anything to do with this.”
 
   “Well, at least tell me where she lives.”
 
   Sully sighed. “This is a really bad idea. You should leave it to them to work out.”
 
   “I want to tell Kendra…”
 
   The door opened and they both looked. Nick walked into the restaurant sipping a soda. 
 
   Sully gave him an evil look. “I do sell drinks here, ya know?”
 
   “What?” Nick gave him a confused look. “Oh, yeah. I know. That’s not what I’m here for. Have you seen Peyton?”
 
   Sully pulled back and frowned. “No. Haven’t seen him since last Friday’s poker game.”
 
   “We were supposed to go to the ballgame Saturday night. He stood me up. I’ve been trying to call him since. He’s not answering. Went out to his house. He’s not there. His truck is gone and he’s not at the shop. It’s closed. He say anything to you?”
 
   “No. Haven’t heard from him. Check with Giff. He was going to work on his truck.”
 
   “Yeah, I forgot that.” Nick pushed his hands through his hair. “I’m going to beat him when I find him. Just saying…”
 
   Amy Rose shifted in her seat and touched Nick’s arm. “Why are you so worried?”
 
   “He’s been drinking a lot. Again. He could be in jail for all I know.”
 
   “Or the hospital?” Amy Rose dropped her hand and patted the stool next to her. “Sit. Let’s make some phone calls.”
 
   Nick sat and shoved his empty soda can to Sully. “Can you get me another one of those and a steak sandwich with fries to go?”
 
   “This stuff will harden your arteries. If I know you, this is your second or third one today.” Sully dumped the can in the recycling bin.
 
   “Nope, fourth.”
 
   “Geez, Nick. It ain’t even noon.” 
 
   “I got up before the sun did. Have a saddle to finish. Besides, I have a mother, Sully.”
 
   “I know you do and I oughta tell her.”
 
   “Go ahead. I love discussing my health with her.” He made a noose hanging gesture and turned back to Amy Rose. “Let’s call. Where should we start?”
 
   “Denton County Jail, Denton Regional Medical Center, JPS in Fort Worth, Parkland in Dallas. Let’s see what we can find out.” She took out her cellphone and googled phone numbers before they split up to make the calls.
 
   Sully did a bottle inventory and went back to the kitchen.
 
   They ran out of places to call twenty minutes later. No luck.
 
   “I don’t know what else to do.” Nick tapped the bar. “I’ll call Giff, but what after that?”
 
   “You wait, I guess. I’ll ask Jess and Shane if they’ve heard from him. His father?”
 
   “No. He wouldn’t go see the old man.”
 
   “Where is he living now?”
 
   “Out south of Justin by the Speedway. I’m telling you, though, Peyton wouldn’t go there. Man!” Nick swiveled on his seat. “He’s been messed up since your wedding.”
 
   “How so?” Amy Rose fidgeted with her napkin.
 
   Nick sighed. “He and Diana had a thing right after high school. A hot, heavy thing. Then they split. They had words at your wedding. I saw them arguing. 
 
   “I know.”
 
   Nick swiveled in his chair to stare at her. “You know?”
 
   “Diana told me a bit about it.” Amy Rose crossed her fingers against the fudge. Diana had talked to her in confidence about all of this and confided what they were arguing about. But having kept her own secret recently, she really didn’t feel she had room to share. “Secrets. Everywhere. Dammit.”
 
    “Tell me about it.” Nick took a swig of his soda.
 
   Sully came out from the kitchen efficiently handling sacks and a plate of fries. He set the plate in front of Amy Rose and plunked down the sacks.
 
   “Why are you tending bar? Where is Fancy?” Nick reached for one of the sacks.
 
   Sully slapped his hand. “That’s Amy Rose’s. This is yours.” He shoved the other sack Nick’s direction. “Fancy had a flat tire this morning. She’s at the tire place getting it fixed.”
 
   Amy Rose took a fry and dipped it in the ranch in the center of the plate. The flavor hit her lips. “Damn these are good.”
 
   Nick helped himself to a couple then threw a few bills on the counter. “I’ve got work to do. I’ll see you later.”
 
   Sully glared at Amy Rose. “You aren’t going to ask him to help you in this scheme you have to talk to Kendra?”
 
   Nick stopped in mid-motion. “Uh, that’s a really bad idea.”
 
   Amy Rose dipped ranch onto another fry. “Says who?”
 
   Nick gave her an exasperated sigh. “Dr. Phil, Oprah, Dear Abby, my minister and probably anyone else I would ask.”
 
   She gave them both a polite smile. “Thanks. I’ll keep that in mind.”
 
    
 
   ∞∞∞∞
 
    
 
   “Oh, God. I knew I shouldn’t have gotten so comfortable.” Kendra passed a car putting along ahead of her, then settled into the speed limit. Wrecking with all her desserts would not be a good thing.
 
   Her phone buzzed and she looked at the display. Sully had called her five times in the last two hours and left messages. The restaurant was already open. 
 
   So on top of everything else, she’d probably lost this contract. The sleep hadn’t helped either. She had a monster headache and would have been better off staying awake.
 
   She tried to settle her panic and couldn’t. How did she explain this to Sully? She still had to make a birthday cake and deliver it by five. In a messy-as-hell kitchen.
 
   Maybe it was time to quit. Maybe she should do a resume, start looking for a regular job and move far, far away.
 
   If she thought for one minute that the crushing pain would go away, she’d do it. Her entire being was crying out for Shane and her brain was arguing loudly and vehemently against giving him a second chance to hurt her.
 
   She turned into the Low Down parking lot, drove to the delivery door in the back and was blocked by a repair truck.
 
   “Great.” She backed out of the narrow alley and parked as close to the front door as she could get.
 
   Inside, she looked for Sully. She sighed in relief to find only a few people in the restaurant, so maybe this disaster was salvageable. Sully was behind the bar talking with a woman.
 
   She gave herself a quick pep talk, took a deep breath and went to the bar.
 
   Sully came around and met her. “There you are. I was starting to get worried. You okay?”
 
   “I’m so sorry. Made desserts, then fell asleep. It won’t happen again. I added another dessert in free of charge.”
 
   Sully smiled. “Not a problem. Slow morning. I think the heat has lots of people holed up.”
 
   “There’s a repair truck parked by the back entrance. I couldn’t get in.”
 
   “I’ll go have him move it.”
 
   She had to say it. Had to know. “Sully, are you going to fire me?”
 
   Sully screwed up his face. “Why would I want to do that? People love your desserts. You’re good for business. Stuff happens, including my cousin being stupid.”
 
   “So you heard?”
 
   “It would have been hard not to in this family.”
 
   “Did you hire me because I was Shane’s girlfriend?”
 
   Sully dropped to a stool, his mouth set and serious. “I hired you before I knew you were Shane’s girlfriend. I don’t mix business and personal. One has nothing to do with the other. I tested your product before I agreed to hire you.”
 
   “What about now? Now that I’m not his girlfriend anymore?”
 
   “I don’t mix business and personal.”
 
   The woman behind him cleared her throat. Sully turned and scowled. Kendra finally gave her a good look.
 
   Her stomach clenched. “Amy Rose, right?”
 
   The woman held out her hand. “Amy Rose O’Hare. Yes, I’m Shane’s sister-in-law. Didn’t know who you were when we met before either.”
 
   She wanted to be rude, but still felt bad for being late, so she shook Amy Rose’s hand.
 
   “After you unload your desserts, would you sit down and talk with me for a minute?”
 
   “I really need to…”
 
   “Please, seriously, you look like you could use a friend and I may have just gotten married, but Jess and I were split up for a while before that. I understand how you feel. I only want to talk…and get a taste of your desserts.” Her smile was genuine and friendly and made Kendra feel isolated and alone. 
 
   “All right. Let me get my car unloaded.”
 
   Sully finally chimed in. “You want some lunch? On the house?” 
 
   She juggled her keys in her hand. “I’m late on the delivery and you offer me a free lunch?”
 
   Sully stood. “Lunch is personal, not business.”
 
   She didn’t know what to say. 
 
   “How about the lunch special? Beef barley soup and a roasted turkey sandwich.”
 
   “Sully, you didn’t tell me you had turkey.” Amy Rose had a pretty pout.
 
   “Honey, the way you’re eating, you can have the turkey with Kendra and still eat the club with Jess.”
 
   Kendra looked from one to the other.
 
   “Great.” Amy Rose smiled, then shooed her. “Go. Get your desserts unloaded. I want a taste.”
 
   Sully rolled his eyes. “She’s pregnant and eating for four.”
 
   “What?” Kendra stared at Amy’s stomach, then realized what she was doing.
 
   Amy Rose laughed. “Yeah, triplets. Yes, I’m panicked. Trying to ignore it at the moment, but I am starting to eat everything in sight.”
 
   Kendra smiled. “I think I would be, too.”
 
   Amy Rose’s cell phone vibrated. “I’ll get us a booth over there. Okay, Sully?”
 
   “Yeah, take the one in the back corner.”
 
   “By your poker table?”
 
   Sully gave her a pained look. “You are really full of it today.”
 
   “Have pity. Jess has had me trapped since he found out this baby is babies.” She patted her tummy. “The only way I could keep him calm was to keep my feet up and let him pamper me.”
 
   Kendra smiled at the two of them. “I’ll be right back.” 
 
   “I’ll see you at the table.” Amy Rose picked up her cellphone and glanced at the readout.
 
   Sully went past her to the kitchen. “I’ll meet you in the back by the door and help you.” 
 
   She went outside and stood on the wide porch for a minute, struggling to stifle tears and breathe. Relief flooded through her, yet it was mixed with trepidation about the impending conversation with Amy Rose.
 
   “At least Sully isn’t mad.” She went to her car and drove back to the side door. While they were talking, the repairman had left. Sully was waiting at the door.
 
   He took two trays of desserts and she took two inside. 
 
   He set the desserts on the serving counter in the back corner of the kitchen. “You know, say the word, and you could use the restaurant to bake this stuff instead of transporting from home. I have an empty store room in the back that you could use for your supplies.”
 
   Stunned, Kendra juggled one of the trays. “Why would you do that?”
 
   “Shane’s family.”
 
   “Shane and I aren’t together anymore.”
 
   “You sure about that?”
 
   She choked on an answer. “Thought you said business and personal was separate.”
 
   “It is. This is still a separate business transaction. But wouldn’t it be easier to bake these here and not have to transport them?”
 
   Infinitely. But she wasn’t ready for that and she liked keeping all her business concerns in her own kitchen. “I appreciate the thought, Sully. But I think for now I’d like to keep doing it the way I already am.”
 
   “Okay, but keep it in mind.”
 
   She unloaded the rest of her car in silence.
 
   Sully lifted the lid on the last one. “This is new?”
 
   “Yeah, Caramel carrot cake. If you like it, I’d like to add it. Thought it would be a good mix with your menu.”
 
   “Do it. This one is already sold.”
 
   “You buying?”
 
   “Nope. Amy Rose loves carrot cake. Sending it home with her.”
 
   “What does she want to talk to me about, Sully? Because really I can’t take any more.” Tears rose and she swallowed hard against them.
 
   His eyes shifted away from hers. “I don’t know for sure.”
 
   “Liar.”
 
   He raised a hand. “I’m not in the middle of this, don’t want in the middle of this, won’t be in the middle of this. But you do look like you could use a friend and Amy Rose is aa true blue as anyone. I’ll put in your order.”
 
   She sighed. She wouldn’t get anything else out of him. She started to the back door.
 
   “And Kendra?”
 
   “Yes?” She turned around to look at him.
 
   “If you’re late again, could you remember that I love blueberry muffins?” He grinned, his dark hair falling across his forehead.
 
   She chuckled silently. “I’ll make a note.” 
 
   She went outside and moved her car back to the front. She was not hungry and was reluctant to sit for an extended period of time with Amy Rose because she didn’t need to be cross-examined about Shane. She didn’t want to even talk about Shane. She’d cry because it hurt so damn much. She couldn’t do that in front of his sister-in-law.
 
   She detoured to the bathroom and washed her hands. Her face was pale as powdered sugar and she pinched her cheeks. It didn’t help. “To hell with it.”
 
   She left the bathroom and made her way to the back, happy to note that more tables were occupied in the large, popular restaurant. 
 
   Amy Rose gave her a little wave.
 
   She slid into the seat. A glass of water on the table awaited her. She took a desperate swallow to wet her throat and calm her nerves.
 
   “I know you have to be reluctant to sit here and talk to me.”
 
   The fact that Amy Rose was so on target helped her relax. “A bit.”
 
   “Well, we won’t talk about you know who. Okay?”
 
   Kendra nodded, still uncertain. “Okay. Why?”
 
   “Why what?”
 
   “Why did you single me out for lunch? It is because of Shane.”
 
   Amy Rose sat quiet for a minute. “I could say a lot about him. I’ve known him since high school. But I won’t. It’s not what you need to hear.”
 
   “Honestly, I don’t know what I need to hear or if I even want to.”
 
   “I think what I want to tell you is this. He told us about your father. I’m having difficulties with my own father at present, so I get how this played out.” Pain flashed through her eyes, then was gone. “But I think you have to look at the intent behind the lie.”
 
   “You sound like a lawyer.” She took another sip of water.
 
   Amy Rose gave a little laugh. “Too much time in law school. What I mean is some people lie because they are mean and hurtful and have an agenda. Others lie because they don’t like their lives and have to make themselves more important. Still others lie to protect people or themselves from dozens of things. Our lives aren’t filled with absolutes. It isn’t black or white. It’s generally big wide shades of messy gray that run from legal to illegal, emotional to delusional.”
 
   “Now you sound like a psychologist.”
 
   Amy Rose reached for her hand. “Give Shane some time to work things through. He has a big messy shade of gray on his plate and it got away from him.”
 
   Tears filled Kendra’s eyes and she sniffed, trying again to hold them back. 
 
   Amy Rose squeezed her hand and reached in her bag for a tissue. “That’s all I have to say. We can talk about the weather, or baby stuff, or desserts.” She handed over the tissue and released her hand.
 
   Kendra blew her nose. “What I hate is that I hardly slept last night. I have this crying headache and my nose is raw from blowing it. I miss him so damn much I couldn’t sleep in my own bed, and I want to beat him upside the head.” The words poured out without any thought.
 
   Amy Rose handed her another tissue. “Yep, I’ve been there, too.”
 
   An older waitress arrived and set their food on the table. Her perky “Can I get you anything else?” made Kendra clench her teeth.
 
   “No, this is fine, Joyce.” Amy Rose seemed to handle everything with calm efficiency and Kendra said so.
 
   “Had a few moments recently where calm wasn’t in my vocabulary. These O’Hare men….” She rolled her eyes. 
 
   Kendra stared at the food in front of her. “I’m not really hungry.” 
 
   “I’d tell you to eat and keep your strength up, but that’s a load of crap. I couldn’t eat when I was broken up with Jess, although part of that was morning sickness.”
 
   Kendra stared across the restaurant to Sully talking to another woman. Finally, she turned back to Amy Rose. “What do I do?” She whispered out the words.
 
   “Give him a chance. I think you’ll figure it out.”
 
   The words were like a lifeline and she held on to them with all her emotional might.
 
   ∞∞∞∞
 
    
 
   Shane didn’t know where Kendra was, but he was glad she had been gone for so long. He’d expected to get into the house, drop the pink rose on the counter and get back out, but her kitchen was a disaster zone, there was a blanket on the sofa and her bed had been stripped and dumped on the floor.
 
   He got in the linen closet and made her bed with fresh sheets. He folded the blanket, straightened the living room then did a quick run with the vacuum. Fire station cleaning rules combined with his mother’s training had him whipping through chores without much thought.
 
   Then he tackled the kitchen. An hour later, he was wiping down the counters and only had the floor to mop. She still wasn’t home and should have been.
 
   He didn’t want to make her mad, but it was his fault she was not following her usual habits and schedules. The evidence was crushing him. He had stuff that needed saying, but he was so confused in his own head, he wasn’t sure he wouldn’t open his mouth and make things worse. 
 
   He found the mop in the cupboard right next to the broom and quickly cleaned the floor, then started her sheets in the washing machine.  He took the garbage out, then found her supplies grocery list and took a picture of it with his phone. If the stubborn woman wanted to leave his two hundred dollars on her desk, she could. But there was going to be supplies in the cupboard tomorrow and her lawn needed mowed.
 
   He found a white sheet of paper and left her a note.
 
   Our deal was I’d do the dishes. I tried the carrot cake. Really good. Love, Shane
 
   He let himself out of the house and went to his truck. He was working for the next two days, so he had to start trying to make amends today. He hoped coming home to a clean house qualified for one of the little things Nick had been talking about. He didn’t know how else to tell her he wasn’t letting go.
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   CHAPTER FIFTEEN
 
   Jess couldn’t have been more uncomfortable if he’d stripped naked and walked through Dallas Cowboy Stadium on Thanksgiving Day.  Each chair in Edgar Adams’ law firm waiting area cost more than Jess’s custom-made saddles. The art work was some abstract splashing that probably had an incomprehensible price tag. The coffee was premium expensive served in a fancy tea cup. He took another sip and rolled the robust flavor around on his tongue.   
 
   He was glad Amy Rose had gone to town. She would have gotten suspicious when he brought out his best suit and shined his dress up cowboy boots. She wouldn’t have let him come alone. But some things a man had to take care of. Confronting Amy Rose’s father was one of them. He had no doubt who was driving the non-communication problem and he was damn tired of seeing Amy Rose’s tears over parents that were so cavalier with her love and loyalty.
 
   Determined to stop this issue before the mess slopped over on his children, he’d called and made an appointment under another name so Edgar wouldn’t refuse to see him. Since Edgar’s clients were from a high income level, he went to some pains to look the part, but damn did he wish he was back in the barn with his comfortable jeans and boots and talking with his daddy who didn’t have a single uppity bone in his body.
 
   “Mr. Drury, Mr. Adams will see you now.” Jess rose, hiding private amusement behind a somber face. The old man probably hadn’t even recognized the name he used – James Drury, The Virginian – from the old popular television series. 
 
   He handed his teacup to the receptionist and followed the assistant down the long hall. The thick pile carpet pulled at his boots. The air smelled of leather and cigar smoke. The ornate oak doors and gold etched names on the doorplates screamed pretentious. Edgar’s office was at the end of the hall and was a double door monstrosity that didn’t need any inner sanctum label.
 
   The assistant opened the door. “Please go in.”
 
   He walked in and she shut the door behind him. Edgar’s chair was turned to take in the view across downtown Dallas from the wall of windows. The office was big even by big office standards. He wasn’t surprised. The space matched Edgar’s ego.
 
   “So Mr. Drury, you insisted on seeing me. What is it I can do for you?” Edgar swirled his chair, got a look at Jess, and the cordial expression died.
 
   “What are you doing here?”
 
   “I came to discuss something of mutual interest.” 
 
   “We have nothing to say to each other. She made her choice.”
 
   “Not true. We do have things to say.” He picked a sofa to the side of the big massive dictator desk and forced Edgar to rise and move to him. It was a small victory, but helped his resolve. “Your ranch burned down.”
 
   Edgar stood over him for a moment and Jess could imagine the debate raging behind those bland, calculating eyes. Then he eased into a high-back chair to Jess’s left and precisely adjusted his suit pants. “It was for the best.”
 
   “For who? You? Certainly not for Amy Rose who loved your mother’s place. She lost all her possessions and all your mother’s and is having a hard time with that. The insurance is tied up because you refuse to handle the claim. So explain it to me. Does she deserve more punishment because she didn’t do what you wanted?”
 
   “She’s your wife now. Take care of her. Replace her items.”
 
   “Yes, she is my wife now. Thank you for the polite regrets for our wedding. My friends and family came to her rescue and walked her down the aisle. I’ll remember that slight.”
 
   Edgar had the good sense to blush. “Again, I’ll say she made her choice.”
 
   Jess leaned forward. “So let’s get down to business. She’s out of your life, right? You don’t want the land. Sell it to me.”
 
   Edgar’s composure slipped before he masked his expression again. 
 
   Good. He’d surprised him.
 
   “Why?”
 
   “Because Amy Rose is pregnant. In less than six months, she’s going to give birth to three beautiful babies.” He was gratified by the surprise in the man’s expression. “Yes, I said three. That land may mean nothing to you, but it’s a legacy – hers and mine, together for our children.”
 
   “Land out there is expensive. You can’t afford it.”
 
   “Edgar, my family owns three times that amount of land. Trust me, I know the value of what I have and what I want.”
 
   Edgar sat silent, his eyes slits, and Jess had no doubt he was calculating every advantage. “Why should I agree?”
 
   “Your father worked hard to make that ranch a success, as did his father before that and his father before that. He only loved one thing more. Your mother. That’s why he changed the name to the Triple A – after your mother. The proceeds from that ranch got you where you are today.”
 
   Edgar sniffed. “I know all this. You don’t need to tell me.”
 
   “Apparently, I do. That land is the legacy our families have to give these children … your grandchildren. Your family started that ranch about the same time mine started ours. It’s important to both of us to keep that. Maybe if you get lucky, one of these babies will want to be a lawyer.” Amy Rose would probably kill him for saying that, but who knew what the future held.
 
   Edgar turned to stare off across the skyline. “She turned away.”
 
   “She went another path like you did from your rancher father.”
 
   Edgar turned back and glared at him. “Not the same.”
 
   “Yes. It was.” Jess shifted in his seat. “You are a brilliant, successful lawyer. You should be able to roll with the change in plans and come up with something else to your advantage. It’s what you do and you’re good at it.”
 
   Edgar pursed his lips. “I’ll think about it.”
 
   “You do that. In the meantime, I’d appreciate it if you’d have your assistant call the insurance company and get this claim moving.” He slipped a piece of paper from his pocket with the phone number and claim number. “It’s not good for Amy Rose to be so worried about something when she’s got bigger things to deal with.”
 
   Edgar took the slip of paper. “She’s all right?”
 
   “A tad too much morning sickness, but everything looks good so far.”
 
   “If she needs anything…”
 
   Jess interrupted him. “I have everything covered.” He rose.
 
   Edgar did too, obviously irritated at Jess for ending the conversation when that was usually his role as the premier lawyer.  
 
   Jess adjusted his suit jacket. “My phone number is on that paper, too. Let me know when you decide about the land, will you?”
 
   “I’ll be in touch.”
 
   Jess offered his hand and held his breath. In the past, Edgar would have turned his back and walked off. To his surprise, he didn’t.
 
   Edgar returned the handshake and even walked him to the door.
 
   Jess paused with his hand on the doorknob. “Edgar, Amy Rose did everything you ever asked of her. She almost destroyed us to make you happy. I think she should get credit for that, if you’re keeping a ledger.”
 
   Edgar didn’t answer him, so Jess left without looking back. The door to the inner sanctum clicked shut. Out by the elevator, he heaved a huge sigh. Well, it would either work or it wouldn’t. The decision was up to Edgar now.
 
   He got on the elevator and glanced at his watch. Still time to meet with the architect to discuss drawing up plans for a new house on that property. Then he’d go home and tell Amy Rose what he’d done.
 
   He probably should stop for flowers and triple fudge ice cream.
 
    
 
   ∞∞∞∞
 
    
 
   Five days later, Kendra left the Low Down and drove home, ready for about twelve hours of uninterrupted sleep. Traffic was light, which was good because she was preoccupied as hell. She hadn’t heard from Shane. No phone calls. No text messages. No in person visits. Yet, she was surrounded by him. 
 
   Coming home a few days earlier to a clean house and Shane’s flowers and note had caused another crying jag. He’d taken special care of her baking pans, cleaning and putting them away how she liked them. His note was pinned to her refrigerator because she couldn’t bear to throw it away. 
 
   Yesterday, her lawn had been mowed. She didn’t need to call her NASA rocket scientist uncle to figure out who had done it.
 
   Honestly, she didn’t know what to do. She’d expected him to come to see her and argue with her, try to convince her, to do something. After all, he’d said he wasn’t giving up. All this here, then disappear crap was making her crazy. She had no idea how she felt or what she expected him to do, but she couldn’t go on like this. She’d made two separate desserts wrong this morning and had to start over. There were three pink roses in the vase now, and they smelled like heaven with Shane. She still wasn’t sleeping.
 
   Could she figure out how to forgive him for lying to her? Had he lied to her on purpose? Yes. But the why of it still eluded her. In her father’s case, he’d lied to keep from going to jail with no regard for who he lied to. But for Shane, there was no reason. The assumptions he made about how she’d feel had more to do with how he perceived what had happened to him. 
 
   She turned into her driveway and stopped.
 
   On the front porch was a brown stone cowboy boot with pink flowers spilling from the top. 
 
   “That does it.” She backed back out and turned the opposite direction, a surge or irritation prodding her awake. Retracing her drive to the O’Hare Ranch wasn’t difficult. She turned into the long drive and saw a truck by the barn. Not Shane’s, though.
 
   She didn’t give herself time to think. She drove right down to the barn and parked. The main barn doors were wide open. She gathered her nerve and got out of the car. At the doorway, she paused a moment to let her eyes adjust. Jess was brushing a sable brown horse who stared at her with big, soulful eyes. Her muscles froze.
 
   “Kendra?”
 
   She swallowed hard and forced herself to shove the inertia aside. She stepped into the dime interior of the barn, but kept her distance from the horse. “Where is he?”
 
   “Shane?”
 
   She clenched her teeth on a sarcastic answer. “Yes. Shane.”
 
   “Uh, he’s out checking fences with my dad.”
 
   “Fine.” She turned to leave.
 
   “You want to wait? I can text him and have him come in.”
 
   She stopped and turned back to Jess. “What I want….” Her voice wobbled and to her mortification she burst into tears. 
 
   Jess proved his worth. He stepped to her and pulled her into a loose hug. “Hey, there. It’s not that bad. May take Shane a bit to figure out how to fix things with you, but he will. He loves you.”
 
   She eased out of Jess’s arms. “I am so sorry.” She dug for a tissue in her jeans pocket. How telling was it that one was there for her to use?
 
   Jess eyes filled with sympathy and a bit of something she thought was anger. “I can beat him up for you.” 
 
   “What?”
 
   Jess patted her shoulder. “That’s how I usually solve my problems with him. I could be your champion.”
 
   Kendra giggled softly. “No, I think I better pass on that.”
 
   “Darn.” Jess walked to the worktable, picked up his phone and sent a text.
 
   Kendra pointed at the white bandage on his hand. “What happened?”
 
   “Caught some old fencing this morning and cut my hand open.” He walked back to her. “That is why Shane is here and not at your house. He’s helping fix a section that is down. Cattle are taking an unauthorized walk through the neighbor’s land.”
 
   “Oh.” Now she really did feel silly. 
 
   Jess’s phone went off and he glanced at the readout. “Shane was already on his way back. Be here in five.”
 
   Kendra took a tattered breath. “I don’t know what I’m doing here. I’m still so mad at him.”
 
   “He screwed up. Sometimes you have to work through those screw ups to find your way again. Doesn’t mean you can’t be mad at the same time.”
 
   “You and Amy Rose take lessons in giving advice?”
 
   His brows rose. “Amy Rose?”
 
   “Yeah, she and I had lunch a few days ago. She told me I needed to analyze the intent behind the lie. That she didn’t think Shane meant to hurt me.” She took a step closer to the horse, determined to get past the final part of the phobia from her accident.
 
   “Well, I think that’s true enough. All this business with his last rodeo ride.” Jess hesitated.
 
   She rushed to reassure him. “He told me about the rodeo clown.”
 
   Jess shook his head. “He told you his version. Amy Rose did a bunch of research and made some phone calls about the mess and confronted him the other night. The actual truth from the rodeo association’s accident report was wrong place, wrong time, complete accident. Not Shane’s fault.”
 
   “Did he accept that?”
 
   “Not so you’d notice.” Jess patted the horses flank. “This lady is Diamond Blue. Amy Rose calls her Daisy. Would you like to come closer and met her?”
 
   Kendra was quiet for a minute and shook her head. “Not today. Soon. But not today. I had an accident in high school.”
 
   “Shane told me about that awhile back. Horse. Car.”
 
   She nodded. “Yeah, my best friend died. Police said freak accident. Took me a long time to sort it all out.”
 
   “So you understand where he’s coming from?”
 
   “Mostly.” 
 
   “So that means you could also understand why he’d lie about it?”
 
   Kendra drew in a noisy breath. “Not so much.”
 
   “Never noted lying as one of Shane’s character flaws. He’s stubborn, hard-headed and tends to think he’s right all the time, but lying. Never would have predicted this.”
 
   “Doesn’t change it.”
 
   “Nope. But they say what doesn’t kill you makes you stronger.”
 
   She snorted. “Wow, you have a way with words. I’m going to paste that on my bathroom mirror. Ever feel like you are up to bat, two strikes and everything is riding on your next swing?”
 
   Jess started laughing and couldn’t stop. “Daily. Hourly. Every minute. Every breath. I just found out I’m going to be the father of triplets. A little over a month ago, Amy Rose was in Dallas at her parents’. Three years of a relationship was in a total mess from an ugly argument and I was dying because I thought I’d lost her. I’ve been in love with her since high school.  I’ve been where you’re standing.”
 
   “So what would you tell me to do?”
 
   “Swing. If I bet on Shane, which I would, it’ll be a home run.”
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   CHAPTER SIXTEEN
 
   Shane drove his truck across the field to get to the dirt road that would take him back to the barn.
 
   “You want to slow down a tad. The potholes out here are murder.” His father gripped the hand rest.
 
   “I’m afraid she’ll leave.”
 
   “Trust your brother. He’ll keep her there. Now slow down before you kill us both. Don’t know how I’d explain that to your mother.”
 
   Shane took his foot off the gas, but everything in him rebelled. “What if she won’t listen to me?”
 
   “She’s at the barn, isn’t she? She came to you.”
 
   He turned the truck onto the road and sped up. His father sighed, but Shane didn’t slow down. “Where do I start?”
 
   His dad snorted. “Where every man who’s in the doghouse with a woman has to start. I’m sorry.”
 
   “I already said that.”
 
   “Say it again and again and probably again. You figure out this Bill Fudd problem in your head?”
 
   “My head understands what y’all are saying, but my gut is telling me different.”
 
   “Doesn’t matter. You did the right thing by the man. Now do the right thing with Kendra. Don’t pretend to be squared away. Don’t pretend anything. You aren’t perfect, Shane. Nobody is. Your girl doesn’t expect you to be perfect. She wants you to be honest and loving and there for her. Be who you are. Can you do that?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “Finding the way with a woman is a lot of work.”
 
   “But, it’s worth it, right Dad?”
 
   “I’d walk on hot coals for your mother and every morning I wake up with her hand in mine, I’m happy. So yes.”
 
   He pulled up to the pasture exit and his dad got out and opened the metal gate. He drove through onto the public road and waited for his dad to get back in the truck. Two more minutes and he was turning down the front driveway. Kendra’s car was parked next to Jess’s truck.
 
   A bit of tension released. She hadn’t left and she’d come to him. Not the way he’d planned it, but he’d take it. Now he had to focus on saying the right things.
 
   He jerked the truck to a halt and ignored his father’s swear words. He flew out of the truck to the barn door.
 
   Kendra was standing by Diamond Blue and petting her nose, with Jess hovering close by.
 
   His heart tightened, hope trying to get in. “Kendra?”
 
   She turned and glared at him. “I am so mad at you. You’re making me crazy.” She dropped her hand and walked toward him. “What are you doing?”
 
   Jess undid the horse’s tether. “I think I’m going to put this girl in the pasture and go have lunch with my wife.”
 
   Shane didn’t acknowledge Jess’s comment. He was too busy checking Kendra from head to toe. She wore an old pair of jeans with torn knees, a threadbare gray Houston Texans shirt and her ratty running shoes. Her hair was in a tight pony-tail. She had black circles under her eyes and they were spitting fire at him. God, he loved her!
 
   He walked to her and was gratified that she didn’t move away. “I thought I was helping out, taking a few things off your to do list, and reminding you that I’m here.”
 
   She crossed her arms and lowered her voice, hissing at him through her teeth. “Anything wrong with calling me up and saying Kendra, let’s talk?”
 
   He took her hand, noted the trembling and struggled with the words. “What am I going to say that’s going to make this better, honey? What do you need to hear? I’m sorry.”
 
   She shook off his touch and walked to her car. 
 
   His heart nose-dived.
 
   She stopped and leaned against the trunk. “What I don’t understand, Shane, is how you couldn’t trust me? Oh, I get maybe not at first, but by the time we slept together and I told you about my father? What was to be gained by waiting?”
 
   Shane watched his father go in the backdoor of the house, followed by Jess. He shifted his gaze back to the deep confusion in her green eyes and refused to fall into the despair that was pooling in his chest. “I wasn’t waiting. There didn’t seem to be any good time to tell you and any details were eventually going to lead to my past and God, that’s a quagmire.”
 
   “Only if you make it one. Jess told me about the accident report. It wasn’t your fault.”
 
   “First, I haven’t made peace with the fact that I knew there was something off with that horse, knew it and ignored it. Whether anyone would have listened to me or whether it would have changed anything, I don’t know. I didn’t try, Kennie. Besides that, I didn’t know all that when our relationship started.” 
 
   “All right. I guess I can see that.”
 
   “Come with me. Please.” He put out his hand and hoped harder than he ever had.
 
   She finally reached for his fingers, lacing hers through his. “Where are we going?”
 
   He led her to the gate and ushered her through. “Across this pasture. I want to show you something. Watch your step.” She tightened her grip.
 
   “I feel like I don’t know you.” Her hand swept the scene in front of her. “This is a whole part of you that you hid. That makes me wonder what else there is that you aren’t telling me. I don’t do well with surprises anymore.”
 
   “What can I say that you’ll believe? I think the only thing that’s going to cure the trust issue is spending more time together so you can see there is nothing else.” He stopped and turned her to him. “I’m sorry. God, don’t you know if I could take it back and do things the right way, I would?”
 
   “I thought we were building something, Shane.  Can you understand that? It’s like you plowed through all those building blocks and they are kindling on the ground.”
 
   He couldn’t stand the pain in her eyes or knowing he was the one who’d put the look there.  He gazed off across the pasture.  “I know. I’m sorry. It wasn’t something I thought out and did on purpose. It built on itself and I didn’t know how to get back out of it without hurting you like I did. The more I waited, the more in love with you I was…”
 
   “No, Shane, that’s not―”
 
   He turned her to him, hating the tears in her eyes. “Yes, Kendra. That’s what this is about. I love you and I know what you’re going to say, have already said. People who love each other don’t lie. I agree. Don’t you think I know how wrong I was?”
 
   “Wrong or not, it’s done. It should be over. I shouldn’t be here.” She stopped and studied the land. 
 
   His hope fell into the pit of regrets stacked up in the raw twisting gnaw of his gut. “I missed you.” 
 
   She bit her lip and started across the field.
 
   He took a ragged breath and followed a few steps behind until they came to a sprawling oak tree. The leaves were drooping from lack of water and clung with their last tendrils of might. The long hot summer continued to hammer on all the vegetation. 
 
   Kendra had a dab of perspiration at her temples from the hot mid-morning sun and he wished he’d thought to bring water. 
 
   “What did you want to show me?”
 
   “Over there. See them?” She followed his point to the three stallions mulling around the water trough. “The gold one with the star on his forehead?”
 
   She raised her hand to shield her eyes. “Yeah, I see him.”
 
   “His name is Goldie. He has a more pretentious name than that, but he was Bill’s horse. After Bill got hurt, his sister couldn’t take care of Goldie anymore and the horse wouldn’t let anyone else near him. He and Bill grew up together.”
 
   “So you took him?”
 
   “Yeah. Gonna make friends with that horse one of these days. Like I’m going to make friends again with you.”
 
   “Friends have talk to each other, trust each other with good and bad.”
 
   “Friends forgive too, Kendra. I need you to give me a chance to earn that forgiveness.”
 
   “How?”
 
   “I was going to see Bill on Sunday. It’s his birthday. I thought I’d take Goldie with me and see if we can give the two a chance to see each other.”
 
   Kendra peered at him, a teasing smile spreading across her face. “I suppose you want a cake, too.”
 
   “Well that would be a bonus, but I was hoping you’d go with me.”
 
   She sputtered in surprise. “Why?”
 
   “You have to see Bill to understand why I felt the way I did. I want you to meet him. I want to start back at the beginning and show you everything.”
 
   Kendra stuffed her hands in her jeans pockets and dug her toe in the grass. He’d give anything to see the look in her eyes, but she was looking at everything but him. 
 
   “I want to jump ahead and say I forgive you. I want to put this behind us and pick up where we left off. But I can’t. Not yet, anyway. I’m shattered inside, Shane. I’ve spent the last year trying to put myself back together after my father betrayed everyone and everything I thought he stood for. I didn’t see this coming from you and that makes me doubt myself.” She pressed her hand against her chest. Shane could feel the pain radiating off her. “What if I can’t work this through?”
 
   Shane swallowed hard. “Well, I’ll have to keep trying until you can.”
 
   ∞∞∞∞
 
   Kendra licked her fingers and stepped back from Bill’s birthday cake. She’d made a simple, two-layered melt-in-your-mouth chocolate cake. She’d sliced each layer in half and put white buttercream frosting between each quarter layer and then on the top and sides. The square cake had ended up about five inches tall. She’d put red and white Texas flag stripes on the side and blue stars around the edges. Then she’d created a gold rearing horse in the center of the cake. It needed something. But what?
 
   The Low Down’s desserts were on the counter and waiting and this was the last thing she had to do before showering.
 
   Her nerves were jumping like she’d mainlined caffeine. She was fussing in her head over what she planned to wear – her jeans, sandals, and a red-striped blouse. Hair up or down? Up? And God, she hadn’t fussed this much since her first date with Shane.
 
   She stepped back from the cake. Maybe it was okay. 
 
   “Kennie?” Shane stood in her kitchen doorway. “I knocked. You didn’t hear me.”
 
   “Don’t knock. It’s not necessary. Especially since you’re getting in anyway and washing dishes.”
 
   He grinned at her. “Well, that was the deal.” The teasing dropped from his eyes and changed to amazement. “What is this? It’s wonderful.”
 
   “Bill’s birthday cake. It needs something. I think.”
 
   He stepped to the counter and turned the cake to all four sides. “It doesn’t need a damn thing. It looks fabulous. Taste?”
 
   “Pieces left. Over there.” She pointed him to the few spots that had broken away when she sliced to make the layers.
 
   He brushed against her and popped a piece in his mouth. “Mmmm, yep. Really good. Is there anything you make that isn’t really good?”
 
   “Hmmm, probably should let you try the experiment that’s in the garbage, but I’ll take the fifth on that and say no.” She grinned at him and turned Bill’s cake again. “You really think this is enough?”
 
   He leaned over her shoulder. “I think Bill will be thrilled. It looks like Goldie is wild and free and you can’t get much better than that.”
 
   She dropped her frosting knife to the counter. “Okay, then. What are you doing here? I thought I was meeting you at the Low Down and leaving my car there.”
 
   “You are. I was on the way to the ranch to get the trailer and round up Goldie. Wanted to stop and say good morning and do this.”
 
   He kissed her. 
 
   Oh God, she missed this, too. She savored the warmth of his lips, but mourned that he was being so careful. In this, at least, she could give a little. What would it hurt? If that was a justification for doing what she was dying to do, then so be it. She fully shifted into his arms and thrilled at the solid length of him against her. His intake of breath was all the encouragement she needed. She traced his lips with her tongue and delighted in how fast he responded.
 
   “Ah, Kennie,” he whispered against her lips.
 
   “Shh. Kiss me.” 
 
   He lifted her to the edge of the counter and she wrapped her legs around his waist. His mouth sealed over hers and their tongues danced together, sending shivers through her. His hands laced with her fingers, seeming not to care they were sticky with frosting. He tasted like the chocolate he’d eaten and coffee. She was breathless when he pulled away. 
 
   His pulse pounded in his neck. “I didn’t come here for this.”
 
   She nuzzled him and kissed the spot. “Don’t ruin a stellar idea with a bunch of regrets. We’re starting over, right?” She dropped her legs. 
 
   “I hope so.” He kissed her forehead and helped her down.
 
   “I have to clean up in here and shower.”
 
   “I’ll leave you to that then.” He reached for another piece of cake, kissed her again and left.
 
   She contemplated her reaction to his touch all the way through washing dishes and her shower. Should she hold back and wait until she sorted out her feelings a bit better?
 
   What’s to sort out? You wouldn’t have been so hurt if you didn’t love him.
 
   “Or at least love who I thought he was.” She grimaced at herself and brushed her wet hair. 
 
   Was it possible she could like this new Shane even more than she liked the old one?
 
   She dropped her brush on the counter and stared in the mirror. “If you don’t open your eyes, Kendra, you might miss the whole picture.” Shane had only showed her a part of who he was. Lie aside, what happened when he trusted her with everything? Would she fall more in love than she already was?
 
   Yes, she loved him. She hadn’t said the words, holding back to protect herself. So did that mean she hadn’t shown all her true self to Shane either?
 
   “Oh God, Kendra.” She walked back to the bedroom and collapsed on the bed. “Pot. Kettle. Black.” Maybe she hadn’t liked the lie, but maybe like Amy Rose said, there was an intent involved. They’d only known each other three months. Even if he hadn’t hid his family and his years in rodeo, he wouldn’t have dumped his entire background in her lap at first. Levels of trust had to be tended like a delicate garden. She’d done as much to rip things out by the roots as he had, because she’d expected complete and total trust. Maybe she hadn’t earned it. She had issues with her father and his criminal activity which had put her in protect herself mode ever since. She couldn’t honestly say she’d let down her defenses, making earning her trust the most difficult of all.
 
   She pulled her hair back in an intricate braid and spent some time on her makeup ripping apart that thought, trying to justify her anger at Shane, but finding it fizzling. Consequently, she looked at the clock. “Late. Dammit.”
 
   She dressed hurriedly and loaded her car. Last in was Bill’s cake.
 
   “Nothing ventured, nothing gained.” Her high school English teacher’s favorite saying. A long time ago she and Cris had sat in in that class passing notes. The memory poked her. 
 
   She took a tremulous breath and started her car.
 
    
 
   ∞∞∞∞
 
    
 
   Amy Rose rolled over in bed and looked at the clock. Sunday mornings were a light chore day. Jess usually got up early, drove down and cleaned the barn, fed the horses and let the hired hand take care of the cattle. He was always back before ten and they had breakfast together. He should be home any minute and they planned to pack boxes and spend part of the day moving to the big house.
 
   She stretched carefully, testing for morning sickness, and when all seemed well, she moved. She used the bathroom, got a glass of juice and pulled the mail on the kitchen table toward her. The post office had finally executed the forwarding order she’d left from the homestead to the ranch and they’d delivered an obnoxious pile yesterday. She’d been too tired to deal with it last night. She grabbed the recycling can and sat at the table. Advertisement, credit card offer, advertisement, advertisement. She tossed them all.
 
   She stopped on the envelope from the insurance company that held the homestead’s policy. She tore it open. “Probably another ‘fill out this form’ request.”
 
   She opened the letter and found a handwritten letter from the agent, an old friend of her father’s. The check in full made out to her for the house and her possessions took her breath away. “Holy moley.”
 
   Amy Rose heard Jess’s truck pull up. She snatched the letter and went out to meet him, waving the check like a flag. 
 
   Jess got out of his truck and swept her into his arms. “What is that?”
 
   “It’s a check made out to me. The insurance payment. Finally.” She went on tiptoe and kissed him. “That talk with my father really helped.”
 
   “More than you know.” 
 
   She dropped back to her feet, puzzled at the sheepish expression on his face. “What does that mean?’
 
   Jess reached behind him and pulled a manila envelope off the seat. “I asked him for something else while I was there. Didn’t want to tell you and get your hopes up.” He handed the packet to her.
 
   “What did you do?” Amy Rose glanced at the envelope addressed to Jess, and opened the flap. She gave him a stern wife look and he shrugged.
 
   “Open it before you yell at me.” Jess leaned back against his truck and crossed his arms. 
 
   She pulled out a sheaf of papers and stared at her father’s letterhead. “Per your request.” She turned over the top page and checked the document. The strength sapped out of her knees and she started to collapse to the ground. Jess grabbed her.
 
   “It’s a quit-claim deed.” She turned the paperwork over and over again. “It’s a quit-claim deed. We own the homestead!” 
 
   “No, darling. You own the homestead. He gave it to you. That’s not exactly what I asked him to do.”
 
   Tears started and she didn’t bother to stop them. All the frustrations with her parents and the fire collapsed into relief and joy. “I thought that property was lost to me. What did you ask him to do?”
 
   “I asked him to sell it to me.” Jess shook his head. “He had to one up me. He sent me the papers to show me he could outfox me.”
 
   She hugged the papers to her chest. “Doesn’t matter. It’s ours!” 
 
   “Well, that leads me to one more surprise.”
 
   “What could possibly be left?”
 
   He chuckled. “Good things come in threes?” 
 
   She went into his arms and kissed him. “I’m going to be paying for this triplet thing for a long time, aren’t I?”
 
   “Going to use it as my excuse every time I want to surprise you.” He opened the door and picked up another thick manila envelope from the seat. “After I talked to your father, I met an architect. Was thinking that we should build a house on the site of the old homestead.”
 
   “Build a house?”
 
   “Well, we can’t live with my parents forever. I mean, I know for the first few months the babies are here, we’re going to need a lot of help, but after that I thought a new house on that land would be a good start for us and the babies.”
 
   Amy Rose choked up and couldn’t say anything for several breaths. “This is why I love you so much.”
 
   “I love you, too, honey.” He pulled her close and held her. She knew once and for all that she’d made the right decision to walk away from her father and all he’d been pressuring her to do.
 
   “This packet is for us to fill out to help him understand what we want before he does the design.”
 
   Amy Rose blew out a breath. “Oh wow. That’s not something I ever thought about.”
 
   “We have a lot of time.” He kissed the top of her head.
 
   “The Triple A lives. Oh my God, the Triple A lives, Jess!  I think my grandmother is smiling.” Her lips trembled and she tipped her head up to kiss him again.
 
   He reached in his back pocket and wiped her tears with his handkerchief. “Yes, darlin’, I believe she is. The Triple A lives.”
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   CHAPTER SEVENTEEN 
 
   Bill Fudd’s home was a small three bedroom house on the southeast side of Tyler, Texas. Neat and tidy on a corner lot, the red brick house had a small yard and a wide handicapped ramp to the front door. A green van sat in the driveway.
 
   Shane maneuvered the truck to the curb, careful to keep full access to the back of the horse trailer. “Bill lives here with his sister, Lexie. She’s widowed. Lost her husband in Iraq and has never remarried. She sells craft items online to supplement her income.”
 
   Kendra studied the other houses on the block. “Lots of tragedy, then. I bet you help out when you can.”
 
   Shane turned to her with somber eyes. “When I can and as much as I can. It’s why I took the horse, too. They couldn’t keep him.” 
 
   She reached across the console for his hand. “I understand.”
 
   “I hope so, because I can’t stop what I’m doing. I promised myself I was in this for the long haul. A lot of his friends have dropped off, forgotten. I won’t do that.”
 
   She squeezed his fingers. “I know. I’m with you on that.”
 
   He turned his gaze back to the house. “This is Lexie’s house. Bill traveled with the rodeo, so didn’t really have a place he called home except his camper.” 
 
   “Must be rough.”
 
   “Yeah, he can only sit in a chair if he’s propped and tied in. Lexie has to feed him. He’s lucky he can still swallow and has the ability to talk some.”
 
   A slender woman came out on the porch and waved. Shane got out of the truck and walked around to open the passenger door. Kendra stepped out. “Should I get the cake? It’s a bit hot in the truck.”
 
   “Yeah.”
 
   The woman came down the ramp to meet them. “He’s been awake since five a.m. waiting for you.” 
 
   “Hi, Lexie.” Shane gave the woman a hug. “Lexie, this is Kendra Dawson. Kennie, this is Lexie.”
 
   Kendra wasn’t expecting a hug from the woman, but she returned the embrace. 
 
   Lexie’s smile was wide and welcoming. “Welcome. So glad you could come.”
 
   Kendra reached into the truck for the cake. 
 
   Shane shut the door behind her. “We brought Bill a cake. Kendra’s a pastry chef. Guarantee he’ll love it!”
 
   Kendra shifted the cake in her hands. “You’re partial.”
 
   “For your desserts, honey, you bet.” He winked at her.
 
   “Bill will love that. He never turns down sweets.” Lexie put a hand on the horse trailer. “Do you want to get Goldie out?”
 
   Shane lowered his voice even though there was no way Bill could hear him. “Did you tell him?” 
 
   Lexie grinned. “No, I thought you might like to spring the surprise. I have his wheelchair parked back away from the door so he can’t see the street. He’s a bit teed off at me.”
 
   “Then let me get Goldie out and settle him some before we go in. Will Bill wonder what’s up?”
 
   Lexie looked back to the door. “Yeah, he probably will. How about we go in? Kendra and I will keep him occupied while you come back out.”
 
   “Okay with you, Kennie?”
 
   “Yeah.” She balanced the cake more firmly in her hands.
 
   The three walked up the ramp to the front door and Shane went in first. “Bill, if you don’t stop watching those dastardly Miami Dolphins, we’re gonna have words.” 
 
   Bill Fudd had a shock of red hair and deep green eyes that danced with merriment. He was positioned in a wheelchair in front of the television in the living room wearing soft gray pants, an NFL t-shirt and tennis shoes. The channel was indeed on a football game.
 
   “Shane!” His voice was low and rough, but understandable.
 
   Shane went down on one knee. “Happy birthday!  I brought someone for you to meet.” He held out a hand to Kendra. 
 
   She handed the cake to Lexie, who disappeared to the kitchen. A cellphone rang and she heard the woman answer. 
 
   Kendra moved closer to Shane and slipped her fingers through his. “Hi, Bill. I’m Kendra. Happy birthday.”
 
   “Girlfriend?” Bill grinned.
 
   “Friend and more.” Shane glanced up at her and shrugged. They really hadn’t talked about how she’d be introduced.
 
   Kendra squeezed Shane’s hand to reassure him. “I’ve heard a lot about you, Bill.”
 
   “Lies.” Mischievousness turned up the corners of Bill’s mouth.
 
   Shane’s eyes filled with dismay and he squeezed her hand. “No, I only told her the good stuff.”
 
   “Good stuff is the lies.” Bill laughed. “She’s pretty, Shane. Keep her.”
 
   “I’m planning on it.” 
 
   Kendra’s blushed, nerves falling away. “Hey, I’m standing right here.”
 
   Bill winked at her. “Leave him. I’m available. You’ll have to lead when we dance, though.”
 
   Kendra sat on the sofa to bring herself to Bill’s level. “No one told me you were such a flirt.” She tipped her head at Shane. “Why don’t you leave us alone?”
 
   Bill hooted. 
 
   “Well, since I have a surprise for Bill, that’s exactly what I’m going to do.” Shane rose.
 
   “A surprise. Tell.”
 
   Shane gave a devilish laugh then cut it off. “No. Flirt with Kendra. I’ll be back.” He glanced at her and she sent him an “I’m okay” message with her eyes.
 
   “I brought cake, Bill.”
 
   “What kind?”
 
   “Double chocolate. What’s your favorite?
 
   By the time Shane came back, she knew every sweet concoction Bill liked, that he’d been a Miami Dolphin fan since age twelve when he’d met Dan Marino, that he’d been the class clown in high school, loved horses still and he couldn’t get enough zombie movies. He’d weaseled out of her how much in love she was with Shane.
 
   Shane came back in, holding up a finger. He went to the kitchen doorway. “You ready?” 
 
   “Yes.” Lexie followed Shane back to the living room, cellphone still at her ear. “I’ll have to call you back.”
 
   “No business on Sunday.” Bill scowled at Lexie.
 
   “The only day I could connect with this supplier. You know that.”
 
   Bill frowned. “Okay. Only call, though.”
 
   “I promise, Bill.” She kissed the top of his head and lifted the locks on his wheelchair. She took a remote off the mantel. 
 
   Shane went ahead of them. Kendra took her cellphone out, determined to take pictures. She walked down the ramp ahead of Bill’s motorized wheelchair. 
 
   Lexie maneuvered Bill’s wheelchair to a spot on the sidewalk.
 
   “What’s in the horse trailer, Shane?”
 
    Shane led Goldie around from the back of the horse trailer. “Got somebody here who wants to see you.”
 
   Kendra was zoomed in on Bill’s face and caught the tears that sprang to his  eyes. “Goldie,” he whispered. A deep longing crossed his face. The emotion made Kendra’s heart hurt. Then he smiled large enough to define ear-to-ear. 
 
   Shane led Goldie to Bill. 
 
   “You let him get fat.”
 
   Shane snorted. “Won’t let anyone ride him. He’d rather hang at the fence and eye the ladies. Jess has two new fillies in the barn.”
 
   To Kendra’s surprise, Goldie stepped forward, pulling at the reins and laid his head on Bill’s shoulder.
 
   It was all she could do to keep from bawling.
 
   She stuck to Shane the rest of the afternoon, holding his hand for comfort and teasing Bill about everything she could think of to make him smile.
 
   Bill insisted lunch be outside so he could sit next to Goldie, and Lexie complied. They set up under a tree in the yard and ignored the heat of the afternoon. Lunch was barbequed chicken sandwiches and potato salad. Goldie kept trying to help himself. Lexie fed Bill without even blinking an eye, but it made Kendra’s heart hurt. They talked about the many state wildfires, when the heat would break, Lexie’s craft business, and Kendra’s cake business, finding much in common.
 
   “Ready for birthday cake, mister?” Lexie rose and gathered the plates. “Kendra made it special for you.”
 
   “Aw, she loves me.” He winked at her.
 
   Shane rose to gather plates, too. “Watch it, fella. She’s mine.”
 
   Kendra pretended to swoon. “Two champions. Whatever will I do? I know. I’ll eat cake. Bye.”
 
   The men laughed. She took the load of plates from Shane and followed Lexie to the kitchen.
 
   “This cake is beautiful. He’s going to love it.”
 
   Kendra pulled the cake from the box and showed Lexie the candle box. “Can he blow?”
 
   “Yes, probably. Sometimes when he’s tired, he needs his oxygen. He seems fine, so let’s try it.” She dug around in the fruit bowl on the counter and found a couple apples. “For Goldie.”
 
   Lexie gathered plates and forks and a cutting knife. “Let’s go. Can you sing?”
 
   “If I have to.” Kendra grimaced. “But I usually lip sync.”
 
   When they came back, Bill was discussing with Shane ways to get Goldie to let Shane ride him. Bill’s face was animated and happy. 
 
   Kendra leaned closer to Lexie. “He’s making the best of this, isn’t he?”
 
   “Yeah. Better than I am. I sometimes wish…” She sniffed back the catch in her voice. “But then he’d say if wishes were horses, beggars would ride. I’m thankful he’s alive.”
 
   Lexie started happy birthday in a rich soprano and Shane joined in with a decent baritone. Kendra lip synced. Bill beamed. 
 
   She set the cake in front of him and used her lighter for the candles. “Make a wish.”
 
   Bill sobered and took the request seriously, then Kendra lifted the cake so he could blow the candles out. They flickered with his feeble breath and Kendra helped a tad. Then she tipped the cake to show Bill the top.
 
   “It’s Goldie.” Delight shone in his eyes. “Don’t want to eat it.”
 
   “Well, I guess we have to feed it to Goldie then.”
 
   “Oh no. Love that horse, but he don’t get my sweets.”
 
   Lexie cut the cake and handed out plates. She set hers aside to feed Bill, but then her phone rang. “I have to take this.”
 
   “Man, Lexie.”
 
   “Oh, be quiet. I’ll be right back.” She put the phone to her ear and hurried into the house.
 
   “Wish she didn’t have to work so hard.”
 
   Kendra moved to Lexie’s chair and dished up a bite. “Open up.” She lifted a bite of cake to his mouth.
 
   Bill hesitated, a slight flush spreading across his upper cheeks.
 
   Kendra persisted. “What? Are you going to forsake me now? If you don’t eat at least two pieces of this, I’m going to be disappointed.”
 
   “Well, my usual is three.” 
 
   She faked surprise. “I can see next time I’m going to have to make you a bigger cake.” 
 
   He laughed and took the bite. 
 
   Not to be left out, Shane shoved his plate toward Kendra. “You can feed me, too.” He gave her a wicked look.
 
   She blushed and promised revenge with her eyes. “One at a time. Geesh.” 
 
   “Wait your turn, Shane.” Goldie nudged Bill’s shoulder. “You can’t have any, horse.”
 
   “Wait. Shane, give him one of those apples.”
 
   “Why don’t you?”
 
   Kendra froze and stared at the big horse.
 
   “Honey, you’ve been sitting right next to him for quite some time. Besides, I saw you petting Diamond Blue.”
 
   “Jess was standing close the whole time, so it’s not the same thing.”
 
   Shane gazed at her with sympathetic encouragement. “You’re going to marry a cowboy, you need to make friends with his horse.”
 
   Flabbergasted, she mouthed at him. “Marry?” 
 
   He steadily gazed at her, not replying.
 
   “What am I missing?” Bill looked from one to the other.
 
   Up to that moment, Kendra had always been reluctant to talk about her accident. But suddenly she was struck by a thought. What a disservice that was to Cris’s memory. She’d been her best friend and one fatal moment in time didn’t change that.
 
   “I had an accident when I was in high school. Driving down a country road with my best friend. Came around a corner and hit a horse. Killed him.”
 
   Bill winced.
 
   “Killed my best friend, too.”
 
   The sympathy in Bill’s eyes was heartfelt. “So sorry.”
 
   She took the apple, sucked in a breath and went to Goldie. He was a perfect gentleman about taking the apple. Kendra grinned. “I did it.”
 
   Shane gave her a thumbs up.
 
   “I think about my accident sometimes.” Bill’s somber eyes touched her heart and she reached for his hand, even though he couldn’t feel it.
 
   “No point in analyzing it, but I did at first. If I’d stepped left instead of right. Did what instinct told me to do. I was wrong.”
 
   Kendra swallowed to clear the lump in her throat. She glanced at Shane and recognized with painful familiarity the devastation in his eyes. 
 
   She rubbed Bill’s hand. “Me, too, Bill. Didn’t even think to try to go around the horse. He was just there. I did the best I could do at the time.”
 
   “Yep. Had a hard time for a bit, but hindsight is always 20/20, isn’t it? I’m glad I didn’t die. Lexie would be all alone and she doesn’t deserve that.” His breath wheezed out by the end of his long explanation.
 
   Shane cleared his throat. “Always thought it was my fault. I knew before I got on Demon’s Daughter that she was acting strange and more cantankerous than usual. I’d ridden her a time or two before.”
 
   “No, no. Not your fault. Wrong place. Wrong time. Happens.”
 
   Shane stared at Bill. “That’s what everyone keeps telling me.” 
 
   “But you don’t believe them?” 
 
   “I’m trying, Bill. I’m so damn sorry.” 
 
   Kendra reached across the table and grabbed Shane’s hand, too.
 
   Bill pursed his lips. “Nothing to be sorry about. I’m glad I’m alive. Enjoyed the hell out of that life. Now, I enjoy the hell out of breathing. Treasure your friendship, Shane.”
 
   Shane gripped Kendra’s fingers and cleared his throat. “Same here, Bill.”
 
   “Got lots to look forward to. New documentary series to watch with Lexie, next week’s episode of The Walking Dead, more cake from this woman, and a Super Bowl visit for the Dolphins.”
 
   Shane snorted. “Not happening.”
 
   “More of a chance than your Cowboys.”
 
   “We’ll see.”
 
   Both men lapsed into silence and Kendra couldn’t stand it. Regrets were such a bitch. She picked up another apple. “You think he’ll let me feed him again without taking off my fingers?”
 
   “I would.” Bill winked at her. “Hurry up. I got two more pieces of cake to eat.”
 
   Lexie came back outside. “Cell phone’s off. Problem’s solved. What did I miss?”
 
   “A little of this and a little of that.” Bill looked up at Goldie. “Be good now. Kendra’s skittish.”
 
   Goldie took the apple with delicate lips. Kendra let out the breath she was holding. “I might get the hang of this.”
 
   They finished their pieces of cake, leaving a half of a cake for Bill and Lexie to eat later. 
 
   “I brought another of my Western paintings for your bedroom wall, Bill. That okay?”
 
   “You keep bringing them and not taking them home.”
 
   “I know. Not using them right now. You might as well enjoy them.”
 
   “Let’s see what you got.”
 
   “Western paintings?” Kendra gave Shane a questioning look. 
 
   “Yeah, I collected a few while I was on the rodeo circuit.” He went to the trailer and slid a small painting from the storage compartment. He carried it back to the table and took the brown wrapper off. The painting, done in subtle tones, was of a cowboy on a horse with a calf across his lap. 
 
   Bill’s face brightened. “Oh, man. Gorgeous.”
 
   “I’ll hang it then. Lexie, you want to help me?”
 
   “Sure.”
 
   Shane went back and pulled a small tool kit from the storage compartment and followed Lexie inside with the painting.
 
   Bill’s eyes shifted to watch them. “He’s too good to me.”
 
   “I don’t think you can ever be too good to your friends.” She dished up another bit of cake. “Now, tell me what dessert to bring you next time.”
 
   “You coming again? I didn’t scare you off?”
 
   “I’m made of sterner stuff, tough guy.”
 
   “Cool. You choose. I pretty much eat anything. Except Brussels sprouts.”
 
   Kendra laughed. “Well, I haven’t ever put them in my desserts, so you are safe.”
 
   She chitchatted with Bill and watched his eyes slowly start to close. “We’ve worn you out.”
 
   “Well, you are in my nap time.” He grinned.
 
   “Should I attempt to move your wheelchair with the remote?”
 
   “Uh, let’s not. Took Lexie months to get so she didn’t unintentionally give me a carnival ride.”
 
   Kendra laughed under her breath, then gave up and giggled. “I’m sorry. I would pay good money to see that.”
 
   “Laugh for Shane. He needs it. I had no idea he thought my accident was his fault. He never said.”
 
   Kendra looked back at the front door, checking for Shane. “Sometimes an accident is only an accident, but we humans think we can control fate. ‘If I’d only’ never works.”
 
   “Help Shane remember that.” Bill’s eyes begged her cooperation.
 
   It was an easy promise. Shane and Lexie came back and the women cleaned up while Bill said goodbye to Goldie. There was such naked longing in his eyes, it tore Kendra’s heart to shreds.
 
   “I’ll bring him back. Don’t worry.” Shane pulled an uncooperative Goldie to the trailer. He wouldn’t get in until Lexie moved Bill’s wheelchair to the curb by the back of the trailer. 
 
   “Bye, buddy. Be good.” 
 
   Shane locked the trailer and came back to the curb. “You be good for Lexie. Geesh. Stop the partying, will you?”
 
   “Aww, Shane. That’s all my fun.” His eyes tracked Kendra. “You come back.”
 
   “How could I not?” She bent and kissed his cheek.
 
   “Shucks, ma’am.” Bill blushed.
 
   Shane helped Kendra to the truck, hugged Lexie and said a few words to Bill that made him smile.
 
   Kendra waved to both when they pulled away from the curb. Her chest was unbearably tight and the short shallow breaths she was taking weren’t helping. Shane drove through the streets at a slow pace, winding through town and then turning north to the interstate.
 
   “You okay?”
 
   “No.” She burst into tears.
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   CHAPTER EIGHTEEN
 
   “Oh, man.” Shane reached for her hand and squeezed. “Hold on, Kennie.” He picked up the pace and drove with intense focus until he found a large gas station. He pulled the long trailer across three parking spaces and stopped.
 
   Kendra released his hand and searched through her bag for a tissue. “I’m all right. I’m all right. It’s just…”
 
   She cried even harder.
 
   He put the truck in park and reached for her. She willingly went over the console and into his lap. The position was tight and uncomfortable and her feet were at an odd angle across the middle section of the truck, but she was in Shane’s arms.
 
   “Shane, that poor man. God, life can be such a cruel bitch.”
 
   Shane snorted out a short, painful laugh. “No argument there.”
 
   “I was in a wheelchair for a frustrating amount of time recovering from my car accident. I can’t imagine living in one forever.”
 
   He stroked her hair away from her face. “I’m going to find a way to get that man back on a horse.”
 
   She wiped her nose. “Aw, Shane. You can see the agony in his eyes when he looks at Goldie.” 
 
   “I know. But he needs to see him. He needs it.”
 
   “Yes, he does.”
 
   “He has so much horse knowledge. Wish I could find a way to get him into something where he could share that knowledge.”
 
   “And take him to a Miami Dolphins game?”
 
   Shane snorted. “No, that’s where I draw the line. Geesh, the man was born in Texas, raised here. He oughta be a Dallas Cowboys fan.”
 
   She put her head on his shoulder, calmer now. “I forgive you.”
 
   “What?”
 
   She straightened and placed a hand on either side of his face. “I forgive you. Don’t ever lie to me again.”
 
   He closed his eyes for a moment, intense relief in the lines there. “I love you so much. I promise―”
 
   She put a finger over his lips. “I love you, too. I should have told you before now. So let’s forget all this and start over.”
 
   “I don’t want to forget it, Kennie. I did all the wrong things and I don’t ever want to do that again.”
 
   “We’ve only known each other three months, Shane. It stands to reason that there would be a few things we wouldn’t be comfortable sharing with each other yet. I’m sorry I put such impossible expectations on us.”
 
   Shane shook his head. “You weren’t the guilty one here, honey.”
 
   Kendra gripped his face and kissed him. “Cris died, Shane. What would have happened if she’d lived? Would she have been like Bill? I don’t know how you stand the reminder.” 
 
   “He’s my friend, Kennie. How can I not?”
 
   She wiped her nose. “I’d like to think I’d have done the same for Cris. At any rate, there is tons of stuff we don’t know about each other. Let’s start learning. I don’t want to waste any more time because stuff happens. Look at Bill.”
 
   She sat for a minute, with her head tucked against his neck, savoring the strength in his arms around her, the taste of him against her lips.
 
   “Okay now?” He rubbed her back.
 
   “Yes, help me back over the console. Let’s go home.”
 
   Shane helped her to her side and put the truck in gear. The whine of the tires on the pavement lulled her to sleep. She didn’t wake until they hit Dallas traffic. 
 
   Shane switched lanes to exit off the interstate. “I have to take Goldie back to the ranch before I do anything else. He was really good today, but he’s a high energy horse. He’ll need to take a long run in the pasture to settle down before it gets too dark.”
 
   Kendra yawned and stretched her back. “I’m okay with that.”
 
   “Want me to drop you at your car first?”
 
   She peered at him to gauge his mood. “I’d rather go with you.”
 
   “Uh, that might mean meeting my parents. You okay with that?”
 
   She thought she’d used her quota of nerves, but apparently not. She was ambushed by an “oh my God, Shane’s mother” moment, and it left her struggling to respond. “Yes. Okay.”
 
   “Liar.”
 
   “Well, I’m a bit nervous. But they are your family.”
 
   “Well, Jess and Amy Rose will probably be there, too. They’re moving into the big house with Mom and Dad.”
 
   “I’m okay, Shane. I’d love to meet them.” She looked out her window and watched traffic until she got herself settled into calm acceptance of the visit.
 
   “I know you’re tired. But after the ranch, I have one other place I’d like to show you.”
 
   “Where?”
 
   “Don’t worry. Just you and me. No strangers, no fuss.”
 
   Puzzled by his cryptic answer, she let his lack of answer slide and celebrated his open willingness.
 
   They arrived at the ranch. Kendra got out of the truck and stretched her muscles, feeling all the miles of inactivity. An older man came out of the house and waved at them. From his build and mannerisms, Kendra guessed it was Shane’s father.
 
   He walked down the driveway and approached them. “Need a hand?” 
 
   Shane looked up from opening the back. “Hey, Dad. Dad, this is Kendra Dawson. My girlfriend.”
 
   Kendra couldn’t stop a pleased smile at Shane’s words. “Mr. O’Hare.” She held out her hand.
 
   He took hers in both of his and held it. “You can call me Chase. Glad to see he finally made things right.”
 
   Kendra smiled. “He really did.”   
 
   “Can you get the pasture gate, Dad? Goldie’s restless.”
 
   “Sure.” His dad lifted the latch and opened the area. 
 
   Shane stepped into the trailer, led Goldie out and released him. The stallion knew where to go and took off running like the trailer was on fire.
 
   His dad shut the gate. “How did it go?”
 
   “Great. Bill was really glad to see him. It was a nice birthday surprise.”
 
   “Well, let’s get the trailer cleaned and parked. Mom has dinner almost ready. Want to join us?”
 
   Shane looked at her. “Up to Kendra. She’s been up since before the sun.”
 
   “I’m okay. I’d love to.” She really wasn’t okay. She was past tired and running on emotional fumes. But she couldn’t very well beat Shane up for not introducing her to his family and then bail at the first invite.
 
   She sat on a barrel and watched while Shane maneuvered the trailer into its parking slot and then the two men proceeded to clean the inside. The sun was setting with a typical Texas splash of golds and oranges by the time they finished. 
 
   “Dinner’s ready, y’all,” Shane’s father announced. “Ladonna texted me.” 
 
   Kendra slid off the barrel and went up the drive between the two men. Her nerves had fled, buried under a heavy blanket of exhaustion. Shane slipped his arm around her and whispered in her ear.
 
   “I love you. I promise I’ll tuck you in as soon as I can.”
 
   She smiled, basking in the care and went in the door behind Chase. He wiped his feet and crossed to the sink to wash his hands.
 
   Kendra stood and gawked. The O’Hare ranch kitchen was a cook’s dream that combined a large cooking area with a dining and family area. A fireplace took up one side with a rocking chair positioned by the hearth. The kitchen eating area had a large oak table with six chairs. The cooking area had two ovens, an eight burner stove, a large refrigerator and enough counter space to be able to spread things out. She’d always thought the kitchen in her parent’s house had been big but this one easily topped theirs. She rubbed her hands together. God, to cook in here!
 
   Shane moved past her. “I’ll be right back. Going to wash my hands, too.”
 
   She nodded. The room smelled like roasting chicken and stuffing. Her stomach growled. Lunch had been hours ago.
 
   A woman with soft gray hair, wearing jeans and a green flowered top came into the kitchen. She had Shane’s eyes.
 
   “You must be Kendra. I’m Ladonna O’Hare.” 
 
   Once again, Kendra found herself wrapped in an embrace. “I love your kitchen.”
 
   “I think I like you.” Ladonna laughed. “Come into my lair.”
 
   She beckoned Kendra to the center of the cooking space. “I need to make the gravy.”
 
   “Can I help?” Fatigue was forgotten.
 
   “Sweetness to my ears.” Ladonna grinned at her.
 
   Amy Rose and Jess came from the back of the house. 
 
   “Kendra!” Amy Rose came to her with arms outstretched. “So glad you’re finally here.” 
 
   She hugged her, making eye contact with the question in her eyes. 
 
   Shane came into the room before Kendra could whisper an answer and Amy Rose blanked her expression.
 
   To hell with it. Kendra turned so she could address the room in general. “He’s forgiven.”
 
   The room went silent. Shane froze in his tracks.
 
   “Well, I know you all were wondering. He’s forgiven. So there isn’t any question, I love him, too.”
 
   Ladonna put an arm around her shoulder and gave her a tight squeeze. “You are going to fit right in around here.”
 
   The smile Shane gave her was worth every tear, every heartache, every trying moment. He walked straight to her and kissed her. “I love you, too.”
 
   Two hours later when dinner was cleared from the table, Shane made their excuses. After a last round of hugs, they walked to the truck.
 
   “Still up for that quick stop?”
 
   “Where exactly?”
 
   “My apartment. The last thing I didn’t show you. I have to get my fire gear and some clothes anyway.”
 
   “I think I can manage another hour awake.”
 
   Ten minutes later, she followed him up the stairs to his apartment. He flicked on the lights and the first thing she noticed was the bareness. At her house, the living room was bare. But not her kitchen, not her bedroom, not her bathroom. Here, everything was bare. No pictures on the wall, no rugs on the floor. Bed, sofa and boxes were all the room held. He hadn’t lied about that.
 
   She walked further into the apartment and saw the coffee table. “Shane? What’s this?”
 
   Shane walked over to the table and threw off the cover.
 
   Kendra gasped. “It’s beautiful!” The wood coffee table had light oak legs with black leather over the corners like a stirrup. The top was a darker wood with a glass top. Inside was a display of spurs, rope, and cowboy belt welded in an intricate copper design. 
 
   She sank to the black leather sofa and ran her hands over the wood. “Do you have a lot of Western stuff?”
 
   He sat down beside her. “Some, I guess. Paintings mostly, but at least three other pieces of furniture and a sculpture. All of it packed.”
 
   “Why?”
 
   “I couldn’t bear to look at it. You’ve seen Bill now. You have to know why. I couldn’t stand the reminder and that was what all of it was.”
 
   “But Bill loves this stuff.”
 
   “Yes, he does. I don’t know how.”
 
   “Maybe it’s Goldie.”
 
   Shane coaxed her into his lap. “I don’t understand.”
 
   “Maybe his love for Goldie offsets what Demon’s Daughter did. What happened to Demon’s Daughter?”
 
   “She’s still on the circuit according to Amy Rose.” He pulled her against him and she laid her head on his beating heart.
 
   She let her mind drift, but it kept coming back to one thing. She didn’t want Shane making the trip back and forth between his apartment and her house, never belonging either place. “My living room is pretty bare.”
 
   “Yes?” A quizzical look crossed his face.
 
   She kissed his chin. “Well, how about you bring your stuff to my house?”
 
   Shane’s arms tightened around her. “Are you asking me to move in with you?”
 
   She turned to him and he pulled her closer still. Every fiber of her being was aware of his warmth, his strength, his love. “God’s honest truth, Shane, last week was the worst. I’m trying to keep my business growing, my father is coming up for trial and I’m so tired of feeling alone, like I’m in a sea of people who don’t care about me. I don’t feel that way when I’m with you. I feel like the future is right there and I can touch it and be happy again. I never want distance between us again.”
 
   He looked uncomfortable, his face set and somber.
 
   She touched his face, fear flashing through her. “You don’t have to if you don’t want to.”
 
   “I do want to.” He gave her quick kiss and squeezed her hand. “But I have another secret and in the interest of full disclosure…”
 
   “Tell me. Let’s get everything out, here. I need the honesty and so do you.”
 
   “I can’t explain it, but I’ve loved you since I laid eyes on you.”
 
   She tipped her head and stared at him. “With me on the ground, cowering before a horse?”
 
   He chuckled. “That was a sight, but no. I saw you in the parking lot before that. I watched you stretch. I followed you, watched you move. Paced you to make sure you were okay. Then when you disappeared, I went nuts. I kept trying to talk myself out of those feelings. But I dreamed of you and couldn’t let it go.”
 
   “How did you know that fast?”
 
   He shook his head. “I can’t answer that, Kennie. I just knew. I also know this. I don’t want to shack up. I don’t want to call you friend or girlfriend. I want to marry you and call you wife.” He twisted to lie down and pulled her on top of him.
 
   “What if I want to marry you and call you husband?”
 
   “Yes.” He kissed her mouth. “Deal sealed and I said yes first.”
 
   She raised up and lightly punched him. “Not so fast.”
 
   He dropped the teasing and got serious. “What, Kennie? Name it. I’ll do whatever it is – even if it’s fly to the moon.”
 
   “You have to be sure. My father’s trial is coming up and could get really ugly. I’ve been under the radar since I left Houston, but I had trouble dodging the press in the past and could again.”
 
   “I can handle it, Kennie. I want to be there for you. If you feel like you need to go to the trial…”
 
   “No. I’m not going, but that doesn’t mean all the media coverage won’t come to me. That doesn’t mean my mother won’t need me.”
 
   “Honey, I used to ride broncing horses. I walk into fires for a living. I can handle it. I love you. There isn’t anything I wouldn’t do for you.”
 
   “Then, you’ll move your stuff?”
 
   “Yes, but not tonight.” He kissed her, taking his time, until the kiss threatened to get out of hand. “Let’s go home. I want to make love to my fiancé.”
 
   “Now that’s a word I can get behind.”
 
   They gathered his bag with his fire gear and his duffle, then after debating about her car, decided to leave it at the Low Down and use his truck to deliver desserts in the morning.
 
   He drove to her house. He dropped both his bags inside her door, lifted her into his arms and carried her to the bedroom. The room was dark. He walked to the bedside and shifted so he could turn on the night light. A soft glow filled the room.
 
   He laid her on the bed and gently pulled off her boots and socks. He locked his eyes with hers. “Thank you for today.”
 
   “No thanks needed. I wanted to go. Am glad I did.” He put his knee between her legs and leaned to undo the button of her jeans. She sucked in a breath at the feel of his warm hands against her skin. “Oooh, you’re not playing fair.”
 
   “Hmmm, don’t believe I promised that.” The zipper fought him, but he gave a hard tug and it released. His fingers brushed the skin around her white lace underwear. 
 
   Fire, hot and wanting, streaked up her spine. He eased her shirt up and feathered kisses along her stomach and across her hip bones, until she was swamped by a wave of need.
 
   When his mouth slid over her underwear, she pushed away from him. “Wait.” She shucked her jeans and attacked the buttons on Shane’s shirt, wanting the last barriers between them gone. “Help me, please.”
 
   “Since you asked so nicely...” He bent and tore off his boots, hopping on one foot when the leather was stubborn. His jeans hit the floor, followed by his underwear. He tossed the shirt on the clothes pile and stood looking at her with hot, yet vulnerable eyes. “This is what you get. Scars here, bruises there.”
 
   She eyed his body and thrilled that he was hers. “I hear kisses make everything better.” She unbuttoned her shirt, letting her white lace bra peek through.
 
   The brown of his eyes deepened with pleasure. “Let’s test that theory.”
 
   He advanced on her, propping one knee on the bed. She scooted back to the pillows. 
 
   He moved forward and reached for her sleeve, giving it a pull. She helped him by wiggling out of the garment. He grinned. “Oh yes, this is much better.”
 
   He settled on top of her and took her mouth with hungry intent. She parted her lips on a sigh of intense pleasure and let him take her under. 
 
   His hands stroked her sides, teasing the edges of her bra, drifting down to her panties. Over and over, he stroked her with warm, tantalizing fingers, until need had her twisting to touch him. She grasped his hands, licking and kissing her way down his chest. 
 
   “Kennie, God.” He buried his hands in her hair.
 
   She nuzzled his groin and took him into her mouth. His moan was all she needed to apply herself to his pleasure for several long minutes. Any barrier left from their argument fell away. 
 
   “Stop, Kennie. Stop.” He eased her up to his mouth and kissed her, while busy hands unclasped her bra and tossed it over the side of the bed. His questing hands moved down her hips and shoved her underwear down her legs.
 
   His bare skin against hers elevated the heat and wetness between her legs, forcing her to draw several ragged breaths. When his mouth settled over her breasts and sucked hard, she lost herself in a white haze of unfettered pleasure. 
 
   She wanted to talk, to tell him how good his mouth felt on her, how good his hands felt molding her breasts, but words were scrambled and scattered. She arched her back, forcing every part of her body to mold to his. 
 
   “Kennie, Kennie.” He repeated her name in a rhythmic chant, then rolled her underneath him and separated her legs.
 
   His big hands cupped her face and she opened her eyes. “I love you, Kennie.” He plunged into her, filling her with one thrust.
 
   The fullness of him was everything she needed. “Welcome home, Shane.” 
 
   He gently kissed her mouth. “Thank God.” He started a long, slow rhythm. She scratched her nails up his back and tried to force him to move faster, but he resisted.
 
   “Let’s make this last.”
 
   She moaned, resigned to dying of an overdose of pleasure.
 
   He took her to the edge, pulled her back with pauses and kisses, rocked her to the edge, pulled her back with strokes and whispered sex words, then rocked her world. She cradled Shane, anchored in their little world, and let every wall fall. Pleasure, hot and brilliant, tipped her over. With one last thrust, Shane followed her. 
 
   His hand found hers. He eased out of her and sagged against her. His face pressed against her neck.
 
   Neither moved. Neither wanted to. 
 
   She should have been tired. She’d been up close to twenty-four hours, but instead she was energized, basking in extreme loving comfort and happiness.
 
   “You never did answer me.” Shane lifted his head. 
 
   She brushed her fingers through his hair. “I know.”
 
   “Something else bothering you? Tell me.”
 
   “Not anymore.”
 
   “Then?”
 
    “Yes, I’ll be your wife. I love you so much.” She spread gentle kisses across his face. “When I first arrived in Copper Canyon, I’d lost my family and all my friends. I had no one. I was broke, scared and lonely. I can’t believe how lucky I was to find you. You, my love, are my champion and my hero.”
 
   His raised her fingers to his lips and kissed them, his eyes tearing. “You, my love, are my sweetheart, my everything.”
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   EPILOGUE
 
   Shane glanced at Kendra and Amy Rose, who were sitting in the back booth at the Low Down. They were in an animated discussion with a dozen magazines spread out in front of them. Every so often, light would catch Kendra’s diamond engagement ring and send off a sparkle that filled Shane with deep contentment. He hadn’t been to the table since they’d pulled out the magazines, but it didn’t take a genius to figure out the publications were baby and wedding related. 
 
    Friday poker night had changed a month ago, when the girls had been invited. It had been Sully’s idea and Shane was as relieved as Jess. He didn’t want to be apart from Kendra except to work. They were on better footing over the last month and he wanted to keep it that way. Even though she assured him he could go and she’d be okay home alone, he hadn’t liked leaving her by herself. Jess hadn’t wanted to leave Amy Rose home either. 
 
   “Will you lovesick fools quit looking at your girls?” Giff shuffled the cards. 
 
   Shane grinned and elbowed Jess. “I’m happy to claim that lovesick label. Think he’s jealous?”
 
   “Potentially.” Jess reached for another nacho off the plate of appetizers. 
 
   Giff snorted. “Uh, no. Got too much to do to even think about women right now. Where is Peyton? Anybody heard from him?” 
 
   Shane glanced over at the bar where Nick and Sully were talking. “Don’t know. I tried texting him. He still didn’t answer.”
 
   Jess swallowed his bite. “Nick’s been checking his house and business every day. Not there. He even drove out to Justin and checked with his father. No luck. I have to admit that I’m worried.”
 
   Shane leaned closer to Giff. “What did he tell you when he called about your truck?”
 
   “I already told y’all last week, and the week before that, and the week before that.”
 
   “Tell me again.”
 
   “There’s no clue there. Said he was going away for a bit. That he couldn’t work on my truck. Gave me the name of another guy and said he would miss three or four poker nights and not to worry.”
 
   Nick and Sully headed their way. The two men took their seats. 
 
   Shane took a sip of his beer and snagged some appetizers. “It’s been three weeks. Think he’ll show tonight?”
 
   Nick twirled his drink on the table, a frown on his face. “All I know is that I’m going to beat his ass for not saying what he was doing. Herman Carr’s been in my shop six times looking for him. Peyton promised to do some work on his race car.”
 
   “We playing with five then?” Sully’s eyes swept the restaurant. 
 
   “Unless you want the girls to play.” Nick leaned away from Giff’s punch.
 
   Jess smirked. “I think they’re busy planning the rest of our lives.” 
 
   The five men looked over at the women.
 
   “Lord,” Sully muttered. “I know Amy Rose is looking at baby catalogs. My mama sent them over. But what’s Kendra up to? You two getting married soon?”
 
   “No. We decided to have a big wedding with all of you in the wedding party. So probably not until next spring. I imagine Kennie’s started looking for what she wants.”
 
   Sully groaned. “Oh God, that means tuxedos.”
 
   Shane rubbed his hands together and gave Sully an evil grin. “Yep. I hear girls like them.” 
 
   Sully pointed a finger at Shane. “I swear if she puts me in purple, I’m bailing.” 
 
   Shane failed miserably at containing a laugh. “I’ll be sure she makes that her first consideration.”
 
   Giff rapped on the table. “Are we gonna play poker or chit chat?” 
 
   “Settle down, man. We’re playing. Deal.” Nick took a drink and counted his chips. 
 
   The waitress came around and collected dinner orders from both groups.
 
   When she left, Gifford dealt out five hands. “I’m going to be out next week, by the way. I have to go to Austin to see a man about a horse.”
 
   Sully reached for his cards. “Taber is finally finished with the internship he took after he graduated from veterinarian school last June. We’re heading to College Station first thing in the morning to help him move. He’ll be here next weekend. He can play with us.” 
 
   “God, I can’t believe your little brother is old enough to be a practicing vet.” Jess sighed. “What’s he going to do?”
 
   Sully swallowed part of his beer. “Besides come home? Don’t know. Not sure whether he’s starting his own clinic or going to work for someone else.” 
 
   “If Peyton’s not back, I’m calling Cooper to play with us.” Jess laid his cards back on the table.
 
   Giff snorted. “You would invite my little brother.” 
 
   Shane looked at his hand. “Worried that he’ll win?”
 
   “Hasn’t yet. Ante up.”
 
   They went around the table and Shane folded. His eyes went back to Kennie. She looked up and gave him a flirty wink. He liked the smile that was on her lips, the flush on her face. A bit of anticipation fueled his return wink.
 
   He looked over the restaurant. The dinner crowd was gradually filling every table. Sully had redone artwork on one wall, sticking with his western theme. An idea dawned and Shane wanted to slap his forehead. This was where his western artwork could be put to good use. He opened his mouth to say something to Sully and stopped.
 
   Peyton Reid was walking across the restaurant. Looking fit and rested. Looking nervous. Looking sober.
 
   Shane rose and walked around the table to greet him. “Peyton. We’ve been worried. You okay?” He held out a hand and Peyton took it in a firm shake.
 
   “Yeah. Sorry I’m late. Traffic out there tonight is ugly.” Peyton shoved his keys into his pocket and pulled out the empty chair by Nick.
 
   Nick turned to him, anger burning in his eyes. “Where have you been?”
 
   The table grew silent, cards forgotten.
 
   Peyton grimaced. “Rehab. Thirty days.”
 
   “Good for you.” Shane patted Peyton on the back. 
 
   Nick sighed and put out a hand. “You could have told us, you know.” His tone suggested the two men were going to have words later.
 
   Peyton shook his hand. “Decided at the last minute and checked myself in. Wanted to make sure I could get through it this time. Didn’t want to disappoint anyone. They don’t let you have your cell phone.”
 
   Sully got to his feet. “Welcome back. What is your drink of choice now? Coke? Sweet tea? Got some good raspberry stuff.”
 
   “Think I’ll stick to coffee.” Peyton dropped into his chair.
 
   Sully went to the bar and collected a mug for him.
 
   “Welcome back, Peyton.” Jess reached to shake his hand.
 
   “Thanks. So sorry, y’all. I didn’t mean to worry anyone, but I had to get my...” Peyton glanced at Amy Rose and Kendra at the other table and frowned. “…get my act together.”
 
   “Ante up. Ignore the girls.” Giff called the hand and took back all the cards. “Let’s start over.”
 
   He shuffled the cards and was about to deal when Diana Bell stormed up to the table. She wore a black A-line shirt and a light blue lacey blouse and had obviously come right from work. Her face was flushed and her eyes were a vivid, angry blue. She slapped Peyton repeatedly on the shoulder.
 
   “Where have you been? Another girl? A drinking binge?”
 
   Peyton rose and took her hands to stop her from slapping him. “I don’t think I owe you an explanation.” Color rode high on his cheekbones. A bunch of patrons stopped their dinner conversation to stare.
 
   Shane shifted over when Amy Rose came to Jess’s side. He slipped an arm around Kendra when she joined him.
 
   Amy Rose stretched out a hand. “Diana, let’s go in the bathroom and talk.” 
 
   Diana twisted her hands away from Peyton, color washing from her face. “I don’t believe you.”
 
   “I don’t care whether you do or not,” Peyton hissed in her face.
 
   Tears flooded the woman’s eyes and she swiveled on black spike heels that should have had her falling and rushed to the restaurant’s main doors.
 
   Shane ground his teeth. “Pey, you could have explained.”
 
   “Not her business.” He gripped the coffee cup, his lips in a tight frown.
 
   “I need to go after her, Jess.” Amy Rose glared at Peyton and reached for Jess’s keys.
 
   “Be careful.” Jess kissed her.
 
   “I’ll go with you.” Kendra’s eyes questioned Shane’s. He nodded his agreement. He didn’t want Amy Rose going alone, either.
 
   Kendra went on tiptoe, kissed Shane and hurried back to the other table to retrieve her purse.
 
   He kept track of her to the door, tempted to go with them. But Diana might tell Amy Rose more than she’d tell him. He sat back in his chair and glared at Peyton.
 
   “What?” Peyton stared back with more than bit of belligerence. “That woman could drive a man to drink and I don’t do that anymore.”
 
   “Your decision, Pey.” Nick gave Shane a sympathetic look, but didn’t give Peyton the same ‘go after her’ lecture he’d given Shane. 
 
   What was going on here? Shane glanced at Jess and he shook his head.
 
   The waitress brought the food they had ordered and the noise of the restaurant returned to normal Friday night levels. Sully sent the women’s food back to the kitchen to stay warm until they returned.
 
   Gifford took a few bites of his steak and shoved his plate aside. “Can we play now?” 
 
   “Anxious for our money?” Sully took a bite of his burger.
 
   “If you must know, yes. Gonna breed one of my mares with one of Duke Logan’s stallions.”
 
   Shane choked on a French fry. “Duke Logan? The quarter horse breeder? He’s pretty well known around the rodeo circuit. Why?”
 
   “Well generally, that means you are getting serious about breeding horses.” Gifford took a sip of his beer. 
 
   “You’re switching from cattle?” Shane struggled with the idea, knowing that three generations in his family had been cattlemen.
 
   Gifford sighed. “Not a big fan of raising cattle. Never have been.”
 
   “What did your dad say?”
 
   “We had a few words.” Gifford sat back, his mouth in a tight line.
 
   Shane glanced at Jess. He remained leaning back in his chair, no surprise on his face.
 
   Shane punched his arm. “You knew?”
 
   Jess leaned away from Shane and picked up his fork. “Yeah. You were busy getting Kendra to forgive you. Slipped my mind.”
 
   Peyton picked up the salt and pepper. “Good luck with that, Giff.”
 
   Giff shuffled the cards. “What I need is someone who has an in-depth knowledge of horse flesh for some breeding advice.”
 
   Shane leaned forward. “I might know someone.”
 
   “Yeah. Do tell.”
 
   “A friend of mine. I’ll see if he’s interested first. Don’t want to volunteer him if he isn’t.”
 
   “Fair enough. Can you check soon?”
 
   “Yeah. I’ll get back to you tomorrow or Sunday.” He and Kendra had already visited Bill again and were planning another trip the next day.
 
    “Business concluded?” Nick’s sarcasm made everyone laugh.
 
   “Yeah, yeah. I’ll deal.” Giff stopped to take a few more bites of his steak. Then he started another hand.
 
   Nick’s phone rang.
 
   “Seriously?” Sully wiped his face. “I think we should give up tonight.”
 
   Nick looked at the readout and frowned. He pressed the answer button. “Hello?”
 
   His face clouded. “Polly?”
 
   Shane looked at Jess. Jess shook his head. Jess looked across at Gifford and Peyton. They both shook their heads.
 
   “When?” Nick’s voice had taken on a desperate tone. His face lost all color.
 
   Sully leaned forward in his seat, concern etched in his face. 
 
   Jess leaned over and whispered to Sully. “Who is Polly?” 
 
   “Jenn’s mother.” Sully put a finger to his lips.
 
   Jess drew back in surprise.
 
   Shane tensed, remembering what Nick had said about Jenn.
 
   Nick’s fingers were turning white where he gripped the phone. “How soon are they flying her home from Germany?” He scooted back his chair and bent over. Gifford reached out a hand and gripped his shoulder.
 
   “You’ll call me? Please?”
 
   He was silent for several long seconds. “Thanks, Polly. I know you didn’t have to call. I appreciate it.”
 
   Nick disconnected his phone and sat hunched over. His hands had a death grip around the phone.
 
   Peyton leaned toward him. “Nick? Is it Jenn?”
 
   “Explosion in Afghanistan. She’s hurt.” Nick cleared his throat. “They flew her into Germany. Polly’s on the next flight heading over there.”
 
   Peyton placed a hand on his shoulder. “You think you should go?”
 
   Nick sat up and drew in a deep breath.  “I can’t. I’m not her husband anymore.” He carefully set his phone on the table.
 
   Shane shuddered. He’d never seen a more tortured look on anyone’s face. 
 
   “You still love her though, Nick.”
 
   “Doesn’t matter. She wouldn’t be happy to see me. I won’t barge in there without knowing how badly injured she is.” 
 
   “When will that be?”   
 
   “Polly said she’d call me when she knew something. Probably late tomorrow.” 
 
   Nick fumbled with his wallet and tossed a couple twenties at Sully. “I gotta go.” He pushed out of his chair. “I waited too long.”
 
   Nick started toward the entrance.
 
   “He shouldn’t be alone.” Jess started to rise.
 
   Peyton stood and grabbed Nick’s cell from the table. “I got this. I’ll take care of him.” 
 
   Gifford gathered the cards. “Call us.”
 
   “I will.” Peyton took off after Nick.
 
   Shane’s phone pinged with a text message two seconds before Jess’s. Shane lifted his phone and read. “Girls caught up with Diana. She didn’t want to talk. They are going back to the ranch and want us to meet them there when we’re done.”
 
   Jess chuckled. “Amy Rose wants her food.”
 
   Shane grimaced. “Kendra wants the magazines.”
 
   Gifford picked up the chips. “Guess we’re done here for the night.”
 
   The men finished their meals and Gifford rose to leave. “Shane, you’ll call with this man’s name and number once you know?”
 
   “Yeah. As soon as I can.”
 
   “What a night. See you for sure in two weeks, maybe before.” Gifford waved at the three men and left.
 
    Sully had the tables cleared. Jess and Shane stacked the magazines on the women’s table while Sully went to have their food boxed.
 
   “Who is this friend you’re recommending to Gifford?”
 
   “Bill Fudd.”
 
   Jess stopped stacking. “That idea has a few problems.”
 
   “I know. But the man has serious horse knowledge, Jess.” Shane ran a hand through his hair. “Should he rot away in that house for the rest of his life because he’s paralyzed?”
 
   “I’m not saying that.”
 
   “You think Giff will have a problem with it?”
 
   “No. For all his roughness, he judges people by what they do and know, not what they look like.”
 
   “Let me ask Bill and Lexie. His health may not be strong enough. Let’s take one thing at a time.” Shane grabbed the last of the magazines.
 
   “What’s up with Peyton and Diana?”
 
   Shane sat in the booth. “I don’t know. I need to have lunch with Diana and find out.”
 
   Jess sat down across from him. “Think I’m going to pump Amy Rose. She already knows something. Let’s hope Nick gets good news. Dammit. That was the last thing he needed.”
 
   “He’s been waiting for her to get home so he could try to win her back.” Shane stared out the window, thankful Nick’s advice on his relationship with Kendra had worked. “Life sucks sometimes, but then there’s those moments.”
 
   Jess blew out a breath. “Don’t I know it.” He looked down at the cover of the baby catalog and grinned.
 
   Shane looked down at the bride on the front of his. “Four months ago…”
 
   Jess held up his hand. “Don’t say it. I’d rather look forward. Good things are coming our way.”
 
   Sometimes how much Shane felt for Kendra wouldn’t stay contained and now was one of those moments. Antsy, he wanted nothing more fiercely than to get her, hold her close and remind her how much he loved her. “Let’s go light a fire under Sully. I want to get going.” 
 
   Sully came out of the kitchen with two big bags. “I had the kitchen make a new order.”
 
   “You’re too good to us.”
 
   “If I can’t be good to my friends and family, what is the point?”
 
   Shane stared across the full restaurant. “I may have something that can help you out.”
 
   “And that is?”
 
   “I have ten or twelve large western paintings in storage. You want them for here? I noted you redid that one wall.”
 
   “You serious? I saw some of that art. It’s expensive.”
 
   “I’m not using it. We could talk about a loaner. Someone should enjoy it.”
 
   Sully got a gleam in his eye. “Trying to upgrade this place a bit. That would help. Thanks.”
 
   Jess picked up the armload of magazines and grabbed one of the bags. “Let’s go home. I want to feed my wife before she falls asleep.”
 
   “I need to get Kendra home so she can sleep for a few hours before getting up to make Sully’s desserts.” He picked up Kendra’s magazines and the other bag.
 
   Sully waved them out of there. “Goodnight to both of you.” 
 
   Shane drove them to the ranch. The two women were sitting in the rocking chairs on the front porch under the dim porch light. 
 
   Shane parked and turned off the lights. “We’re lucky old cowpokes.”
 
   “Speak for yourself, brother. You’re the old one.” Jess opened his door and picked up the scattered baby magazines.
 
   “Wait a few months until you have three babies, then we’ll talk about old. How about I just say we’re damn lucky cowboys?” Shane grabbed the bags of food.
 
   “That is God’s truth right there.” Jess marched up the driveway a few steps ahead of Shane. 
 
   Kendra rose and walked down the steps. She passed Jess. “Not much poker tonight, huh?” 
 
   “You don’t know the half of it.” Jess mounted the stairs and went to Amy Rose. He bent and kissed her forehead and put a hand on her slight stomach.
 
   Shane watched them murmuring to each other and smiled.
 
   Kendra came to his side and slipped an arm around him. “What happened?”
 
   “Long story.” He set the food on the ground and put his arms around her. “I love you.”
 
   She went on tiptoe and kissed him. “I love you, too.”
 
   “Will you marry me?”
 
   She held up her hand, wiggling her diamond. “Asked. Answered. Done deal.”
 
   He took her hand and kissed her fingers. “Not ’til the minister says so.”
 
   Kendra slipped her hands into his and squeezed. “No. It’s done now. I love you. This is our future. Right now. No piece of paper makes it more real. Only legal.”
 
   He gazed into her eyes. “Like I said, honey. I love you.”
 
   He picked up the food, laced fingers with Kendra and walked to the porch.
 
   Yes, the O’Hare brothers were lucky cowboys indeed.
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   Excerpt
 
    
 
   Leia took a deep breath, studying every nuance of Zach’s face. Then, she deliberately stepped into his space, just a hand’s breadth away from his chest, and glared up at him. “Who are you worried about, Zach? Carlee or yourself?”
 
   His breath caught on a snarl. She had one moment to wonder why she stepped into his web, one moment to see the shift in his eyes from reproachful fury to naked longing, one moment to move away. 
 
   His lips slammed into hers, punishing in intensity. Her heart jolted, her pulse pounded in her ears. Being no one’s wallflower, she immediately gave back as good as she got. She slid closer and arched her arms around his neck, pulling him against her, toying with the hair at the nap of his neck. He groaned. His lips gentled, sliding across hers, the warmth caused tingles from head to toe.
 
   At that moment, it ceased to be about anger or defending herself to the furious sheriff. She met his tongue, tasting of sweetened coffee, and let the moment take over, committing the rightness of it to heart. She could have stood there for eons with his mouth learning hers, cherishing hers, but Zach abruptly pulled away and deliberately set her a couple of feet away from him.
 
   Anger returned to his eyes.
 
   He spun and walked down the hall to the entryway, his boots pounding loudly on the floor. The front door slammed, the closing punctuation.
 
   She touched her lips, felt a slight swelling and her entire body revolted at the abrupt cessation of the kiss. Another rush of heat flooded her face.
 
   “Well, damn it all to hell,” she muttered to the empty house.
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   CHAPTER ONE
 
   Zach Murphy looked up from the paperwork on his desk and listened to someone tromp through the Parson County Sheriff squad room toward his office. He leaned to get a look. His twelve-year-old daughter flounced toward him in a temper with new black clogs on her feet. They clicked with a racket that made him want to toss them in a trash can and deliver a stern lecture to Uncle Beau for buying them for her.
 
   Carlee stopped inside the doorway and hissed at him. “Dad, how could you?”
 
   He leaned back in his chair and studied her belligerent pose. “How was school?”
 
   She huffed. “Fine. How could you?”
 
   He glanced through his glass office window and caught the eye of his brother, who was a few paces behind her. Beau shrugged.
 
   “How could I what?” He eyed the black leggings and black glittered Hard Rock Café Denver T-shirt she wore and mourned the bright-eyed little girl who used to dress in pinks and yellows and run to meet him after school. Now her face was set in a mulish frown, her brown hair swept low over her eyes until he could hardly see their pretty green. Her hair had a streak of red down one side, but not the other. That hadn’t been there this morning.
 
   “You arrested her!” The shrill of her accusation hung in the air, drawing his focus.
 
   He sorted through his last twenty-four hours of duty hours and calls. “Arrested who?” He dropped his pen on the blotter, knowing there was only one woman who’d been picked up last night.
 
   She rolled her eyes. “Leia Shae!”
 
   He frowned, pondering his memory of the woman. “Who?”
 
   Carlee huffed. “The Leia Shae, Dad!” When the name didn’t process fast enough, she curled her lip at him. “I have a poster of her over my bed. I have five of her CDs and play them all the time. Only for You—her latest hit song. Duh, Dad!”
 
   “I arrested Leia Shae, the rock star?” He looked to the corner of his desk for the booking reports, but they were gone from the basket, which meant Blanche had grabbed the things to be filed.
 
   “Blanche has her picture on the paperwork on her desk. I recognized her face.” Her mouth set in an argumentative line, waiting for the lecture.
 
   Carlee was snooping again, obsessed with the booking paperwork of the small sheriff’s office. Blanche Gritz, his receptionist and day dispatcher, usually let Carlee peek, even though he talked to the woman repeatedly about filing the damn booking reports so his little girl wouldn’t stick her nose into things she shouldn’t know about.
 
   Carlee didn’t wait for the lecture. “I think she’s sick or something. She looks awful in that picture.”
 
   Or something.
 
   He stifled a sigh, contemplating the information. He’d taken the call last night. He’d made the arrest. Something had seemed familiar about the woman, but he’d been more worried about getting her off the road; when it was obvious she was ill, he’d run her over to the hospital for the night.
 
   Beau moved to the doorway to listen. He gave Zach a baffled look, apparently not knowing any more about Leia Shae than he did. Zach wasn’t comforted to know his brother was in the same boat with him and wouldn’t be coming to his rescue. He had no problem dealing with his cussed stubborn brothers. He had no problem dealing with ten deputies. He had no issues in general getting his will across to other people. But when it came to his daughter, he felt as inept as it was possible for a father to be. That bugged him; it rubbed against his natural leadership tendencies, his need to love and protect his daughter.
 
   “Can I see her?” Carlee bit her lip and moved closer to his desk. “You’ve gotta let me see her.”
 
   “No.” He stood, intending to go get the booking report and look at the picture again.
 
   “But, Dad…” she wailed. “It might be my only chance to meet her.”
 
   If Leia Shae was the young woman he’d brought in last night, he was pretty sure she wasn’t going to want anyone to see her the way she was or for anyone to know she was there.
 
   “The answer is no, Carlee. You shouldn’t have even seen the booking report. What have I told you about that?” He walked around his desk to stand beside her, putting a hand on her shoulder which she shrugged off.
 
   “No talking to your friends about it either,” he warned, giving up trying to be the understanding dad and laying down the law like a sheriff.
 
   The mulishness spread to her posture, her stubbornness pushing one of Zach’s hot buttons.
 
   Beau gave Zach a commiserating look over the top of Carlee’s head. “Why don’t I take Carlee to the Burger Barn for a snack and run her out to Aunt Fiona’s until you get off?”
 
   “I don’t want to go to Aunt Fiona’s.” Carlee’s mad was a sight to behold. Ever since she was a little baby her face had always turned the deepest shade of red whenever she got the least bit upset, embarrassed or angry. It was a trait she hadn’t outgrown. “I can wait with Blanche like I always do.”
 
   Since he planned on having words with Blanche again, that wasn’t going to work. “Go with Uncle Beau and have a burger. I’ll pick you up from Aunt Fiona’s when I’m finished.” He went out of his office and was half way through the squad room when he realized Carlee wasn’t walking behind him. She stopped in his office doorway, preparing for a tantrum of epic proportions. 
 
   The squad room was empty except for Kane Martin, his detective and second-in-command. It wouldn’t be the first time his deputies had seen Carlee have a temper tantrum, but he’d hoped to stop putting them through that on a regular basis. He glared at her, willing her to cooperate.
 
   “I can wait at home by myself.” She slung her backpack over her shoulder, trying to stare him down. It didn’t work.
 
   “Carlee, no. Do as I say,” he bit out.
 
   “Come on, young ‘en. Let’s go eat.” Beau helped coax her toward the exit.
 
   “You never let me do anything I want to do!” She flounced out the secure door and down the outer hall to the entrance.
 
   “Sorry, bro. I didn’t know Blanche was off limits.” Beau followed Zach into the hall where they could both watch her stalk to the glass entry and turn back to glare.
 
   He swore under his breath. “She’s not off limits. She’s supposed to file those damn things instead of letting Carlee thumb through them.”
 
   Beau shook his head. “Don’t worry, Zach. I’ll get her some food. Aunt Fiona will settle her down.”
 
   He doubted that, but he had to find out who exactly was over in the hospital and do some damage control. Because he suspected Carlee was right.
 
   He had arrested America’s favorite rock star—Leia Shae.
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   Zach parked at the side of the Parson County Hospital and strode up the walk to the main entrance. He passed the reception area for the twenty-six bed hospital and the emergency room, only waving at the hospital administrator instead of chatting. He had an internet picture of Leia Shae in his inside pocket. He’d be positive once he took another look at her, but that was really just a redundancy. It was her. He was about to get first-hand knowledge of a media storm that he’d previously only seen in papers and depicted in movies.
 
   He stopped at the nurse’s station and swallowed against a tide of acid and rage. This was a small tourist town. It was off the map for most people unless they skied, fished, or hiked and Zach liked it that way. So did most of the town folks. He had enough headaches with people who were careless and adventurous. He didn’t need the thousands of questions that were going to come his way, some he couldn’t even imagine. Damn the woman for stopping in his jurisdiction. Forty miles on down that road she’d have been in the next county and someone else’s problem.
 
   Dr. Erin Jude sat behind the counter studying a file in front of her. Doc was an Amazon of a woman, six feet tall with black hair braided down her back, who was always either in jeans and a flannel shirt or hospital scrubs. Today it was green scrubs. She jokingly claimed to be part Aztec. She could be part Martian for all he cared. She was a damn fine doctor, which he knew from personal experience, and the town was lucky to have her.
 
   She closed the file and looked up at him. “Hey Sheriff, want the results on our guest?”
 
   He braced himself for the worst. “Give me the bad news.”
 
   “Not really so bad. She was only at a .04 blood alcohol content, so not legally intoxicated.”
 
   “Then what the hell was going on?”
 
   “She had two glasses of champagne and no food, according to her, then took some over the counter cold medication which she seems to be allergic to. She says she pulled over because she couldn’t breathe.”
 
   Zach stifled a sigh. “Seemed to be allergic?”
 
   “This particular cold medication has nine ingredients, any one of which she could be allergic to although I’m guessing it was the dyes. I don’t have any way of confirming which one it is unless I test each ingredient and see which one causes a problem. It’s not cost effective doing that and it could have been a combination of ingredients or combined with alcohol—not a smart idea by the way, and not a single item. She needs an allergist not a country doctor. Easier to tell her not to take the stuff again, which I’ve done.”
 
   Zach rubbed the back of his neck. “I’ll tell the judge. He’ll probably drop the charges then. Is she awake?”
 
   She nodded. “She’s been awake, but I think she’s asleep again. She has bronchitis and unless I miss my guess this is the first time she’s slept in days. She looks familiar.”
 
   He left her statement unanswered. “Is she well enough to release?”
 
   “Yes, whenever she wakes again.”
 
   “Fine. Thanks, Doc.”
 
   “You’re not going to tell me who she is, are you?” She stood and put the chart away. “Jane Smith is so overused.”
 
   Zach stifled a laugh. “You’ll probably be able to read about it in the papers tomorrow. In the meantime, trust me. It’s better if that record stays filed under Jane Smith.”
 
   He left her and walked toward the officer sitting in a chair half way down the hall. Drake Winston stood and waited for Zach to get to his side.
 
   “How’s our guest?” Zach searched his pockets for an antacid and came up empty, contemplated going back and asking Doc for one, and decided he didn’t need the questions.
 
   “Sleeping again after Doc finished poking her,” Drake said. “She’s a looker. Reminds me of somebody, but can’t put my finger on who.”
 
   Zach stayed silent for a minute. Drake was as solid as they came. Early thirties with three kids and a fourth on the way, he would take the presence of the woman in stride. Maybe. Zach couldn’t risk it, though. “I’m going to check on her.”
 
   He left Drake outside the door and walked into the room. The first bed was empty, leaving Leia Shae in the room to herself. He was a man who dealt in realities, but he’d give anything if fairies would materialize and make the famous diva poof away. 
 
   He gazed across the narrow space. Her head was turned toward the window, an oxygen tube stretched across the bed. She was covered with a white hospital blanket, but toes with killer red nail polish stuck out from underneath the covers. A tattoo on her ankle winked at him—a small yet colorful fairy. Zach snorted. Figured.
 
   “Geezus, don’t let Carlee see that or she’ll nag me for one, too,” he muttered under his breath.
 
   He moved quietly to the other side of the bed. He stifled an automatic need to whistle. She was one damn fine piece of work, all brown hair streaked with sunshine and curves across all the mounds in the blanket. He touched her shoulder and shook her gently. “Leia?”
 
   The woman groaned, her eyes flickered.
 
   “Yeah. Time to wake up and tell me how big a mess I have on my hands. Come on. Open those eyes.” He kept his voice soft, yet strict, like he was dealing with Carlee.
 
   She shoved the blanket away from her face and Zach’s suspicions were confirmed. Her eyes shot open—glazed, but open.
 
   “Who are you?” Her voice was gravelly, hoarse from misuse, so that he barely understood her. “What are you doing in my bedroom?”
 
   “We aren’t in your bedroom, Ms. Shae. You’re in the hospital, in my county.”
 
   “Hospital? Where?” This time she swallowed hard, waited a moment, as if trying to generate enough spit to get her mouth to work properly.
 
   Zach walked around the bed to the pitcher on the bedside table and poured her some water. “Parson County, Colorado. About an hour drive from Denver. I’m Sheriff Zach Murphy. I arrested you.”
 
   She sat up and gaped at him, the blanket clutched to her stomach, the hospital gown sliding off her shoulder. Lesser men would have lapped up the creamy skin, the delicate collarbone, the curve of a full breast. He handed her the water glass and moved to safety at the end of the bed.
 
   “I wasn’t drunk.” She looked at him, her pasty white face stark against the flowered hospital gown. She coughed deeply, swallowed a bit of water, and fussed with the oxygen tube, forcing it off her nose.
 
   “Doc’s test results confirm that. You really should carry ID.” Then he asked the question he already knew the answer to. “You are Leia Shae, right?”
 
   She took a tentative sip before answering. “Leia Shae Daniels.” She reached out a slender, manicured hand for a shake. “Legal name.”
 
   He ignored the outstretched fingers, trusting an innate sense that screamed not to touch her. She let her hand fall to her side, giving him a wary stare.
 
   His insides were going haywire. One side wanted to be tender and supportive. Another side was screaming danger, take her to the county line and dump her. Another side wanted to strip off the gown and take her like only a lover could. “Ever been arrested before?” he asked, attempting to settle himself.
 
   “Never.” She took another sip of water, leaned over again to cough. He could see the moment the situation crystallized for her. She jerked upright. “On my God, this is going to be…”
 
   He rolled his eyes. “A mess?” Yep, she didn’t miss his sarcasm, which nicely covered the nerves that were agitating his stomach.
 
   Her eyes cleared and gazed at him with laser focus. “Call my manager, Cale Bishop. He’ll take care of everything. Are you dropping the charges? What did you charge me with?”
 
   “Public Intoxication, but after what the Doc found I imagine the judge will drop the charges and send you on your way.”
 
   “I remember pulling over and stopping. I didn’t feel too good, couldn’t get in a full breath, had hives on my hands.” she muttered, looking down at blotches across her arms.
 
   “You pulled over in the parking lot of the Lazy Ace, Parson Corners’ only bar. Your car was running, you smelled of alcohol, and you were passed out and had no purse or ID. After I got you to the jail, you focused enough to be booked, but couldn’t give me your name. I got concerned when your breathing got a tad choppy and I brought you to the hospital.”
 
   “Someone spilled a drink on me at the after party.” She rubbed her hands together as if cold.
 
   “The after what?”
 
   “The after-concert party in Denver. I had an argument with Derek—my ex-boyfriend, didn’t feel like socializing, and took off. I didn’t realize I’d driven so far.” She swept a hand through her hair and looked up at him. If anything, she’d paled further, her eyes taking on a sheen that suggested tears weren’t far away. “Call my manager. He’ll handle everything.”
 
   The tears didn’t appear, but the sad, hopeless look in her eyes wrenched his gut. “Phone number?”
 
   “On my cell phone, under Cale. You do have my phone don’t you?”
 
   “Yes. In your possessions.” Which all would be under his supervision as soon as he went back to the office and claimed them from the lockup.
 
   “He’ll keep things quiet, I promise,” she whispered.
 
   “I hope so—for your sake and mine. Doc said she’d release you this afternoon. I’ll be back to pick you up. Your car is still in the parking lot at the Lazy Ace.” Zach walked out of the room, released Drake from duty and pretended not to hear her “Oh God, what have I done?”
 
   Zach mulled over his next step on the way to the office. They were too numerous and varied and gave him a headache. Prosecuting Attorney. Judge. Mayor. County Commissioners. Phone calls and more phone calls. He parked between the courthouse and the sheriff’s office and went to the judge’s chambers to see if he was still in. He had to hope that Leia’s manager was as good as her faith in him or Parson Corners was about to get put on the map in a way that made him furious. He liked his little corner of the world quiet and controlled and he felt as if he were teetering on the edge of an explosion that would level his stable existence. 
 
   Damn her famous hide anyway.
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   An hour later, Zach opened the back door to the Sheriff’s office and hurried down the hall. He’d spent more time than he wanted talking with the judge and the prosecutor, but finally the paperwork was in motion to drop Leia’s charges, all right and proper. 
 
   He didn’t need a television to understand that some people would think they’d swept the charges under the stage because of Leia’s star status. Zach went directly to the secured file cabinet and pulled the master sheet from the top. “Blanche, I need the key to the cabinet.”
 
   “Only thing in there is that girl’s stuff.”
 
   “I know. I want her things. Open the drawer.”
 
   She opened her mouth to question him further, but she was smart enough to be intimidated by the scowl on his face and the memory of the blistering lecture he’d given her earlier about showing Carlee the booking sheet. She retrieved her keys and walked to the cabinet. She eyed him again, as if he might take a bite out of her, then she unlocked the drawer and initialed the sheet to show he’d taken the confiscated items into his possession. She sauntered back to her station, watching him from the corner of her eye.
 
   Not in any mood to give her the satisfaction of knowing why he was taking the possessions, he went down the hall to his office and dumped the two items on his desk—cell phone and keys. No purse or wallet in the car. 
 
   How did she pay for the rental car? Or for gas? He powered up the expensive cell phone. No calls. No text messages. No messages period. What exactly did that mean? Nobody was looking for her? No one worried about her? Why?
 
   He flipped through the directory and went far enough to find Cale’s number and write it down, then powered off the phone. He’d just picked up his desk phone to make the call when Blanche came to the door. 
 
   “You have a visitor. Man’s name is Cale Bishop.”
 
   Zach dropped the phone back into the cradle. Now wasn’t that just damn convenient.
 
   “Want me to tell him to come back? It is quitting time for you, after all.” Her tone suggested she’d be happy to get him out of her hair.
 
   “No. Show him back.”
 
   “Suit yourself,” she huffed and made her way back to the front of the office.
 
   Zach dumped the cell phone and keys back in the envelope and closed it up. He spent a few long minutes sorting paperwork on his desk, while waiting for Blanche to lead the man to his office. He watched with a cop’s eye as Blanche opened the hall door and led a tall, medium build man in a gray pin-striped suit, white shirt, and burgundy tie to his office. 
 
   He reeked like a rich lawyer. His suit was tailored perfectly to his form. His salt and pepper gray hair was sheered close to his head. His tan was deep and golden and there was a diamond winking on his finger. All rolled together, the perception was “I have power, don’t mess with me.” Irritation spiked, stirring his cop ire.
 
   “Sheriff Murphy, Cale Bishop.” Perfunctory introduction finished, she walked slowly back to her office, the need for gossip obvious in the turtle-like movement.
 
   Mr. Bishop stepped forward. “Sheriff. “ He reached to shake Zach’s hand.
 
   Zach registered a firm handshake from soft hands. “What can I do for you?”
 
   “There is a rental car parked in the lot of the Lazy Ace on the edge of town.” Mr. Bishop eased into a chair in front of Zach’s desk, adjusting the crease of his slacks. “A friend of mine rented it and I’ve been trying to contact her. I’m concerned something bad has happened to her.”
 
   He’d been trying to contact her? No messages on her cell phone for missed calls.
 
   The man maintained a long stare, not offering any more information.
 
   “This friend’s name would be?” Zach sat and stretched back in his chair, as casual as a gunslinger.
 
   The man gave him a fake smile. “Well, now I would hope that the name would stay between you and me.”
 
   This time Zach gave him the long stare.
 
   The man didn’t so much as blink. “Do you know who I am?”
 
   Zach knew damn well who the man was and didn’t give a rat’s backside. Let him stew for a minute, thinking he was lording one over on a slow, country sheriff. 
 
   The man’s smug expression grated against frustrated nerves, though. Zach tamped down the churning against his breastbone, and wondered when boys learned to play chicken. While this was a tame confrontation, it still had all the earmarks of that juvenile game.
 
   Bishop opened his mouth, no doubt to rub Zach’s nose in how important Cale Bishop was in the universe. Zach beat him to the punch.
 
   “Leia Shae is in the hospital. She asked me to contact you. Consider yourself contacted.” He rose to his feet. “If you give me a few minutes, I’ll bring her here to meet you.”
 
   “What’s she doing in the hospital?” The alarmed tone was just a tad put on.
 
   He gave the man an honest answer. “She was arrested for public intoxication last night. Turns out she was having a severe allergic reaction to some medication she took and she ended up in our hospital.”
 
   “You arrested her?” Bishop rose from his chair, put his knuckles on Zach’s desk and leaned toward him.
 
   Zach didn’t move, irritated by the man’s power play. “Yes. Once we got the results of her tests, we obviously put in motion the paperwork to drop the charges. I’d appreciate it if this could be kept quiet until you’re out of my town.”
 
   Bishop smirked and straightened, fussing with his sleeves. “I can assure you I have no intention of letting anyone know she’s here. Let me make a phone call. I’m sure we can get her out of here with no one the wiser.”
 
   Zach had a hundred questions pounding through his head. He shifted forward in his chair and focused on one. “How did you know she was here? How did you know to look here?”
 
   “Our security force keeps pretty close tabs on her. You understand.” The man gave him a bland smile that raised his hackles.
 
   “I’m not sure I do. Someone followed her?” Sounded more like chased her.
 
   “Someone followed her when she left the party and lost her on the state highway on the west side of Denver. Only so many towns she could have gone to on this road. We’ve been checking them all.”
 
   Zach shook his head. What a way to live, like a supernova in the eye of a telescope. No thanks.
 
   Bishop sat again, precisely pulling his slacks as he sat. “Is there a private place I can make a call to cancel the search and get my media coordinator here for assistance?”
 
   “I was hoping we could avoid the media.” It galled Zach to have to ask for that, but this was his town and his duty to protect it.
 
   “That would be ideal.” Bishop’s smile struck Zach as a tad oily and manipulative, leaving his cop’s intuition clawing at him like rescuing a reluctant cat from a tree.
 
   Zach stood and grabbed his keys. “I’ll get Leia. Use my office. Make your calls.”
 
   Zach needed air. Irritated on behalf of Leia and not really understanding why, he walked out. He asked a deputy to keep an eye on Mr. Slick and went to his truck, calling the hospital to notify them he was coming for Leia before he got out of the parking lot.
 
   The air was crisp for early May, threatening the buds on the trees. The day was dying to dusk and he wasn’t going to be able to have dinner with Carlee. 
 
   Dammit. 
 
   He hated when his sheriff activities self-destructed their normal routine. He flipped open his cell phone and called Aunt Fiona. Aunt Fiona, his father’s sister, had taken in the four brothers after the death of their parents in a small plane crash. Wyatt had been twelve, Zach ten, Ryder nine, and Beau barely seven. They’d had a rocky road at first, Fiona having lost her husband in the same crash. Zach had more than enough police experience to recognize how lucky they were she’d been willing to take them and the young boys hadn’t ended up in foster care.
 
   “You have reached the charming, witty, infamous Fiona. Your wish is my command. Speak.” Her lilting voice made him smile.
 
   “Hi, Aunt Fiona.”
 
   “Ah, my favorite nephew sheriff.” Her throaty drawl was somewhere between Scarlet O’Hara and Marilyn Monroe. “Your progeny is in a snit.”
 
   Zach sighed and rubbed the bridge of his nose. “She’s going to be in even more of one. I’m tied up. She was right. I arrested Leia Shae. I can’t leave until she does.”
 
   Fiona dropped all pretense of playfulness. “This is bad.”
 
   “Tell me about it.”
 
   “You know how big she is?”
 
   “Yes, after I made the connection to who she was. I don’t live under a rock.”
 
   “Is she as pretty as her pictures?”
 
   “Fiona.” Zach drew out her name, trying to not snap. If anyone had experience with the press, it was bestselling cookbook author, Fiona Devlin.
 
   “Just asking,” Fiona sighed.
 
   Zach rubbed the bridge of his nose again, feeling the headache pound right between his eyes in sledge hammer vibrations. His stomach churned in counterpoint. “No. Actually at the moment she looks like hell.”
 
   “Darling, you should call Ryder.”
 
   Zach bristled. “I don’t need Ryder’s help.”
 
   “I beg to differ. He handles my public relations stuff all the time. You need someone who can run interference. The press is going to eat this up like caviar on a cracker at a cocktail party.”
 
   Zach had a simple palate and that turned his stomach just as much from the food analogy as what was about to occur. “As it happens, I’ve already met the judge and he’s agreed to drop the charges. She had an allergic reaction.”
 
   Fiona huffed. “That’s not going to do it. Even after the fact, they’ll be camped at your doorstep wanting answers. What did you arrest her for?”
 
   “Booked her for public intoxication because I didn’t have enough for a DUI. Her blood alcohol wasn’t high enough for any charges.” He shouldn’t be explaining all this to an outsider, but dammit he was frustrated.
 
   “Oh, my. Not good.”
 
   “I know, Fiona. Doesn’t matter what we do, we’re going to get fried.”
 
   “Call Ryder, dear. I’ll tell Carlee she’s spending the night.”
 
   Zach clenched his jaw, aware of bulldozer Fiona mowing him down, but recognized the voice of experience. “I’ll call Ryder, and I’ll call Carlee before she goes to bed. Make sure you check her homework and no time on the Internet.”
 
   “Aye, Aye, Dad. Love you.” Fiona disconnected.
 
   He needed a hefty dose of caffeine, or dinner, or both. He drove to the hospital with a slow deliberate pace, not to annoy Mr. Fancy Suit…well, not much anyway. He called Ryder as Fiona had asked and got his voice mail.
 
   He entered through the emergency room this time as it was closer to the back door where he intended to leave with Leia. He stopped at the vending machine and bought himself a Coke.
 
   Further down the hall, Doc Jude ran into him as she exited an exam room. He caught her by the elbow. “I came to get your patient.”
 
   “I know who she is. She told me.”
 
   Zach snorted in exasperation. “Great. Keep it to yourself.”
 
   She walked with him part way down the hall. “Understood. I’ve signed her paperwork. She can leave.”
 
   Zach rubbed his stomach. “Great. Thanks Doc. Let the circus begin.”
 
   She reached in her pocket and handed him a small pack of antacids. “Come and see me. We need to talk about your stomach and your eating habits.” She gave his Coke a raised brow.
 
   “Don’t hassle me, Doc.”
 
   “Green tea, Sheriff. Easier on the gut than gallons of coffee and soda.”
 
   “Foo-foo drink.” He walked away from her, feeling like a thundercloud about to rain on a parade.
 
   In Leia’s room, she sat in the bland beige chair by the window, her eyes closed looking like a wilted hot house flower. She wore a set of fuchsia hospital scrubs and clutched a bag to her chest. The bed had been stripped and cleared.
 
   He walked to her side and waited for her to open her eyes. “You ready to go?”
 
   She stared at him with veiled blue eyes. “I suppose.”
 
   Her enthusiasm was overwhelming. She rose slowly, like an old grannie with arthritis in every joint. He reached to help her, the warmth of the bare skin at her elbow seeping into his sense.
 
   “Where’s your coat?” Awareness hovered in the space between them.
 
   “I didn’t have one.” She trembled at his side, with exhaustion or nerves, he wasn’t sure.
 
   “We’ll take care of that then. “ One of his female deputies was sure to have something she could have. “I’m parked next to the Emergency Room entrance. I’ll pull my car up. We’re going out quickly and back in the employee entrance of the sheriff’s office. Fast and easy.”
 
   “Understood.” She seemed to pull herself together then and moved with easy grace by his side. She didn’t ask him to let go of her arm, which was good because he probably wouldn’t have anyway.
 
   “My manager?” she croaked.
 
   “In my office.” She seemed to slump a bit, but rallied and continued on, breathing loudly through her mouth. He slowed to a crawl and tried to match her pace, but at this rate he’d be ninety by the time they got to the door. He snagged a wheelchair from the alcove at the intersection of the hallways.
 
   “I don’t need that.” Her glare worked, even if the rest of her body didn’t.
 
   “Yes, you do.” And just because he was feeling the prick of sexual attraction and whole lot of irritation from same, he tacked on, “I don’t have all day.”
 
   He was sorry the moment he glimpsed the hurt that crossed her eyes. But this girl was tough. She buried it fast and looked away, pulling herself into a regal posture that would have put him in his place if he hadn’t seen her fingers trembling and her limbs sagging in relief into the wheelchair.
 
   He rushed them through the hospital then, not stopping to talk to anyone and in a few short minutes had her in the front seat of his truck and was driving away.
 
   She didn’t speak again, but coughed long and deep all the way to the department.
 
   He put her in the back conference room and went for her manager.
 
   Cale Bishop was seated on the corner of Zach’s desk, his arms crossed, a furious grimace on his face. Zach walked to his office and brushed around Cale Bishop. “She’s ready to leave.”
 
   “Fine. I can’t imagine why that took so long.” The man stood and glanced at his watch.
 
   “Mr. Bishop, this is a small town and a small county. You’re lucky I was able to arrange with the judge to drop the charges tonight. Besides that, she belongs in bed. She’s still very sick.”
 
   “I believe I know how to take care of Leia. I’ve been doing it for years.”
 
   The snobby tone pushed him to the edge, but he snapped his mouth shut. Zach lifted the manila envelope with Leia’s possessions. “Follow me.”
 
   Leia stood near the room’s only window, looking out at the darkening night. She’d brushed her hair into a ragged ponytail, but her skin was grayish, her mouth a confused frown, and the devastated sadness in her eyes was killing him.
 
   “Cale!” Leia rounded the table and flung herself into her manager’s arms.
 
   “Now, now darlin’. It’s going to be okay.” He patted her back.
 
   Zach gritted his teeth, not sure exactly whether it was the man’s tone or his hands on Leia that ratcheted up his tension. He slid the envelope with her possessions across the table toward her along with a slip to sign. She stepped away from Cale looking fragile and uncertain, but signed his sheet and handed it back. She gave him a look he couldn’t interpret. He stifled a sigh, needing to get away from this woman.
 
   “I’ll find you a coat and then you can leave.” Zach backed out of the room and called his brother again. Voice Mail. Dammit. He was on his own.
 
   Up front, Zach looked to see if there was a jacket or a sweater in the lost-and-found from the courthouse. There was. He snagged a black jacket, a couple sizes too big, but he couldn’t be choosy.
 
   “Uh, Sheriff?”
 
   “Yeah, Danny?” Danny Bodrie was Blanche’s relief and her exact opposite in personality. Nothing fazed the man, which would be a tremendous asset in this situation.
 
   “There’s a news van out front, parked next to a limo.”
 
   One swear word. That’s all he allowed himself.
 
   Danny swiveled in his chair to face his boss. “What’s going on?”
 
   Zach took a deep breath. “I arrested Leia Shae last night.”
 
   Danny’s eyes bugged out. “Leia Shae, the rock star?”
 
   How many Leia Shaes were there? “Yes.”
 
   “She’s upstairs in the jail?” Danny was a big-framed man, so it was a bit disconcerting the puppy-dog look of love on his face. “Oh man, she’s the best. I’m a big fan.”
 
   Great. Zach walked to the window and checked for himself. While he watched, a second news van showed up. His chest tightened and he rubbed his stomach.
 
   “No, she’s not in the jail. She’s in the conference room in back. Tell everyone out on patrol that unless they need to bring in a suspect, to stay away from the building until further notice. Have Drake move a patrol car to block access to the limo once it’s parked by the back door. She’s being released. Turns out she was having an allergic reaction and we have nothing to hold her on.”
 
   Danny’s eyebrows reached his shaggy hair. “It’s going to get bad, isn’t it?”
 
   “Yes, it is. Who else is here?”
 
   “Drake is in the locker room and Kane’s still here. He’s in the squad room.”
 
   It would have to do. Kane could hold down the fort while he had Mr. Bishop move his car to the back of the building and hustled Miss Celebrity out the back door.
 
   By the time the vehicles were moved, there were six news vans in front and the steps of the sheriff’s office were packed with reporters. How they got into town from Denver so fast was beyond him.
 
   Just as he was ready to walk them to the limo, another car showed up with Leia’s press manager. The woman had long black hair and a killer red suit to match her nails. They didn’t need her. There wasn’t going to be any talking, not on the steps, not anywhere in his town. If they wanted to have a press conference, they could damn well do it in Denver.
 
   He walked them to the end of the hall. Leia hadn’t uttered a word since he’d dropped her possession in front of her.
 
   The moment he opened the back door, the camera flashes nearly blinded him. The press was blocked from the limousine by a patrol car just as he’d planned, but it still didn’t keep the vultures far enough away for his peace of mind. 
 
   He strode to the limo door, showing more confidence than he felt. Those steps felt like a mile, but were a mere four feet from the door. He turned back to the three people standing in the doorway. Cale and red lady looked like they did this every day and they probably did. Leia’s color had washed further away, though. 
 
   Cale helped the lawyer into the back of the limo, leaving Zach to help Leia. She reached the door and turned to look at him. Her emotion-filled eyes twisted his gut. They telegraphed too much and Zach wanted to shut his eyes so he didn’t have to see and be forced to act the white knight.
 
   “I’m sorry,” she whispered.
 
   Then they were gone, leaving Zach in the middle of the fray.
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   CHAPTER TWO
 
    
 
   Four Months Later
 
    
 
   Leia Shae Daniels parked her rented, nondescript black Honda in the visitor parking slot in front of the Parson County Sheriff’s Office. She took the dead spearmint gum out of her mouth and squished it back into the wrapper and into the trash sack. She turned off her cell phone. She wiped her hands on her stonewashed jeans, pawed through her purse for her brush and redid her sable hair in a conservative pony tail, and straightened her ivory cable-knit sweater.
 
   She stared at the glass front door, watching the reflection of the street in the glass, and stalled, remembering a tall, solid frame, dark hair and piercing blue eyes. Her stomach churned, dancing on the edge of puking. She could stuff another piece of gum in her mouth to keep her stomach settled, but she refused to talk to Sheriff Zach Murphy with a wad in her mouth like she was a teeny-bopper. She had to do this, wanted to do this, needed to do this. 
 
   But facing the man again was not the easy task she’d let herself believe it would be when she flew out of LAX and into Denver. Nor the pep talk she subscribed to while renting a car in Denver for the short hour drive north to the town square of Parson Corners, population twenty-six-hundred.
 
   Her rental car window down, she shivered in the crisp September morning air and reached in the backseat for her leather jacket.
 
   “It’s time, Leia. Quit stalling,” she coached herself. She awkwardly shrugged into the jacket and gripped her black Louis Vuitton purse to her chest.
 
   Leia opened the car door and swung out before she could change her mind. She’d be disgusted with herself if she ended up back in Beverly Hills without having done this. A white Suburban pulled into one of the parking slots on the end and two men got out. They gave her an interested stare. Gads, she didn’t need to be recognized and bring the media down on this small town again. She’d done enough damage the first time. The Sheriff had paid for her thoughtless behavior and her conscience wouldn’t let her rest.
 
   She reached back in the car and slid her sunglasses on her face, then forced herself to lock the car and walk to the building. She sang in front of thousands. She was featured on television shows where millions watched. Apologizing to one handsome, tough, straight-talking sheriff shouldn’t be this damn hard. Darn hard. “Oh brother,” she breathed.
 
   She took a deep breath, then another, and opened the door. The place smelled of coffee, layered over gun oil, over some kind of cleaner. Her stomach tossed again. She hustled to the reception window.
 
   The woman at the counter had short spiky red hair around a thin face, black eyeliner circling tired gray eyes, and bright red lipstick on a mouth that was currently sucking on the edge of a yellow pencil, her hands flying across the keyboard, a black headset squashing her hair. She didn’t look up.
 
   “How can I help you?” Her gravelly voice scraped over nerve endings and stung like falling on gravel.
 
   She cleared her throat, hoping for strength in her vocal chords. “I’d like to see Sheriff Murphy.”
 
   The woman looked up at her, gawked, and the pencil fell out of her mouth.
 
   “You’re her.” She half rose from her seat, the headset pulling her back. “Oh my gosh, you’re her! You’re Leia Shae.”
 
   Leia looked around and then leaned forward enough to suggest privacy and lowered her voice. “Could I see the Sheriff?”
 
   “He may not be happy to see you,” the woman said, squinting at her.
 
   She pulled back, stung at the thought. “Can you tell him I’m here?”
 
   Blanche, according to her nameplate, stared at her for a moment. “All right. Hold your horses a second.” She unfastened the headset this time and limped from the chair around the corner and out of view. Five foot nothing of attitude. Lord.
 
   Leia waited. Wondering for the umpteenth time why she felt so compelled to apologize to the man who’d arrested her, exposing her life for the mess it was. She probed around the tender feelings again, but the same hard-core need rose up to straighten her spine.
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   One thing about Zach’s desk, he could see pretty much everyone who came in and hear parts of almost every conversation. Sometimes that was informative and sometimes damn annoying. When he got overwhelmed, he shut his door, but the blinds on the windows that looked over the squad room still gave him a straight view. He rarely closed them, not wanting to feel trapped in the small office.
 
   This morning, he wished he had closed them. He had budget requests to get to the County Commissioner, plus a report to write on an accident he’d investigated last night when he and Carlee came home from Fiona’s farm. His concentration was non-existent, stomach acid burned at the back of his throat and his coffee was cold. He rubbed the back of his neck, the makings of a doozy of a headache tightening the muscles there.
 
   Carlee wanted to wear a mini-scrap of black material and a metallic see-through shirt to school this morning, which had necessitated a battle to get her in jeans and a plain T-shirt with no obnoxious sayings. He’d even had to covertly search her backpack to make sure she hadn’t stuffed the offensive clothing in the bag to change into at school—which would have put her out of dress code and force him to make a trip to the junior high where the sheriff’s daughter’s outfit would have been the talk of the school.
 
   His sweet daughter was morphing into a rebellious wild child and he was so far out of his element, he preferred to write budget requests rather than think about what she was going to challenge him with next. Shipping her to her mother had never been an option, not since the day when Carlee was eight months old and Denise had dropped her on him like a heat-seeking missile. Denise was covering the latest news from the middle-east anyway and hadn’t seen Carlee for three months. His sweet, good-natured daughter had disappeared after her mother had blown out of town, promising to return and then not.
 
   He rose to get another gallon of coffee in his I Love Colorado mug and caught Blanche moving faster than she rightly ought to on her sprained ankle heading straight for his office. He groaned. She reached his door all out of breath. It took her a moment of huffing before she could get words out.
 
   “She’s here.”
 
   He raised a brow. “Carlee?”
 
   “Carlee? No, no.” Blanche took a deep breath, her eyes gleaming. “Leia Shae.”
 
   “Leia Shae?” He shook his head sure he hadn’t heard her right.
 
   “Leia Shae,” she huffed, frustration stamped in her brow. “You know. You arrested her four months ago, remember?”
 
   “Yes, I remember.” He rolled his hand at her to indicate for her to keep talking. “What about her?”
 
   Blanched sighed. “Leia Shae is out front and would like to speak to you,” she repeated in her best receptionist voice.
 
   “What’s she want?” He put down his coffee mug and searched in his drawer for an antacid instead.
 
   “She says she wants to talk to you.” Blanche limped along side of him as he walked into the reception area to look over the counter. Step by step, his headache pounded right behind his eyes.
 
   A slender woman stood near the door, her reddish-brown hair neatly brushed into a pony tail, her jeans and leather jacket emphasizing her curves. Her sunglasses were perched on her head and a black purse was slung over her shoulder. Her perfume wafted over his nostrils, something light and unpretentious which made him want to sit a spell and smell her.
 
   She turned and walked to the counter and he got a good look at her eyes. The same sad, melancholy desperation dulled the blue. There was the same tiny scar above the left side of her pouty lips. The same throb of heartbeat at the base of her throat.
 
   “Sheriff Murphy, may I speak with you?”
 
   The same silk-like, melodic voice he’d heard on the radio this morning melted over him like butter over warm noodles. He’d never admit to anyone that after he’d survived three weeks of media hounding his every step, he’d jacked Carlee’s CD collection and listened to every one of her songs.
 
   She waited for his reply, a hopeful look at odds with the ill-at-ease stance of her body. She flushed slightly when he didn’t answer. He shook himself, cursing his wandering thoughts.
 
   “Why don’t you come back to my office.” He stepped forward to let her into the squad room and indicated she should follow him. “Would you like some coffee?’
 
   “No thank you,” she said in quiet, measured words.
 
   “Nice to see you again, Ms. Shae,” Blanche called after them.
 
   She gave Blanche a little wave and preceded him into his office. This time he shut the blinds to stop any wandering deputies from breaking their necks to get a view. He pushed the door part-ways closed so she could take a seat opposite his desk.
 
   He sat back into his leather chair and frowned. “I’m not sure I’m happy to see you.” His Johnson was skippy happy, but his pride, his professionalism, his feelings were still bruised from the beating he’d taken for arresting her and then releasing her, as if her star status had gotten her a pass on the DUI, not her illness or the lack of evidence.
 
   She tensed, and gave him a contrite look. “I don’t blame you. I wanted to apologize.”
 
   He couldn’t have heard correctly. The rock diva he followed in the press since that day never apologized.
 
   He kept his voice even. “A few comments while the situation was ongoing would have been of more value to me.”
 
   She frowned, a look of utter frustration passing over her face. “Yes, Cale wouldn’t let me. Dammit, I argued. Then he brought in the lawyers who told me to keep my mouth shut. I took flak, too. But you never signed on for anything like that. It comes with my territory and I’m sorry.” Her hands twisted together until her knuckles whitened.
 
   “I handled it, not as well as I would have liked, but I hope to not get any more experience.” He gazed over her, stopping at eyes and lips, then skimming her body. He could see why she was on the covers of magazines. She was a beauty—simple elegance and sweet curves were a part of a more complex package.
 
   She squirmed in her chair at his perusal. “Nobody followed me this time.”
 
   “Oh, you mean your crack security team that lost you last time isn’t going to break to the press that you’re visiting the sheriff that arrested you?”
 
   She grimaced, then blushed. “I hired a new security chief. I have an understanding with him.”
 
   “I’ll bet your manager didn’t like that very much.”
 
   She straightened in her chair. “He didn’t have a choice.”
 
   “Still I’ll bet that was one hell of an argument.” He forced himself to relax, to accept this for what it was. A peace seeking mission.
 
   She fidgeted in the chair, shifting long legs from one side to the other. “This whole thing let me see how much I’d let my life slide out of my control and I didn’t like it. I needed to apologize.” She stood.
 
   He gave her an easy smile. “Anything else left to say?”
 
   She studied his lips for a moment and parts of him stood up and took notice. Then she sagged back in her chair, her purse hit the floor, and she laughed under her breath. “No, I’m finished now. I was pretty nervous about coming here.”
 
   “Why did you? It wasn’t necessary.”
 
   “Yes. It was.” She gazed at him and the connection eye-to-eye jolted.
 
   Curious, he studied her face and saw determination, sincerity and anxiety. “Ms. Shae, I appreciate the sentiment. I know it couldn’t have been easy to come here, but you don’t owe me anything.”
 
   “Leia, Sheriff. Let’s state facts here.” She shrugged out of her jacket, drawing his eyes to the tight, long sleeve white T-shirt and the way it molded her breasts. She cleared her throat, drawing his eyes back to her face. Her expression told him she knew exactly where he was looking and it was something she was used to from men. Jealousy streaked through him for some crazy reason and plain damn pissed him off.
 
   She licked her lips. “I took off from Denver because I was frustrated with everyone around me. Unfortunate timing, wrong place, bad circumstances and then my entire crew bails and leaves you to make all the explanations. It was reprehensible. I was sick, but I should have handled it better.” Her mouth snapped shut, her pouty lips firmed into a tight line. For some unbidden reason, he wanted to rub his fingertip over that line, coax her to relax.
 
   “Look, I did my job.” Ryder took a chunk out of him for being too honest with the press in the whole situation, for taking the blame for the mistake of arresting her, but what could he say. That’s why he got elected—his honesty. He’d made the best decision he could at the time.
 
   “Regardless, I appreciate that you followed the facts and took care of me.” She hesitated for a moment, chewing her lower lip. “Did you know who I was?”
 
   He dropped the casual stance and leaned forward to put his elbows on his desk. “No. Not until later.” That seemed to reassure her.
 
   “So you would have done the same thing with anyone?”
 
   “Circumstances vary in stops like this, but I’d like to think so, yes.” Media storm and his daughter’s temper tantrum notwithstanding.
 
   “And you wonder why I wanted to thank you.” She leaned forward in earnest, the firm line gone, but her face serious and sad. “Nobody thinks to stand up for me anymore. They think I don’t need it. Couldn’t possibly need it, being who I am. But I did. I do. So thanks.”
 
   He sat silent for a moment, feasting on the vision of her—from the sweep of her hair against her jaw, the pert nose, the smooth ivory skin. Something shifted inside him, something male to a pretty female or maybe something deeper that he refused to look at, let alone claim. Finally, he cleared his throat. “You’re welcome.”
 
   Her smile lit up her face and stopped his breath in the depth of his gut. God, she was beautiful. But he wouldn’t pant over her. He didn’t want to be one in a line of men and she wouldn’t fit here. He didn’t do one-night stands anymore. In the relationship arena, he’d learned his lesson with Denise. And he sure as hell didn’t want his picture in the tabloids.
 
   She rose from her chair and picked up the jacket. “I appreciate your time.”
 
   He didn’t know where the thought came from, but he went against character and let it slip from his mouth before his brain examined it from all angles. “You could do something for me.”
 
   She blessed him with another smile. “Name it.”
 
   “My daughter, Carlee, uh, she’s twelve. She was pretty ticked at me that I wouldn’t bring her up to the hospital and introduce you.” He grimaced. This wasn’t one of his better ideas.
 
   She gave him a knowing look. “I appreciate that.”
 
   “Yeah, well I’m in the doghouse. I have been now for four months. Every time we get in an argument that flaw in my actions gets listed as a grievance. You’re my only hope of being forgiven.”
 
   Her eyes lit up. “I’d be happy to help you with that. What do you need me to do?”
 
   He checked his watch. School was dismissing at noon today for teacher meetings, so he needed to kill thirty minutes before Carlee would be free.
 
   “Let me make a phone call. Then we can go over to my house and you can meet Carlee. Autograph a CD and I’m off the hook.” He grinned, anticipating the look on his daughter’s face.
 
   “I can do that.”
 
   He picked up his cell phone and dialed his brother. Beau answered on the first ring. “I need a favor. Can you pick up Carlee at school at noon and drop her at the house?”
 
   Beau grumbled. “If it gets me out of shoveling flower beds and you come on Saturday and do it for Aunt Fiona, then I have no problem picking up your lovely daughter. Why?”
 
   Zach groaned. Aunt Fiona’s flower beds took a good month to prep for winter the way she liked them. He mentally rearranged his schedule. “I’ve got a surprise for her and she’ll figure it out if you don’t pick her up.”
 
   “Thought you were grounding her until her fortieth birthday for sneaking out Saturday. Why the surprise?”
 
   “Something came up. Something special that I couldn’t resist.” Zach looked over at Leia, calmly waiting by the door and smiling slightly at his conversation. For a moment, it was easier to believe that she wasn’t a superstar, but was an ordinary hometown girl.
 
   No wonder they called her America’s Little Beauty. She’d been in the spotlight since nine-years-old, had grown into a lovely, graceful young woman. He hadn’t known much about her before he arrested her, but afterwards he’d done some extensive research. She was seven years younger than he was, but a hefty dose of attraction washed over him, not fiery and blasting like lust for a gorgeous woman would have been—that he could have ignored.
 
   No, this had been subtly building for four months—from her sad eyes to her music, from her perfume and her smile, from her husky voice and her lush curves. It eased through his resistance, slithered over his reluctance, and forced him to relinquish that empty space inside—one he hadn’t intended to ever let a woman in again.
 
   He’d lusted after a few women since Denise, had sex with a few others, but he never let anyone inside anymore, was careful not to. Until now. And that was an utterly ridiculous notion because she was who she was and he was who he was and the two had no common ground. He wanted to find some, though, and it took all he could muster to shove the warmth rising inside back in the little spot inside and trap it there.
 
   He barely heard his brother agree, and unconsciously clicked the off on his cell phone.
 
   “Are we set?” Her voice washed over him, causing more than a few tremors. His jeans felt impossibly tight. He alternately wished he could back up their conversation and get out of this or that he could delay the inevitable flow of time and keep her in his presence.
 
   “Sheriff?”
 
   For a thirty-two year old man, he was being incredibly stupid, and suddenly he was annoyed with himself. “My name is Zach.”
 
   He watched the debate play out on her face before she used his name. “Zach, are we set?”
 
   His name on her lips was better than if she’d touched him, almost.
 
   “Yeah, we’re set. My brother will take her home. Why don’t we get out of here?” He clipped his cell phone on his belt and opened his desk drawer, pulled out his gun and put it in the holster at his waist. He’d come to work in jeans because he was only scheduled to work half a day and now he was glad, else he would have had to change out of his uniform.
 
   The building was quiet for a change. Everyone was out on patrol and he wanted to get Leia outside before anyone saw her and waylaid them. Four months ago, he’d brought her in mid-night. He’d transported her to the hospital himself. He’d guarded the secret pretty closely of who she was until she’d stepped into the waiting limousine. Carlee hadn’t been the only one who’d been put out that they hadn’t gotten to meet the rock star.
 
   He grabbed his jacket and followed her out the door, only pausing to tell Blanche that he was out for the rest of the day. She didn’t raise her eyebrows or grin in any way, but he could see her mind churning and he could imagine what she’d be saying behind his back. And for once he didn’t care.
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   This wasn’t one of her better ideas.
 
   She hadn’t intended to hang around, only offer her apologies and get back to LA. But when Zach had grinned at her after her stumbled apology, she’d felt surrounded by warmth and understanding. She was painting fairy castles with that feeling, so she’d been determined to get out of town.
 
   Except she was charmed by Parson Corners. She’d grown up in a small town in northern California and had lived there even though she’d had a singing career at an early age. She’d loved the sense of belonging, of knowing who she’d see at the grocery store, who would wave at her on the streets, who would watch out for her and tell her to get back home when she was late. But her life had gotten considerably more intense as she’d gotten older and able to take concerts and television engagements. When her mother died, Cale had decided it would be easier to have her in L.A. and had sold her mother’s home and bought a house in Beverly Hills. She hated the Beverly Hills house.
 
   Parson Corners Main Street with its red brick construction was a line of cute shops, sturdy businesses and flags at the curb. The ski and clothing shops mixed with the bakery, the drug store, and the gift shops. The place was warm, inviting and simple, a true country hometown that happened to cater to tourists and skiers. It shouldn’t have worked, but it did.
 
   She would have loved to walk the streets, to smile and talk to people, but it wasn’t plausible. Not only had this town suffered when the media descended months ago, but in all likelihood that would happen again. 
 
   She sedately drove behind the sheriff and wondered how she could have the hots for the man—because that had to be what this tingling was in the pit of her stomach. 
 
   She hoped she hadn’t stared at him too much and given herself away. It would be too juvenile considering she was following him to his house where she would meet the man’s daughter. He didn’t look old enough to have a daughter who was twelve. There were some experiences that automatically made a person more experienced. Having a kid was one of them.
 
   Leia had never even allowed herself to daydream about getting married, let alone having a kid. The minute she got back in her car and away from his sheer masculine presence, she started wondering about the whole sheriff package. 
 
   The man was a good foot taller than her, with thick black hair begging for her fingers, and killer blue eyes. She’d thought she’d imagined feeling sheltered by his solid, muscular body when he’d rushed her to the limousine after her hospital stay. 
 
   She now knew she hadn’t. 
 
   To top it off, he sounded good—she recognized a good voice tone when she heard one—and he smelled triple moan good.
 
   “Shoot.” She bit her lip and turned into a residential area—middle class, homey structures with green lawns, fall-colored autumn leaves, and basketball hoops and bikes at nearly every house. 
 
   Pressing her hand over her stomach, she took several deep breaths. She was going back to L.A. She would never see this man again, he would not fit into her life and she wouldn’t fit into his.
 
   Until she turned onto Owl Creek Lane and pulled up in front of his house as he pulled into the driveway.
 
   She stepped out of her car into the crisp, sunny morning on the cul-de-sac. Across from the sheriff’s house was a white rambling two-story home with large windows, several gables, and a long front porch. 
 
   She could hear water running, but couldn’t see what had to be a creek nearby. The flowers and bushes rioted for attention in bright oranges, greens and purples across the flower beds to the pots on the front porch. The lawn was neatly trimmed. Two maple trees, beginning to turn yellow, promised tons of leaves on the spacious expanse of green lawn.  Overall, the house appeared to be a well-loved home.
 
   A sign was propped against one of those trees.  She leaned to get a better view.  
 
   For Sale.
 
   She fell in love.
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   CHAPTER THREE
 
    
 
   Zach was calling her name, but she didn’t want to move. If she moved, the perfectness of this home would disintegrate. The part of her that didn’t make hasty decisions warred with wanting the details now. How could she possibly think of living in this small town?
 
   Zach walked down the driveway to her side. “Carlee will be here soon. Come on in the house.”
 
   “It’s beautiful,” she sighed.
 
   He looked across the street. “Yes, it is. Creek runs along the back of the property. It’s got a nice big yard, five bedrooms. They just redid the kitchen.”
 
   “Why are they selling?”
 
   “Cathy Jensen has cancer. She’s in a treatment center in Denver. Family’s moving there to be closer to relatives to help with their three kids.”
 
   “How awful for them.”
 
   Zach shrugged. “Yes, it is. Unfortunately, it happens.”
 
   She took one last look and moved around Zach to walk up the driveway.
 
   It wouldn’t work. It was a nice dream. But it just wouldn’t work. Disappointment and restlessness washed through her, but there really was no way.
 
   She looked over Zach’s yard. His two-story, beige house had character of its own. The small front yard had several maple trees turning color. The front porch wrapped around the side and stopped at the back door. She could feel him at her back, feel his eyes on her. A flash of lust rolled over her. She stumbled on the first step and Zach gripped her elbow to steady her.
 
   “You all right?”
 
   She didn’t dare look at him. She never could keep her emotions out of her eyes.
 
   “Yes. Sorry.” She shook off his touch.
 
   He let go of her and inserted a key in the lock to open the door.
 
   She followed him into the kitchen and took a moment to study him from the tip of his black cowboy hat, down his neatly trimmed black hair and his tanned neck, across his broad shoulders, and the spectacular way his backside molded those jeans and long legs. 
 
   She blew out a silent breath and averted her eyes. The visual feast was getting her in deeper than she wanted to be. 
 
   What wouldn’t she give for a kiss? She’d never been one to want what she couldn’t have unless it pertained to her music. There wasn’t much she couldn’t have materially now, not much she hadn’t accomplished, but emotionally was another matter. A kiss would be plain silliness and start something she couldn’t finish.
 
   But still she wanted.
 
   She abruptly swiveled and made herself look at the kitchen. Deep honey oak cabinets, dark swirled granite countertops, and walls painted the color of baby yellow ducks made the large kitchen seem warm and homey. She dang near sighed again. 
 
   Her mansion kitchen was white on white on white. No personality. No life to it. Here papers were scattered on the center island. The usual appliances were lined up in precise order on the counter from the sink to the refrigerator. A coffee cup and two bowls were in the kitchen sink.
 
   “Why don’t you sit at the counter?” He pulled out a stool. “Carlee will see you first thing.”
 
   She kept her eyes on his kitchen and boosted herself up. The silence became uncomfortable.  She got herself under control and dared to look at him. He was watching her, quizzical and uncomfortable, like he was rethinking why he’d asked her to do this.
 
   “Tell me about her.” She crossed her legs and thrilled when his eyes followed the action and lingered.
 
   He turned away from her and went to the cupboard, pulling out the makings for coffee. In quick efficient movements, he started the coffee pot while he talked. “She’s twelve. Seventh grade. She’s smart and pretty, but in some kind of punk Goth phase that’s driving me nuts. She has your poster over her bed and every CD you ever made. She plays them constantly.”
 
   Leia grinned. “That’s sweet. I don’t suppose you are the only parent who has a daughter that gives them fits.”
 
   He leaned against the counter and gave her a rueful look. “Did you give your mother a hard time?”
 
   “Hmm . . . by twelve I was already working on my second album. I was told what to wear and how to act, every second of my day dictated by someone else, and I did it because I needed to sing.”
 
   “No rebellion?”
 
   She shook her head, letting a small smile crease her lips. “Not until later. A certain sheriff put a stop to it.” She watched his expression.
 
   He grimaced, but there was a twinkle in his eyes. “You want coffee?”
 
   “Sure. Black.” She debated for a moment, but couldn’t stop the curiosity. “Where’s her mother? Or shouldn’t I ask?”
 
   He poured two cups and handed one to her. “Her mother is a television journalist, Denise Deveau?”
 
   “I don’t watch the news much. Sorry.”
 
   “She is currently stationed in the middle east with an international news agency. She and I never married. I have custody. She sees Carlee infrequently.”
 
   “And Dad dotes on baby girl?”
 
   A slight smile crossed his lips. “Yes, he does. The whole family is guilty of that.”
 
   She raised her eyebrow, not able to tamp down the need to flirt. “More than one gorgeous Murphy male?”
 
   Amusement flashed in his eyes. “Three more.”
 
   “Younger, older?” She sipped her coffee.
 
   “One older, two younger.”
 
   “No sisters?”
 
   “Nope.”
 
   He heard the car in the driveway the same time she did. Anticipation hung between like Christmas morning.
 
   Leia turned to the door so Carlee would see her first thing. “You know, she’s going to freak. There probably will be screaming involved.”
 
   “I expected as much.” He kept his position, leaning against the counter, palms resting behind him on the countertop.
 
   The door opened. “Dad,” Carlee yelled, “why did Uncle Beau come get me?”
 
   Zach didn’t answer her, grinning instead. Carlee walked into the kitchen, gave a quick glance at Leia and looked at her dad. “You’re right here. Why couldn’t you come get me?”
 
   Leia rose from her chair and walked to the end of the counter. “Hi Carlee. I’m Leia Shae.”
 
   Carlee dropped her backpack on the floor and swung back to stare at her. “Nuh uh!”
 
   She took a closer look and her eyes rounded to the size of silver dollars. “Oh my God! Oh my God! Dad! Leia Shae!” The screaming started, her hands flew to her face and she started jumping in her excitement.
 
   Leia laughed, pleased with the surprise. The girl was tall and slender, pretty brown hair, deep blue eyes—definitely her father’s daughter. She finally settled and stared at Leia.
 
   “Can I, like, hug you?” Breathless, Carlee could barely get the words out.
 
   “Sure.” Leia reached for her.
 
   Next thing she knew, she was gripped in a tight hug. In the doorway stood another man, grinning like he’d just won the lottery. His similar height, eye color, and square chin made him a relative to Zach and that made him Uncle Beau.
 
   Carlee giggled. “You’re real!”
 
   Leia laughed too, then leaned back, loosening the hold Carlee had on her. “Of course, I am.”
 
   “What are you doing here?” Carlee’s eyes narrowed. “My Dad didn’t arrest you again, did he?”
 
   Zach growled. “Carlee.”
 
   Leia stifled the chuckle, but from the look on Zach’s face, not soon enough. “No. Your Dad didn’t arrest me again. He said you were disappointed you didn’t get to meet me, so here I am.”
 
   “Can you, like, stay for dinner? Can I call my friends to come over?” The girl’s face was flushed with excitement.
 
   Zach shifted away from the counter. “No, Carlee. No friends. Sorry, honey.”
 
   “But Dad!”
 
   Leia put an arm around her shoulder. “We can take pictures and I can stay for dinner, but I have a flight to catch back to L.A. But I can stay for a few hours, if that’s okay?”
 
   Leia glanced over at Zach and noted the surprised look on his face. “Is that okay?”
 
   “You don’t have to do that,” he mouthed at her.
 
   She shrugged. “I know, it wasn’t in the plan, but I’ve got the time.” She’d make the time.
 
   “That’s fine, then,” Zach said.
 
   Carlee went banshee again. When she settled, Zach introduced his brother.
 
   “Leia, meet my younger brother Beau.”
 
   Beau removed his beige cowboy hat and offered his hand. “It is a true pleasure to meet you, miss.”
 
   He lifted her fingers to his lips. Leia was charmed.
 
   “Thank you. It’s nice to meet you, too.” She threaded her arm through Carlee’s. “Why don’t you show me your room.”
 
   Carlee lead her out of the room. “It might be messy.”
 
   “It doesn’t matter.” Leia gave Zach a wink.
 
   “Can you sing for me?” Carlee asked. “I have an old guitar.”
 
   “Sure. We can do that.” Leia basked in the grins on everyone’s faces. 
 
   She’d lost the personal touch with fans a long time ago. Carlee’s enthusiasm touched something deep inside, making her remember when her stardom had been a fresh and wonderful thing. Fast on the heels of that feeling came another question.
 
   When had she gotten tired of being Leia Shae and forgotten why she did what she did?
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   Beau slipped his hat onto the counter and slapped Zach on the back. “Something special you couldn’t resist? Seriously? This was better than special. She’s never going to forget this.”
 
   “No, she’s not.” Zach eyed the doorway, wanting desperately to rush up the stairs and eavesdrop, or better still to just plain be allowed in his daughter’s bedroom and watch her animation as she talked with Leia.
 
   “Are you going to tell me what she’s doing here?” Beau reached in the fridge and pulled out a coke.
 
   Zach emptied his coffee mug and set it by the sink. “She came to apologize for all the trouble she caused.”
 
   “Decent of her.” Beau popped the tab and took a swallow. “Can I hang around?”
 
   “Why?”
 
   “Ah, come on, Zach. Do I have to spell it out? She’s gorgeous. Sexy.”
 
   He crossed her arms and leaned back against the counter, possessive jealousy shooting through him. “Thanks for Carlee’s ride. Go home.”
 
   His brother’s face fell. “You’re mean.”
 
   “So Carlee tells me.” He waited for the calculated look on his brother’s face to reach his mouth. It didn’t take long.
 
   “If you let me stay, I’ll finish Aunt Fiona’s flower beds.”
 
   Zach snorted, then glared at him to see if he was being conned. “You hate shoveling her flower beds. You dodge it every single year. You sure you want to make that deal?”
 
   “Personal concert, sexy smile, get my picture taken with her? Yeah, I’m sure.” Beau grinned.
 
   His brother’s comments clawed at his gut, provoking the jealousy further. He didn’t want Beau looking at Leia that way and he was double damn glad that Ryder had taken Aunt Fiona to Denver to visit Wyatt. 
 
   Wasn’t that an utterly ridiculous feeling? How could he be jealous of such a transitory emotion with a woman he wasn’t even involved with? 
 
   He couldn’t explain that any more than he could explain why he liked having her in his kitchen, liked her subtle flirting, and her straight-forward questions. He was impressed with her apology and fighting an attraction that had nowhere to go.
 
   He sighed. “You can stay. I’ll help you on Saturday with Aunt Fiona’s garden.”
 
   Beau chuckled. “You’re a pushover. How you stay sheriff, I’ll never know.”
 
   “You beg off on Saturday and I’ll hunt you down like the lazy brother you are and show you why I’m sheriff,” he threatened lightly.
 
   “Would I bail on you like that?” He pulled out a stool and sat.
 
   Zach thought for two seconds, stifling the chuckle. “Yes. You would.”
 
   Beau shook his head in exasperation. “Shows how much you know. Quit looking up the stairs. They’ll come back down when they’re ready.”
 
   He opened the fridge and snapped his mouth shut on a pithy retort. His brother had just caught him staring up the stairs like a love-struck teenager.  Something about being around Leia Shae made people lose their common sense and he was no exception.
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   Zach hovered at the bottom of the stairs. Beau was out on the front porch taking a real estate-related phone call. Dinner was heating in the oven. Leia and Carlee had been upstairs for most of the afternoon. He could hear a guitar thrumming and low voices but no content.
 
   His whole purpose for introducing Carlee to Leia was to show Carlee that Leia was flesh and blood, too. She idolized the woman, all in counterpoint to her mother who ignored her most of the time. He didn’t need a psychology degree to figure that out. 
 
   Yet, he wasn’t so sure Leia had a lifestyle that was anything for his little girl to be copying. The woman who arrived this morning was warm and interesting, but the untouchable star of the tabloids, magazines and television was another matter.
 
   As he went up the stairs, he made the effort to avoid any squeaky floorboards. He wasn’t really trying to sneak up on them, but wanted to see Carlee’s true and honest reaction to Leia. He’d bet his best cowboy boots that Carlee’s face reflected the joy of the little girl he remembered, not the sullenness of the aberrant teen that had taken her place.
 
   “It’ll be easy. Just sing what I do,” Leia instructed. Her voice slammed him hard in the solar plexus—low, sexy, encouraging. Quiet notes drifted through the air.
 
   Leia started a song Zach didn’t know and Carlee joined in. He stopped and peeked like a kid sneaking out of the house. 
 
   Leia and Carlee were in profile to the door and didn’t see him. Leia had the old guitar he’d bought Carlee for her ninth birthday propped loosely in her arms. The thing had always been too big for Carlee, but cradled like a lover against Leia. He was so intent on studying the two that he missed the next two lines.
 
   Leia’s soft tones drifted over him, starting a hum of hunger. The quieter she sang the lyrics the louder the blast to his libido. He squirmed, feeling hot and bothered and itchy.
 
   Carlee had a decent voice, but missed a note in the unfamiliar-to-her song just as Leia messed up the chords. She gave the old guitar a discordant thrum, stopped and laughed.
 
   “This is why I practice lots and now have a band to back me up.” She giggled and Carlee joined her.
 
   “That must be so cool.” Carlee toyed with her hair.
 
   “What? The band?” Leia strummed the guitar, staring at her poster on the wall.
 
   Carlee nodded.
 
   “Yeah, I’ve got some of the best in the business, too. That’s what makes it fun. They love to tinker with the music as much as I do. Want to start over?”
 
   Zach felt like an interloper and couldn’t decide which was worse—being on the outside looking in or the sheer overpowering attractiveness of the woman in front of him. He shifted to go back to the kitchen before he interfered with the impromptu duet.
 
   “You can come in, you know,” Leia called to him.
 
   Busted.
 
   He leaned back around the door and glanced in the room. Carlee had a big smile on her face reminiscent of days gone by and didn’t seem to care he was spying on them.
 
   He cleared his throat. “Dinner’s almost ready.”
 
   “We’ll be down in a minute. Is that okay?” Leia asked.
 
   He glanced at the hopeful expression on Carlee’s face and nodded, then hot-footed it away from the vision, trying to short-circuit the urgent message his body was transmitting to his brain.
 
   He did not need this. She would not fit in his life. That vision was an illusion. Carlee certainly didn’t need one more woman in her life who made nice then disappeared. No, this had been a mistake, but one he’d have to let play out.
 
   He opened the oven and stirred the beef stew Aunt Fiona had sent home with him on Sunday. Fortunately, he’d popped it into the freezer for another meal later in the week. He was a whiz with a cereal box or pre-packaged meals, but cooking was something he didn’t like and rarely bothered with. 
 
   Aunt Fiona knew this and took pity on Carlee who actually preferred to eat at the Burger Barn every night of the week, but didn’t want to hurt her Great Aunt’s feelings. God only knew what ingredients his aunt had decided to put in the beef stew to Fiona-ize it. He leaned down for a sniff.
 
   “Sometimes beef stew is just beef stew,” his brother said from the doorway.
 
   “Are you still here?” He stirred the contents of the dish again, hoping Beau was right.
 
   “I believe I was invited to stay,” Beau sauntered to the counter.
 
   “I rescind that invitation.”
 
   Beau grinned. “Can’t. I’m already here.”
 
   Zach gave him the finger.
 
   Before Beau could come back with a smart answer, the girls walked in, both of them shining like they’d just received a Grammy Award. Zach took dishes from the cupboard and handed them to Carlee. Beau ogled Leia for a minute, then got himself under control after a subtle kick from Zach.
 
   Carlee opened her mouth to whine as she usually did about setting the table, but snapped it shut. “Leia, would you help me?”
 
   “Sure, sweetie.” True to her word, she set the table and all through dinner raved about the food, flirted with Beau much to Zach’s consternation, and kept Zach’s body simmering with her animation, her covert ‘interested’ glances, and her laughter. 
 
   Who knew that the diva would enjoy a small family get together? 
 
   That’s how he kept trying to think of her. This outgoing, personable woman was a diva with four platinum records and millions of dollars in the bank. She’d been on Oprah, sang at the Super Bowl, and lived a life he couldn’t imagine and didn’t want to.
 
   Too soon for Carlee, but not soon enough for Zach, Leia announced she had to leave to catch her plane.
 
   “Do you have to? Can we get some pictures first?” Carlee begged.
 
   Zach frowned, desperate to get her out the door and sure she had to be tired of the adulation.
 
   “I’ll get the camera.” Beau immediately rushed to the cupboard in the hall where Zach kept the digital camera. He was as bad as Carlee.
 
   Beau directed the picture taking. Zach finally called a halt after a couple dozen shots. Carlee bit her lip and looked ready to argue, but Leia pulled her into a hug and gushed over how much fun it had been to meet her and spend time with her. Carlee hugged her back and tried to hide the tears.
 
   Zach picked up her jacket and held it up for her. “I’ll walk you to your car.”
 
   Leia leaned back into him as she shifted into her coat and for a moment her warmth and the feminine scent of her washed over him.
 
   They didn’t talk as they walked down the driveway to her car. She stopped again to look at the house across the street. It was pitch black outside now and the lights were off across the street, but still she squinted at the house in the glow of the street lights and smiled slightly.
 
   Desperate now, Zach opened her car door. “Thanks for being such a sport.”
 
   “She’s a good kid. You’re very lucky.”
 
   He didn’t answer her, couldn’t answer her. His eyes had latched onto her full lips and his brain was a burst of static. A blast of need burned through him. He bent his head to hers, watching her eyes.
 
   Leia looked at him, waiting and when she didn’t pull back, he touched his lips to hers. He kept ruthless control on himself and gently slid his lips across hers. His caressed the side of her throat with his fingers, feeling her pulse pound under his fingertips. The rhythm mirrored the beat of his. 
 
   Some measure of instinct returned and he pulled back.
 
   The kiss hung in the air, pulsing and pulling.
 
   She gave him a slight smile and touched a finger to his lips. She started to say something, then looked across the street and let her hand drop to her side. “Thank you for dinner and I’m sorry for all the trouble I caused you.” She slipped away from him and into the seat in her car, breaking the spell and letting him draw a breath.
 
   He grimaced at the reminder. “Apology accepted and you’re welcome. Take care of yourself.”
 
   He shut the door and forced himself to walk away. She was looking sad and lost again, those moist brown eyes wringing emotion out of his heart causing an overwhelming urge to hold her and kiss her again.
 
   He wouldn’t make a fool out of himself. He’d done that once over Carlee’s mother and it was an experience to be avoided at all costs—for his sake and for Carlee’s. He admired her guts and she was sexy as hell, but she was a fantasy that was best left in dreams, not touching his reality like he’d allowed.
 
   He couldn’t stop himself from standing on the porch and watching her drive away. He stood there until her tail lights disappeared around the corner, until he noticed the chill without his coat, until his mind accepted she was gone.
 
   It took a damn long time.
 
   


 
  
 
  
 
 
   
    
 
    [image: Chapter Break Badge Pic.jpg] 
 
   CHAPTER FOUR
 
    
 
   Leia pressed the code to her gate and drove up the long driveway, staring at all the lights across the main floor of her mansion. Fury slapped at her. Cale seemed to think that because he bought her the house—with her money—that he had rights to it. She was fed up with his lack of respect and the constant invasions of her privacy. Did anyone care anymore about her feelings?
 
   Zach’s kiss flashed through her like a beacon. Followed quickly behind that was the intense yearning for the house on Zach’s street. She gave free rein to the desire to have that house, a home not a public show piece, and squelched the need for the quiet, brooding sheriff. 
 
   She didn’t know at what point she had started missing a quiet street, a family atmosphere, the sense of belonging. But it was past time to put this monstrosity on the market and buy something that fit her, not what Cale thought she should own because of her public image. 
 
   The idea tempted and she toyed with it, influenced as much by the house as by Zach’s kiss. She couldn’t have been more surprised when he bent and kissed her. She would have loved standing in the moonlight for a few more minutes of indulging. But she was who she was and she still couldn’t see how the two could work.
 
   Temper pushed her when she passed the front of the house and saw dozens of cars parked in the circular drive. She’d been sure she had no engagements tonight when she’d hopped the plane to Denver this morning. 
 
   Of course, she hadn’t intended to stay all day and enjoy singing with Carlee quite so much. She pushed the garage door button and pulled into the slot for her convertible, bracing herself for the lecture she was going to get from Cale for disappearing without her security. 
 
   The minute she was out of her car and walking to the back door, she heard the pounding music. In the kitchen, four people she’d never met before were stuffing pizza in their mouths like they were afraid this would be their last meal.
 
   “Hey, Leia Shae,” one of the woman slurred. “Some party.”
 
   “Who are you?” Leia barely leashed her anger.
 
   “We auditioned for a place in your band. Stand up guy your manager—he invited us to party.”
 
   The cork popped off her temper and she brushed past the woman and through the swinging doors into the dining room. “Over my dead body,” she muttered under her breath.
 
   The lights blazed there too and a mess was spread across the walnut dining room table, but no people. She crossed through the living room and went through the sliding doors out onto the pool patio. 
 
   There were dozens of people in her pool, a full bar open, and the music pounded through the dark night. The sound made the air throb and she could only hope it wasn’t carrying to her Oscar winning, complaining neighbor. 
 
   She spotted Cale holding court at a table near the guest house, a big cigar in one hand and a drink in the other, with a redhead on his knee she didn’t recognize. She skirted around several people who tried to waylay her to talk and marched to his table.
 
   “Just what do you think you’re doing?” A red haze formed over her eyes.
 
   Cale stood. “Where the hell have you been? I’ve tried calling. You don’t ditch your security.”
 
   She ground her teeth and skipped answering the question. “I didn’t. Mark Banning knew where I was. What are all these people doing in my house?”
 
   “Just a little party, sweetie. No worries.”
 
   “Then have it at your house. Get them out.”
 
   Cale set his drink on the table and shooed the redhead off his lap. He rose and came around the table. “Let’s go talk in private. Excuse us, everyone.”
 
   He took her elbow and steered her away from the crowd, giving everyone his patent fake smiley smile and Leia wanted to smash her fist through his face.
 
   “Conduct unbecoming, dearest. There’s press here.” He walked her around the pool to a side door into her empty private office.
 
   “Conduct unbecoming? Oooooh,” she gritted out between clenched teeth. “Don’t even go there. I want all these people out of my house. Make it happen. Now.”
 
   He looked at her like she’d rainbow streaked her hair and grown fangs.
 
   He shook his finger at her. “It won’t work to do that. What explanation will I give? That little Leia is having a temper tantrum? Imagine what that will look like in the tabloids.”
 
   She gave him a fake sweet smile. “How about that little Leia is going to call the police and have you all arrested for trespassing. That’ll give them a damn good headline and I don’t care. This is my house and you have no right to bring all these people here without my permission.”
 
   “Well, I would have asked you if I could have found you . . .if you hadn’t ditched my security and turned your damn cell phone off. Where have you been?”
 
   She turned away and went to her desk. “This is not about me. You invaded my house without permission. Get them out . . . all of them including the four morons in my kitchen who claim you’re auditioning them for part of my band.” She took a deep breath. “Why are you interviewing a new band?”
 
   He gave her an aggravated look. “Your contract with your current band is about to expire. They want more money.”
 
   Leia shook her head, confused. “So give it to them.”
 
   Cale sat on the sofa, clasping his hands over his stomach, as if to wait out a naughty child. “You pay me to handle these things.”
 
   Leia blew out an exasperated breath. “You do not replace my band without talking to me. That’s not part of what you get paid to do.”
 
   “Actually, it is. If I deem they aren’t meeting your needs, I have the authority to find someone else. It’s been that way for a long time.”
 
   “Well, then it’s time to talk about that because I don’t want anyone else and I don’t want you deciding that. They’ve been behind me for all my albums. They know me. I know them. We’re in sync.”
 
   “You’re stale,” he said, blandness in his expression, his eyes calculating. “Your last concert tour showed that. You weren’t even nominated for a Grammy last year.”
 
   Leia straightened in her seat. “Stale? What I was, what we all were, was damn tired. And I’ve been nominated more times than I can remember for a Grammy. Last year was the first year I wasn’t nominated.”
 
   “My point exactly. They want a ridiculous amount.”
 
   “They are worth every penny. You won’t find guitarists like Eli and Sully, not ones with their talent and experience. What exactly are you trying to accomplish? Since when did we ever have to worry about how much we were paying someone?”
 
   “It’s going to cut into the profit margin, dearest. Not something I expect you to understand, because this is the business end of the deal.”
 
   “Oh, I get the business end of the deal and I won’t sacrifice my music because you want to be Scrooge.” She walked to the windows, fury rising again to see people treading on her roses and walking across the top of the waterfall at the edge of her pool. 
 
   She swirled around to confront him again. “And that’s another thing. I want an accounting of all my money—where it is, how it’s invested. I want to know where it’s all going.”
 
   “Why?” Cale dropped the father pose and gave her an irritated glance. “Managing your finances and your career is my job. Where is this coming from?”
 
   She walked back to the desk and sat. “It’s time I took a more hands-on approach, that’s all.” She moderated her tone, striving for business professional instead of combative. “You’ve done a good job so far, but I’m not a child anymore, Cale. This is my life and my career and my money and I will have input and my choices will be honored.”
 
   His expression soured.
 
   She struggled to keep her expression flat and serious, instead of pleading.
 
   Cale looked away. “All right. I’ll get you a copy of the accounting—although you’ve never wanted to look at it before.”
 
   “Well, I do now.” She smoothed her hands down her jeans.
 
   “But your band is another . . .”
 
   Leia interrupted him. “Get me a copy of what they want and I’ll talk to them.”
 
   Cale huffed. “That’s why you pay me the big bucks. Why are you being so difficult?”
 
   “My voice. My music. My career. My life. What’s so hard to understand?” Leia rose, done with the conversation except for the one last detail that just popped from her mouth. “And I need $300,000 put into my personal account.”
 
   Cale choked. “What for?”
 
   “Spending money.” And a house away from all this.
 
   “I’ll get you whatever you need. Just tell me what you want.”
 
   “I want three hundred thousand dollars put in my personal account. Understand?” She blew out a frustrated breath. He was grating on her last nerve and her stomach was doing flips that would force her to blurt out what she was up to. 
 
   She’d never really had a reason to hide things from Cale before, but something inside her wanted to take care of this herself. It was secret, private and things had a way of leaking out of Cale’s office and into the press. That was the last thing she wanted. If she decided this is what she wanted to do, she didn’t want to jump hurdles with Cale to justify it.
 
   Cale hesitated, opened his mouth and then snapped it shut. “I’ll take care of it. Anything else, your highness?”
 
   Irritation spiked. “I don’t deserve that just because you don’t like what I’m asking for.”
 
   “You’re being demanding and childish,” Cale rose and straightened the crease in his pants.
 
   “No, I’m not. I’m asking nicely for you to honor choices, my choices. That’s what you get paid to do.” Leia walked to the door, preparing to leave. “Get these people out of my house. Understand? Thirty minutes.” 
 
   Leia jerked out of the room, not bothering to listen to what would probably be another harangue on her behavior.
 
   She marched back through the house and up the circular staircase to her bedroom suite, struggling with her control. After an evening with the Murphy family, she was filled with desperation to find that person she’d been again—the girl who loved to sing, who loved to laugh, who belonged somewhere. This path she’d been on, at Cale’s insistence, wasn’t going to get her there. 
 
   She heaved another frustrated sigh and entered her room. She locked the bedroom door, called her security service and sat down to wait until a detail arrived to be sure the unwanted guests left and to secure the house. Housekeeping could take care of the cleanup tomorrow and she’d owe them extra if the mess she walked through was any indication. 
 
   She collapsed across the king-size bed, falling into the comfort of the mattress and let herself dream about a small house across the street from a sexy sheriff.
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   Tiny Smithers made the best coffee in Parson County.
 
   On particularly good mornings, like this one, Zach liked to indulge. He pulled up in front of the Curly Q—the town’s only coffee shop and bakery—and got out. The temperature just skirted freezing, a bad sign for mid-September. Carlee went to school with a smile on her face, in semi-normal clothes, although they resembled what Leia had been wearing yesterday. She’d been humming Leia’s latest song. 
 
   All the way to school, she raved about Leia this, Leia that. The woman was larger than life for Carlee now and she’d been pretty damn large to start with. Her enchanting music was stuck in his head along with how soft her lips were against his. Swearing, he got out of the car.
 
   Inside, he walked to the counter, waiting for Tiny to hang up the phone. In actuality, there was nothing small about Tiny. He was six-foot-three, weighed in about two fifty, and was bald as a white cue ball with a tattoo on the top of his head and a gold tooth. 
 
   Even dressed in all white, he looked like a thug pirate, but in real life was a baker extraordinaire and had a soft heart for kids, old ladies and animals. 
 
   Tiny scowled at him from where he stood with the phone tucked against his ear. Zach frowned, hoping the call wasn’t something that was going to ruin his morning.
 
   “Hi, Sheriff. What can I get you?” Nita Banks, Tiny’s petite, curvy girlfriend slid around the big man, patted him on his backside, and came to the counter.
 
   “My usual large coffee, Nita.”
 
   She pressed the keys on the cash register. “Don’t know why you buy it here when I know for a fact that Blanche makes you coffee at the station.”
 
   Zach grimaced. He never drank Blanche’s coffee. The entire sheriff’s office had a pact. The first one in dumped her coffee and made a new pot and God help the person who forgot. Blanche’s coffee tasted like muddy, bitter poison. 
 
   His first day on the job he’d ended up at Doc Jude’s office seeking a prescription for industrial strength stomach medicine after drinking a half a cup of her noxious substance.
 
   He rubbed his stomach and forced himself to smile. “Just supporting the town, Nita.”
 
   “Well, we appreciate your business, Sheriff.” Nita poured his coffee and put a lid on the cup. Tiny hung up and turned around.
 
   “You couldn’t have brought her here to meet us? Again?” Tiny marched to the counter, the man as blustery as he’d ever seen him.
 
   “Who?” Zach took his coffee from Nita, dread threading down his spine.
 
   “Who? Who?” The big man blew out a breath. “Leia Shae. For crying out loud, Zach, that’s twice she’s been here in town and you’ve kept her to yourself.”
 
   Zach paused for a moment, keeping his face blank. Of course word would have gotten out all ready. You didn’t live in a town the size of Parson Corners—all twenty-six hundred God-fearing, nosy, concerned citizens—and expect word not to travel.
 
   “She did a quick in and out to pick up a couple of items she left here four months ago,” he fibbed deliberately.
 
   “Uh huh. That’s why her rental car was parked by your house all afternoon yesterday. I hear she didn’t leave until after supper.”
 
   He debated lying again, but it wouldn’t do any good. He sighed. “Who told?”
 
   “Blanche. Grannie Dunn. Beau.”
 
   His dispatcher/receptionist. His next door neighbor. His damn brother.
 
   “Bet Fiona isn’t going to be happy with you either.” Tiny’s expression changed from irritated to gleeful.
 
   “She’s in Denver with Ryder at Wyatt’s. Not much I could do about that.” He took a sip of his coffee and sighed at the flavorful concoction. “Good coffee, Tiny.”
 
   “Saves your behind.” Nita commented, then walked away to wipe off the glass display cases. He wasn’t sure whether she meant his coffee comment to Tiny or the fact that Aunt Fiona had been gone. Probably both.
 
   “Doesn’t save his behind. Dammit. I love that woman’s music.” Tiny pointed his finger at him. “Next time you bring her right here or no more coffee for you.”
 
   Zach’s stomach jumped, anticipation roiling with disappointment before he replied. “There isn’t going to be a next time, but I’ll keep that in mind.”
 
   “Man,” Tiny whined. He stomped back to the kitchen and began pounding on a pile of dough.
 
   Zach took that as his cue to leave. He waved at Nita—who stood grinning at Tiny’s mini temper tantrum. He ignored the smirks on the faces of three other customers and made for the door. 
 
   His coffee was almost gone by the time he parked in his designated spot by the sheriff’s office. He went inside by the back door and made his way to the squad room. Part of the morning crew was in the office. The one man and one woman stared at him.
 
   “What?”
 
   “No autographed pictures?” Laurie Conway, his rookie deputy asked. “I’ve got kids who love her, you know.”
 
   Zach swore under his breath and handed off the manila envelope under his arm. Leia had searched her briefcase last night and come up with a stack of autographed pictures, anticipating this.
 
   “Here” He set them down in front of her. “I’m not that moronic.”
 
   “You were last time,” she accused, but began counting out the eight-by- ten glossies, one for each of her four kids.
 
   “Save a couple for me, Conway,” Drew Tysdale complained, hanging up the phone, and shooting his rolling chair to her side like he was in a roller derby and was going to toss her over the railing. “I got two teenage sons. They’ll want a piece of this. I didn’t hear the end of it last time.”
 
   Zach sighed and retreated to his office, his good morning slowly disintegrating around him. He stared at the budget requests on his desk and willed himself to the mundane.
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   Goth was back. Apparently two weeks of normal was all Carlee could handle. To top it off, she wasn’t speaking to him for reasons that were unfathomable. The fifteen minute ride to Aunt Fiona’s farm was filled with her silent attitude. But he was ignoring it if it killed him. 
 
   He’d switch on the radio, but they’d argue about what to listen to unless he put in Leia Shae’s latest CD and he couldn’t stand to listen to it again—not because he was tired of it, but because of what it did to him physically to listen to her lush voice. His dreams of late had become too hot to handle.
 
   The country road followed a dry creek bed and Zach paid particular attention to the twists in the road and the fall colors and the deer on the hill, forcing his willpower over a juvenile attraction that had no business in a father and sheriff’s life. The long white rail fence line came into view and he turned down the lane to the farmhouse.
 
   Fiona Liesel Devlin was his mother’s sister. After the plane crash, she’d struggled to support them until she’d made a name for herself in cooking, house-decorating, and gardening—her books now always on the New York Times Bestsellers list. 
 
   She’d been offered many opportunities to host a cooking show, but she’d refused, never allowing the demands of her profession to come before her family. She was funny, sassy, and eccentric as hell. Zach swore it was the Irish leprechaun in her, topped with a temper that sparked out of her vivid red hair. He loved her even when she drove him mad. Much like Carlee.
 
   He followed the long curve of the driveway and pulled to a stop in front of the three story monstrosity Fiona called home. The house was all angles and windows with no definitive style. It had been built at the beginning of the “big” war by Daniel Jacob Parson the Third.  He was a descendent of the town’s forefather, the first Daniel Jacob Parson, a miner and entrepreneur. 
 
   When number three got killed in the Pacific with no heir, the house was sold and made a trek through the years of good owners and bad owners and multiple remodelings. Soon after the boys had come to Parson Corners to live, Fiona had seen the five-bedroom, two-bath structure and had deemed it necessary to their existence. 
 
   By that point it had been in the hands of several back-to-back “bad” owners and had needed a lot of work—most of which Fiona had done herself. The grand house was a showcase now, comfortable and homey, indicative of Fiona’s spark, wit, and talent. His and Carlee’s house in town was where they lived, but this place was still home.
 
   Wyatt’s Porsche was parked in the driveway and he was glad to see he’d made it for a family gathering this time. It had been months since he’d actually made an appearance in Parson Corners, avoiding the small town in favor of the bigger lights of Denver and New York. 
 
   Ryder’s Cadillac was closest to the back door and backed into the spot, as if he intended to make a run for it as soon as dinner was over, so Zach pulled in behind Ryder, blocking the exit. Beau’s Jeep wasn’t here yet, either.
 
   Carlee jumped out as soon as he turned off the engine and he watched her race to the back door. He followed her. The noise of an engine made him turn to the long driveway and watch Beau pull in, a gleeful grin on his face as he boxed Wyatt into his parking slot. He jumped out of the vehicle.
 
   “These city boys never learn,” he chuckled, rubbing his hands in anticipation of the scuffling for keys that would follow.
 
   Zach studied his face for a moment, the glee mixed with something else. “What did you do? You’re not bailing on Aunt Fiona’s flower beds, are you?” They’d agreed to meet tomorrow afternoon and prep them for winter.
 
   Beau tried to pull an innocent look out of his back pocket, but it didn’t work. He could read his brother like yesterday’s newspaper. Finally, Beau grinned and drew a finger over his lips to zip them. “I have a big surprise. And it’s not Fiona’s flower beds. Yes, I will be here to dig and haul, although I still have blisters from the last two work sessions.”
 
   Zach sighed in relief and waited. Usually his silence accompanied with his Sheriff stare could prick Beau’s impatience and have him blathering like a cornered juvenile delinquent. Not this time.
 
   “I’ll tell everyone at dinner.” Beau brushed past him. “Carlee’s mad at you again.”
 
   “Tell me something I don’t know,” he muttered and followed his brother into the kitchen. “What for?”
 
   “You washed her favorite jeans.” Beau held the door open.
 
   Zach stopped on the bottom step. “Huh? They were dirty.”
 
   “According to her, they fit perfectly and showed off her butt. You washed them, now they’ve shrunk and she can’t zip them. There is no way you’re going to give her another eighty bucks to get a new pair.”
 
   “She’s right on that. I wasn’t keen on her buying them in the first place, but it was birthday money from her mother. Why does a twelve-year-old need to show off her butt?” Zach growled, resisting his baby’s maturing steps.
 
   Beau didn’t answer him, just stepped into the house and left no choice but for him to follow. The back door led into Fiona’s large country kitchen. Everything that appeared in Fiona’s cookbook was tried first in this kitchen. 
 
   When she’d first remodeled it, it had seemed like there were miles of maple cabinets and white granite counters. It still seemed that way. In fact, Fiona’s kitchen had been featured in magazines. Zach had never really been able to figure out what the fuss was about. It was a kitchen, larger than most with more appliances and more room, but still a damn kitchen.
 
   The smell of onions, garlic, and roasting beef teased his nostrils and his stomach growled. Wyatt graduated from a culinary school in New York eight years ago. After spending four years in New York learning the ropes, he owned his own restaurant in Denver, thanks to partner Fiona. 
 
   When they both cooked, Wyatt’s talent coupled with Fiona’s extensive cooking experience. That usually meant food around this kitchen was a question of who could top who—gourmet no doubt, looked like nothing Zach ate on a regular basis, and usually had him ordering a pizza with the works from Big Sam’s on the way home.
 
   By the smell of today’s menu, maybe he’d get lucky and it would be something to please his meat and potatoes appetite—usually Fiona’s doing, not Wyatt’s. 
 
   In the kitchen, Beau had grabbed his aunt to hug her, his good mood infectious. Wyatt smiled at their affection and stirred something on the stove, giving Zach a wave and a nod. 
 
   Carlee was perched on Ryder’s knee at the table in the breakfast nook and the two were whispering back and forth like co-conspirators. 
 
   Zach hung his coat up by the door and walked to the counter, his eyes checking to see if he could believe what his nose smelled. A large beef roast cooled on the counter. It had some kind of gunk on it, but at least there was meat involved this time. He might be able to make do.
 
   “It’s edible, don’t worry.” Wyatt grinned at him, and that fast all the barriers of the time apart slipped away and they were four rambunctious boys challenging Aunt Fiona again.
 
   Zach raised a brow. “No tofu involved this time?”
 
   Wyatt laughed. “I almost brought some just to see your face turn green, but I decided to be nice.”
 
   “Thanks.” Zach would have laughed, but he hated tofu and so did his stomach.
 
   “Come here, Mr. Sheriff man,” Fiona demanded. “Kiss this cheek and hug an old woman.”
 
   Zach moved around Beau and did as requested, picking the tiny woman off her feet in a tight hug. 
 
   Beau took that opportunity to greet Ryder and get in on the secret confab at the table.
 
   “I haven’t seen you in weeks,” the woman groused, drawing his attention.
 
   “I waved at you in town two days ago.” Zach grinned, knowing what she’d say.
 
   “Pshaw. That’s not talking to you and you know it.” She swatted him on the backside, shooing him out of the traffic pattern for the food preparation. “Why’s Carlee mad at you?”
 
   Zach sighed. “Apparently I washed her favorite jeans.”
 
   “Now there’s a hanging offense. Did you enjoy your visitor?”
 
   He didn’t have to question who she was talking about. He could have, but she would have just given him the eye. “I’m sure Carlee told you.”
 
   “I wanted your perspective.” She gave him the eye anyway.
 
   “She was generous with her time and made Carlee happy, so I enjoyed that. Yes.”
 
   Fiona snorted. “Get out of my kitchen if you’re just going to evade my questions. Go check the table and make sure we’re ready.”
 
   Zach was sure they were, but he went anyway. Fiona never had anyone to dinner where her dining room table wasn’t set to perfection before anyone stepped into the house, even if she’d had to set it on Wednesday before Saturday dinner. 
 
   Sure enough, the dining room table was set with her Fiesta ware in bright yellow, red, and orange plates. Napkins were artistically folded, the tablecloth pressed, and the centerpiece something appropriately artsy and compelling. 
 
   He paused for a moment and wondered if it was time to let Fiona have a crack at their house. Maybe Carlee was getting tired of his basic, simple tastes. He’d have to talk to both of them about that. Back in the kitchen, he assured Fiona all was ready and then went to the table to greet Ryder.
 
   He slapped him on the back and then pulled out a chair across from Carlee. “I haven’t seen you around town.” Ryder had a house in town and an apartment in Denver. Fiona used his lawyering services to manage the interests of Devlin, Inc. from copyrights to product management. He had a practice in Denver as well, with more clients that he knew what to do with. 
 
   “Haven’t been around. I’ve been in Denver. Although, almost ski season. I’ll be around more. Carlee, you going to ski this year?”
 
   Zach looked at his daughter. Her enthusiasm clashed against her Gothness. “Yeah! I can hardly wait. I’ve been ready since last season ended.”
 
   Ryder chuckled. “Me too, kid. You get us passes, Beau?”
 
   “How many?” Not only did Beau sell real estate, he owned half interest in the Owl Creek Ski Resort among other businesses in town. He looked over at Fiona and Wyatt for confirmation.
 
   “Count me in,” Fiona said, shifting the food on the counter.
 
   “Me, too.” Wyatt dropped an arm around their aunt’s shoulder. “Maybe I’ll have time to use it this year.”
 
   Beau laughed. “I’ll get everyone a yearly pass. Carlee need new boots?”
 
   Zach cut off Carlee’s response. “Yes. And no Carlee, I’m not buying those designer ones with the price tag to match.” Carlee rolled her eyes at him, but didn’t argue, thank God.
 
   “You know, Zach, she was good enough last year to ski competitively.” Beau turned an eye to Carlee. “She should enroll for some coaching, join a team.”
 
   Carlee looked tentative and unsure, yet her eyes sparkled.
 
   Zach hesitated on permission. “Is it something you want to do, Carlee?”
 
   She shrugged, the mad returning to her eyes. “Maybe,” she muttered.
 
   “How about we talk about this later, you and me?”
 
   She shrugged again and he took that for a yes. “We’ll let you know, Beau.”
 
   “Good enough for me.” Beau gave Carlee a smile like they’d been co-conspirators on the subject, but Zach let it go.
 
   Conversation went on around him and Zach wondered if Leia skied. Which was an utterly ridiculous question to wonder about, but it morphed to a night in one of the lodges, making love in front of the fireplace, and exploring to his satisfaction that talented mouth. He’d been having girl fantasies since he was thirteen, but the vividness of his daydreams about Leia was getting ridiculous.
 
   “Dinner’s ready,” Fiona called.
 
   Beau squirmed in his chair. “Good. I have an announcement to make at dinner.”
 
   Zach was impressed with how long he held out.
 
   “Let’s get the food dished up first, then you can tell us whatever news has the twinkle in your eyes and the ants in your pants,” his aunt said.
 
   They moved in almost choreographed fashion to the dinner table, plates were dished up, and Zach was happy to see meat and potatoes on his plate, along with some vegetable he’d never seen before and a salad that looked like it had raspberry jam poured over the top. 
 
   Good thing he’d succumbed to Doc’s advice and gotten on a prescription for his stomach. He was so hungry, he didn’t particularly care about the consequences of eating some of this. He planned to clean his plate.
 
   After taking a few bites and assuring himself that the food was actually really good, Zach put down his fork and took a sip of water. “All right. Spill it.”
 
   Beau had just shoveled in a bite and the table got quiet while he chewed to empty his mouth. “I sold the Jensen house.”
 
   “Praise be.” Aunt Fiona clasped her hands together. “That will help the Jensen’s.”
 
   Zach speared a piece of roast beef. “That’s your big news?”
 
   “No. Actually, it’s who I sold it to.” Beau’s grin was secret wide and he let silence descend again.
 
   “Well, don’t keep us in suspense.” Ryder reached for a roll.
 
   Wyatt cleared his throat. “Spill it or I’ll knock the theatrics out of you, little brother.”
 
   “My feelings precisely.” Zach put the bite in his mouth and savored the flavor.
 
   “Is it anyone we know?” Carlee twirled her fork through her potatoes.
 
   Beau smiled like he had when he discovered a bit of gold in the stream in the back forty when he was nine. “Yes, I sold it to Leia Shae.”
 
   Zach choked on his roast beef.
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   CHAPTER FIVE
 
    
 
   “Are you serious?” Carlee was the first one to get her wits about her.
 
   Zach couldn’t get any air into his lungs.
 
   “Yes. It’s set to close in about two weeks. Leia Shae will be across the street from you.” Beau grinned, watching everyone’s faces.
 
   Zach swallowed hard to clear the food from his throat and took a drink of his water, hoping to wash away the sudden dawning realization that his day-to-day world was about to morph into something completely new. 
 
   Aunt Fiona was well-known, but low-key and she hadn’t been a celebrity when she’d first moved here. Leia Shae would have an impact on the town, on his job, on his life that was incalculable. Why in the hell?
 
   “Why is she coming here?” He couldn’t help the growl that emitted from his throat.
 
   “Dad! ” He looked at Carlee. She was grinning from cheek-to-cheek, face flushed. “I can’t believe it. Leia here!” She giggled.
 
   Beau shrugged. “Said she was looking for someplace quiet where she could escape.”
 
   “Of all the houses, in all the neighborhoods, in all the counties, she walks into mine,” Zach muttered under his breath.
 
   “I have you to thank for the sale.” Beau picked up his fork.
 
   “Me?” Dread cratered in his stomach. Because it was one thing to have a fantasy romance with a woman who had no idea you were lusting after her, another to kiss her on a one-time visit and completely another to have real flesh and blood across the street. As he’d often been told, he had trust issues. Letting this woman into his personal life rattled around inside and slammed against the steel bars that protected his world.
 
   “Yeah. You took her through town. Had her to your house. She saw the Jensen house and fell in love with it.”
 
   She had been taken with it. There was no doubting that. He just hadn’t expected her to buy the dang thing!
 
   “Well isn’t this an interesting bit of news.” Wyatt leaned back in his chair, looking from Beau to Zach. “I might just have to visit you a little more often. She’s gorgeous.”
 
   “I called dibs first,” Beau argued.
 
   Jealousy flashed hot and angry, spiking him right in the temple. “No one calls dibs on her.” He forced quiet command into his tone.
 
   “Ah, Zach’s already claimed her, then?” Ryder grinned.
 
   “He has not,” Carlee corrected, glaring at him. “Have you?”
 
   He took a deep breath, and ignored the hostility, hearing the uncertainty in Carlee’s voice instead. “I have not and will not claim anyone. What I mean to tell you lame brains is that there isn’t going to be a parade to her front door. Not in my neighborhood. She’s coming here for peace and quiet. I live in that same neighborhood for the peace and quiet. A little respect for her privacy and everyone else’s, if you please.”
 
   Aunt Fiona had been sitting back listening, but she finally leaned forward. “The press will have to be dealt with, much the same way as you did before.”
 
   “I’m sure she’s already thought of that.” Heartburn blasted through his stomach negating all the medication he was taking and the enjoyment of his food.
 
   “I can help with the press, if you want.” Ryder toyed with his fork and gave Zach a speculative stare.
 
   He thought of the people who complained about his actions, about the county commissioners, the town council and the mayor and swore silently. “You know there’s going to be people who are not going to like this.”
 
   Beau shrugged again. “Can’t stop people from buying property. It’s a free country.”
 
   Dinner continued then, but Zach’s appetite was gone and Carlee’s seemed to have disappeared, too. It wasn’t long before he made their excuses and they left for home. Zach was preoccupied and didn’t notice the silence.
 
   Carlee squirmed in her seat, the movement breaking the quiet. “Can we stop and get pizza? I didn’t like dinner.”
 
   “Sure.” Zach slowed to make a quick turn to accomplish the task, but his mind was fractured like a broken plate on the floor. 
 
   Part of him was in cop mode, watching and cataloging what was right and what was wrong around him. Another focused on Carlee and on his driving. 
 
   But the last part of him dwelled on Leia, on her smell, on her warmth, on her smile.
 
   Why would she move to Parson Corners? It was his town, his hometown, his family’s town and he loved it. He’d graduated from college in Denver, joined the Denver police department, but when Denise had handed Carlee off to him, he’d packed up and moved back home—because he was smart enough to know he needed help with Carlee and Carlee would need family. He was fortunate there was a position open at the sheriff’s department and then worked hard to get elected sheriff.
 
   But the town was an hour drive to Denver along narrow, winding roads. It was isolated in the winter, even as it filled with tourists year round for skiing and backpacking, and had none of the amenities of the big city—no McDonald’s, no fancy restaurants, and only one reporter at the Parson Corners Gazette. That quick, her reasoning made sense to him. She made noises about being unhappy with her life when she’d visited. Apparently, this was her first step to changing that.
 
   “She seemed so real when she visited, so nice.” Carlee stared through the windshield into the gathering darkness. “Will she be the same way when she lives across the street?”
 
   The hope in her voice hurt Zach’s heart. He plainly heard “will she have time to be friends with me” in Carlee’s voice. “I think so,” he said, even though he wasn’t really sure.
 
   Carlee sighed and lapsed into silence.
 
   First thing he’d have to corner Ms. Leia Daniels about her exact intentions, because there was no way in hell he was going to let Carlee get hurt. 
 
   It was also time to drop the stupid fantasies and get practical. He had no time for women, no time for one as worldly as Leia—one who seemed to fit more into the Denise mold. 
 
   There was no way he was opening himself up for the kind of life wrecking, media-crunching tabloid mess that would come with whatever Leia had in mind. 
 
   For a moment, he lingered over the lust, then ruthlessly shut it off.
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   Leia stood in front of the stone fireplace in the living room of her new house, wishing for some logs to start a fire, and filled with euphoria beyond anything in her experience save her first album and first Grammy. The afternoon sun streamed through the back windows and across the white walls. 
 
   Keys clutched in her hands, she made her way from room to room to room, her footsteps echoing on hardwood floors in the empty house. This was it. This was where she belonged, what she wanted for herself. She sank on to the carpeted floor in the master bedroom and absorbed the privacy of it all. It soothed, rubbing off the irritated edges of a mood began before she got on a plane in L.A. this morning.
 
   The doorbell rang and she jerked to her feet. That would be Mark Banning. He was supposed to go over the security of the house and make sure all was up-to-date for her to be here without all the bodyguards and people. He was the only one she’d told what she was doing. Although, she didn’t expect she’d be able to keep it secret for long. All the flights booked on her credit card from L.A. to Denver were going to get obvious eventually.
 
   It wasn’t Banning at the door, though. Leia looked through the beveled glass. She recognized the uniform. Zach Murphy. Her stomach fluttered and her pulse was off like a racehorse on a fresh racetrack.
 
   She straightened her teal sweater, rubbed her palms down her dark jeans and slowed her breathing until she was calm enough to open the door and not jump the man in her excitement.
 
   She pulled open the door, but her greeting died in her throat. He didn’t look excited to see her. In fact, he looked downright steamed.
 
   Her enthusiasm fizzled.
 
   “Zach.” She pulled the door open all the way. “Come in.” He looked damn fine and her body jumped to hyper alert. 
 
   Beige uniform, slacks creased and pressed, his green jacket made the points on the star of his badge stand out in shiny contrast, and he smelled delicious—crisp fall air mixed with musky aftershave. Leia took a shallow breath, willing away the tingling in her breasts.
 
   “What the hell do you think you’re doing?” He hadn’t responded to her entrance invitation, instead stood in the open doorway with his cowboy hat gripped in his hand.
 
   “Can you come in or are we screaming at each other on the porch for the whole neighborhood to hear?” She didn’t bother to contain the crossness in her tone. He was not going to rain on her parade.
 
   He opened his mouth as if to refuse, then stepped through into the entry way. She pushed the door shut behind him. “I’d offer you coffee and a seat, but as you can see I just signed the papers and got the key.”
 
   When the silence stretched for another long moment, Leia chafed under the accusing stare and bit her lip. “I need someone to do a few repairs. Can you recommend someone?”
 
   “Stan the Man.” He didn’t look at her when he answered, but did a visual check of the house. A tic in his cheek suggested he was working hard to get himself under control.
 
   “Stan. The Man? Are you kidding me?” She smiled, hoping to relax him.
 
   His mouth shaped a humorless caricature of a smile. “You don’t seriously think I could make that up, do you?”
 
   She shrugged, struggling to maintain her mood. “You have a number?”
 
   “Sure.” Zach whipped out his cell phone and scrolled through the listings.
 
   “Wait.” She rushed through into the kitchen and took her bag off the island, digging for her cell phone.
 
   Zach followed her into the kitchen. His presence filled the room, overwhelming her with the need to turn, walk into his arms and kiss those strong lips. 
 
   Leia stifled the need after another good look at the storm clouds in his eyes, and opened her contact list in her cell phone.
 
   He looked away from his cell phone and crossed to the windows, took a deep breath and then another one. “Why did you come here, Leia?” 
 
   His voice was so soft she had to strain to hear him, sure she heard censure and irritation, but was she imagining a mirror of her own need?
 
   She took a deep breath. “You started it.”
 
   He glared at her and his sigh came out an exasperated puff. “I get that a lot. Why don’t you spell it out?”
 
   “This.” She pointed to the room. “This is how I was raised. I was happy then. I’m not happy now. I’m trying to start over, start fresh, fix things that are wrong for me. Can you understand that?”
 
   “I can. But why here? There are lots of towns in California that would be closer to L.A. and just as qualified.” He stared at her for a long minute. She could see debate on his face before he finally spoke again. “This is my town. One I do my best to protect twenty four hours a day, seven days a week. I’d be lying if I didn’t say I was concerned about the media and what kind of havoc they will wreak on this town when the word gets out.”
 
   She nodded. “I thought of that. I haven’t told anyone except my security chief. I’m going low key in LA, trying like heck to stay out of the papers. Hopefully, they’ll move on to someone else with more shock value when I go bland.”
 
   “You expect that to work?” His skepticism, with kernels of truth, hurt.
 
   She shrugged off the feeling, the conflicting emotions he made charge through her like an electrical shock. There wasn’t much she could do about the press and she needed this, wanted it. “For a while, anyway.”
 
   Zach’s teeth snapped together and she cringed against the grinding noise. Finally, he spoke. “There’s going to be a few people around here that won’t be happy to have you out and about.”
 
   “Are you one of them?” She held her breath, wishing she didn’t care so much about his answer.
 
   She died a hundred times before he finally replied. “You’re free to do what you want.”
 
   That was no answer, but her quota of guts was exhausted.
 
   He looked down at his cell and rattled off Stan the Man’s phone number. Leia scrambled to catch up, forcing him to repeat the number a second time.
 
   Their conversation died into the realm of awkward, as bad as a lousy first date. The tic was back.
 
   Leia forced herself to stand still instead of bouncing on her toes, which she usually did to relieve tension right before a big concert. “Look, I …”
 
   Zach leaned toward her, laser energy focused from him. “I need to talk to you about Carlee.”
 
   “What about her?” Leia searched her mind for anything to give her a frame of reference against his irritation.
 
   “She worships you. I don’t want her sucked into your world.”
 
   “Zach, I wouldn’t intentionally…”
 
   “No, you don’t intentionally do anything do you? Just like you didn’t pass out in my jurisdiction and end up in jail, or spend money irresponsibly, or party, party, party.” Zach gave her a raking stare that burned to her core values and stung like alcohol on a scratch.
 
   Quickly on the heels of that, fury at the injustice of his words slapped at her. “Wow, you read the tabloids. Occur to you that most of that isn’t true?”
 
   “Part of it is, right?”
 
   Her face grew hot and she stumbled over an answer. “Now, wait a minute…”
 
   “For what, Leia?”
 
   She was so tired of being judged by the tabloids, by what people thought. That wasn’t who she was.
 
   Leia took a deep breath, studying every nuance of Zach’s face. Then, she deliberately stepped into his space, just a hand’s breadth away from his chest, and glared up at him. “Who are you worried about, Zach? Carlee or yourself?”
 
   His breath caught on a snarl. She had one moment to wonder why she stepped into his web, one moment to see the shift in his eyes from reproachful fury to naked longing, one moment to move away. 
 
   His lips slammed into hers, punishing in intensity. Her heart jolted, her pulse pounded in her ears. Being no one’s wallflower, she immediately gave back as good as she got. She slid closer and arched her arms around his neck, pulling him against her, toying with the hair at the nap of his neck. He groaned. His lips gentled, sliding across hers, the warmth caused tingles from head to toe.
 
   At that moment, it ceased to be about anger or defending herself to the furious sheriff. She met his tongue, tasting of sweetened coffee, and let the moment take over, committing the rightness of it to heart. She could have stood there for eons with his mouth learning hers, cherishing hers, but Zach abruptly pulled away and deliberately set her a couple of feet away from him.
 
   Anger returned to his eyes.
 
   He spun and walked down the hall to the entryway, his boots pounding loudly on the floor. The front door slammed, the closing punctuation.
 
   She touched her lips, felt a slight swelling and her entire body revolted at the abrupt cessation of the kiss. Another rush of heat flooded her face.
 
   “Well, damn it all to hell,” she muttered to the empty house.
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   A month later, Leia opened her garage to get her car out. She heard an engine start and glanced across the street. Zach’s patrol vehicle backed down the driveway and he pulled away before she could make eye contact or wave, a typical event for the last few weeks. 
 
   The man was driving her totally nuts. She’d seen him here and there and all over town, but not once been able to talk to him. Their two kisses were stuck on replay, arousing and wrecking her focus at the oddest moments. He really ought to pay for that, but when he wouldn’t get within five feet of her, it was hard to calculate payback.
 
   She backed the black Honda out of the garage and hit the button to close the door. She’d purposely picked a non-descript car for her life here in Parson Corners. She wasn’t trying to attract attention to herself, and she was being damn careful about attracting the wrong attention. It wasn’t just important for her, but for Carlee as well. 
 
   The girl was starting to be a fixture at her house, a fact she wasn’t sure father knew about and she hadn’t asked. She was being careful about not giving Carlee false expectations and being as honest about her life and schedule as she could.
 
   She drove to Curly Q and parked. It was a morning ritual she’d developed whenever she was in town. Tiny adored her singing. She adored his baking. So much so, in fact, that her personal trainer was nagging her to come in and work off a few pounds. She felt fabulous, though, and kept stalling him.
 
   Inside there were two other people in line, but Tiny saw her from the back and grinned. “You’ve been gone, my girl.” His hands were elbow deep in dough.
 
   “Shh. Don’t let Nita hear you,” she called to him.
 
   Nita rang up an order on the cash register. “Too late. She heard that. Welcome back, Leia.”
 
   The woman in front of her turned around. She was in her late-fifties, slightly shorter than Leia, wearing jeans, boots, and a bright red ski jacket. Her red hair was streaked through with gray and swung against her face in a cute bob.  
 
   She looked familiar and wore a genuine smile and the delicate laugh lines suggested a life lived to the fullest. God, she hoped she grew into a distinguished face like this woman’s.
 
   “Leia Shae?” The woman turned fully around. The familiarity increased.
 
   “Yes?” Sometimes she was hesitant to admit who she was, never knowing what she was getting into, but she’d gone out of her way to bust that insecurity here with these people. She had to if she wanted to belong and she desperately wanted to belong.
 
   The woman extended her hand for a shake. “Fiona Devlin.”
 
   The name clicked.
 
   Zach’s aunt.
 
   The woman’s smile was legendary from her cookbook pictures and television guest spots. “I see my reputation precedes me.”
 
   Leia shook her hand, suddenly tense. “Perhaps mine has, also.”
 
   The woman looked her over from head to toe, no censure there just interest. “Carlee talks a lot about you.”
 
   “Carlee is a wonderful, witty, friendly young woman,” Leia gushed.
 
   “I happen to agree, although she could lose the black clothes. Much to her father’s consternation, she’s been quite vocal, perhaps your biggest friend here.” She stepped forward in line and gave Nita her order. After the woman moved off, Fiona resumed her questioning. “Perhaps you can tell me why Zach is so mad at you.”
 
   Zach was mad at her? He’s the one that had kissed her then stomped out.
 
   Flustered, Leia toyed with the strap on her purse. “I have no idea.”
 
   “Hmm.” The knowing smile Fiona gave her just made her all that more furious at Zach.
 
   The chime tingled over the door and Stan Kowalski aka Stan the Man entered the shop. His face brightened when he saw Leia. The tall, lanky man reached in his pocket and pulled out a card.
 
   “Here’s the name of the man I told you about. He’ll do a good job on the studio you want to put in your house.” He handed the card to Leia.
 
   She glanced at the name. “Anton Shevnak.”
 
   “I’ve used him. He did my kitchen.” Fiona took her French bread and baguettes from Nita. “Thank you, dear.”
 
   “Can he keep a secret? Don’t really want known what I’m doing right now.” Leia chewed her lip, thinking about the studio she wanted put in upstairs.
 
   Fiona shifted the bags. “Understandable. The media makes quite a big deal out of everything you do, don’t they?”
 
   Leia frowned. “Yes, they do. Thanks, Stan. This will help.” Leia shoved the card in her purse.
 
   Tiny divested himself of a tray of donuts and made his way to the counter. “You want your usual?” Tiny asked, shaking out a sack.
 
   Nita bumped him out of the way. “Hey that’s my job.”
 
   Leia laughed at their good-natured teasing. “Yes, the usual.”
 
   Fiona had taken the chance to draw Stan aside for a conversation and they returned to the group. “I must be off. You coming to the library fundraiser tonight, Leia?”
 
   She handed Nita money. “Yes, I’ll be there.”
 
   “Excellent. Good chance for you to meet the rest of the family.” She walked out of the bakery with a jaunty step, leaving Leia with her mouth open and a rolling stomach.
 
   She said goodbye to the other three and drove to the grocery store. She arrived home forty-five minutes later to find Carlee sitting in the sunlight on her front porch shredding a maple leaf. She grinned and stood when she saw Leia pull up the driveway. 
 
   Leia eyed the all black outfit, the red streak in her black hair and the heavy dark eyeliner and cringed. When the garage door opened, she pulled the car into its spot and got out. Carlee met her at the door.
 
   “Can I hang here for awhile? Dad’s out on a call.”
 
   Leia hesitated, stuck again between wanting to befriend the girl and Zach’s warning.
 
   Carlee’s pleading eyes made the decision. They could have some girl time and make that horrendous makeup go away. “Help me with the groceries.”
 
   Carlee squealed and raced to the trunk. She was such a bundle of conflicting little girl versus young woman.
 
   Leia watched her for a moment. Had she been like that as a child? Thoughts like that led to sadness about her mother and made her sympathy for Carlee even more pronounced. She grabbed a bag of groceries and Carlee followed her into the kitchen.
 
   When everything was put away, Leia took Carlee’s coat and her own and hung them up. Then she took two drinks from the fridge and grabbed the bag from Tiny’s. “You can help me rearrange my closet. I can’t find anything.”
 
   “Okay.” Carlee followed her down the hall like a lost puppy, slurping on her cola.
 
   Leia kicked off her shoes, took a bite of Tiny’s chocolate glazed donut with nuts and groaned. “God that man can make pastries.”
 
   Carlee took a bite of a plain glazed twist. “Yeah, he’s pretty cool, too.”
 
   Leia finished off the donut in two bites, dusted off her hands, and took two sips of cola. Then she drew open the closet which was stuffed with clothes, some on hangers, some stacked on the floor. When she’d unpacked, she hadn’t taken the time to organize and this was the result. In L.A., she had a maid and a personal assistant that did all this stuff. Didn’t that just make her about the most spoiled miss thing on the planet, her mother’s voice chastised her.
 
   She took a pile from the floor and placed it on the bed, watching Carlee eat the rest of her donut. She really shouldn’t avoid asking the teen. Since it was nagging at her and she didn’t want to get another screaming lecture from Zach, she cleared her throat and asked the question.
 
   “Does your father know you’re here?” She slid her jeans onto hangers.
 
   Carlee licked her fingers again and took several big gulps of her drink. “Well, I told him I was done with my chores and I was going outside.”
 
   “So, no.”
 
   “Technically?” She gave Leia a hesitant look. “Uh, no. Why does it matter?”
 
   Why did it matter indeed. “Never mind. I was just wondering.” This was an issue she was going to have to take up with Zach.
 
   She lifted a pile of shirts from the closet. She’d grabbed these clothes at random from her closet in L.A. She sorted through them, separating ones that were too small from one’s she regularly wore while Carlee avidly watched. “You want to try on this T-shirt?”
 
   “Can I?” Carlee’s eagerness made her smile.
 
   “Yes, you can. How about we do make-up and hair, too. It’ll be fun. How long is your Dad going to be?”
 
   “Probably afternoon. He was meeting with somebody. I don’t know what it’s all about. I’m supposed to check in with Uncle Beau every hour.”
 
   “We’ve got time then. Let’s get started.”
 
   Leia shooed Carlee into the bathroom to wash her face and try on the shirt she handed her.
 
   More clothes in her hands, Leia listened to Carlee singing in the bathroom. “I just hope Zach understands what I’m about to do,” she muttered.
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   CHAPTER SIX
 
    
 
   Zach rolled over in bed and looked at the clock. First day off in ages and he had to wake up at five a.m. like he had to be to work or something. He pushed against his pillow and tried to get comfortable again, willing himself to sleep just a couple more hours before Ryder and Beau came to get Carlee to go hiking. 
 
   He’d go with them, but Drake Winston’s wife was about to pop out another baby. If the man had to leave work, it would leave the office short. He had to stay close by to cover, if necessary. Which was fine. He had more than enough chores to do around the house to keep occupied while Carlee spent some time with her uncles.
 
   He punched the pillow and rolled over again, closing his eyes and trying to focus on the list of chores and pretend the bed wasn’t lonely and cold. Lately, his undisciplined thoughts were getting him in trouble, heating his libido, frying his focus, and forcing a self-discipline he rarely had to use on himself anymore. All because of that one blasted woman.
 
   She’d lived across the street for a month now, quietly furnishing her house through local businesses. The weather had been hovering at the freezing mark for days, leaves were dropping, first snow had hit the snowline in the mountains and was threatening to drop to the street level. He figured once that happened she’d high-tail it back to the warmth of Los Angeles or fly off to some sandy beach. He was too aware of her and he was edgy and more than ready for some loving.
 
   Therein lay the problem. There was no way he wanted tangled in her life and having a relationship with a woman tended to do that. While she’d successfully kept the media out of his town so far, he was still sure it would be a matter of time before they descended like a pack of killer bees and he’d be left with stings and welts and it just damn wasn’t worth it. How he wanted her to be just the plain-Jane, girl- next-door. That didn’t describe Leia Shae Daniels in any way.
 
   He’d even tried a date with Sally Mae Martin’s niece last night. Nice girl. Nice enough to look at, nice and low-key about herself. She wasn’t too talkative, knew just the right questions to ask a guy, and she’d focused on him and his answers like a leech onto skin.
 
    To say she’d been somewhat obsessive with his stature as a cop wouldn’t be too exaggerated. Holster sniffers just turned him off. He’d had more than his fair share of women willing to sleep with him to get out of a ticket to accept that kind adoration. She might profess to want to be a homemaker and have a family, but he couldn’t fake interest. It wasn’t in him. When the questions turned to Leia Shae, he drove her home.
 
   He rolled over and sat up on the bed, rubbing his naked chest and groaning. The “nice” factor on that girl had been a ten, but she’d driven him to taking her home right after dinner with that one question. No kiss goodnight at the door either, even though she’d made it clear with her body language that a kiss would be more than welcome. Unfortunately, he just wasn’t in the mood for her brand of lips.
 
   He shoved off the bed and went to the bathroom. He stepped into the shower with memories of those kisses with Leia screwing with his priorities and his body. He should have kissed the hell out of Miss Ardella Martin just to break the insistence of his brain to replay those moments like it was a life turning point.
 
   It wasn’t until he gotten wet, soaped up, and sluiced it all off in the hot water flowing over him that he admitted he had to do something to get Leia out from under his skin. He was happy with his old life before he’d had her in his day-to-day thought process and dammit he wanted it back that way. But he wasn’t sure exactly what to do. Every time he got in a room with her he kissed her. His avoidance tactic wasn’t working. He was still dreaming, still yearning, still eavesdropping every time her heard her name.
 
   He knew Carlee was sneaking over there and he chose to take the coward’s way out and not confront her because the truth of matter was that he was scared. Scared the minute he saw Leia up close and personal again, he’d do something he wasn’t sure was in the best interest of his long term goals to protect his town and his heart. Scared because he could too easily get himself up to his neck in a personal relationship with her and he never let anyone that close except his family.
 
    Sex he could do. Relationship rituals—making love, “I love you, honey”, and being forced into intimate conversation made him squirm.  Revealing parts of himself that he ignored most of the time and where it was necessary to understand the female mind when he was truly clueless—no, none of that was his forte.
 
   He stepped out of the shower, toweled off and dressed quickly in jeans and a navy flannel shirt. The chilly air told him the furnace was set too low and Carlee would be whining as soon as she woke up.
 
    Making his way downstairs, he mulled whether to approach Leia as he turned up the heat, made coffee, and took his first cup of the day to the front window to watch the sun come up. Leia’s car was idling in her driveway, its headlights illuminating the garage door, which closed as he watched. 
 
   Leia came out the front door in a long black jacket, leggings, and boots, lugging a small bag, and her hair tucked up under a red beret. Her loose-legged walk to the car had him imagining all sorts of fun times in bed with them wrapped around him. 
 
   The bong of the grandmother clock on the mantel said it was six o’clock. Where was she going? She backed from the driveway and pulled away, leaving Zach sighing in relief and drowning in curiosity all in one happy barrel of monkeys.
 
   A couple hours later he was out in his driveway. Craig Silversteen had dumped two cords of firewood in front of his garage yesterday morning. Zach put on his gloves and picked up several hefty, flat chunks to start a pile at the side of the house under the walkway to the garage. 
 
   Usually he only ordered one cord of wood for his fireplace, but he figured his city-diva neighbor would want some and not know where to get it and he was willing to share. His thought process on that had taken two seconds when he’d been on the phone ordering the wood and now he regretted it. Every neighbor for blocks around had asked why he had so much. Was he expecting a bad winter or something?
 
   The sun was beginning to burn through a rare morning fog. He could see his breath, but the warmth was beginning to melt the frost on the grass. The silence in the neighborhood on this October Saturday morning was one of his favorite things. The pine smells, the bird calls, the uncomplicated thunk of wood striking the pile. The rhythm of stacking soothed his cranky beast and he forced himself to maintain the focus and not think of Leia. It worked for a bit.
 
   Carlee poked her head out the back door and shivered as the cold air hit her purple-striped pajama clad body. “Dad! Where are my hiking boots?”
 
   “Hall closet.” He dropped the pieces of wood he carried on the stack. Thunk. Thunk. Thunk.
 
   She made a face and slammed the door. Ten minutes later she came out again, dressed in jeans, socks, and a red thermal shirt. “Dad, my laces are tangled.”
 
   Zach dropped the last of the next load of wood onto the pile. “New laces. In my sock drawer. I’ll be right there.”
 
   “Hurry. Uncle Beau will be here any minute.” She slammed the door again and Zach shuddered as the glass rattled. Kid was going to break the window in that door if she wasn’t careful.
 
   Any minute arrived. Zach heard the engine on Beau’s car two blocks away. He pulled off his gloves and waited. About a minute later, true to his ear, Beau parked in the driveway and he and Ryder got out. 
 
   The two men walked slowly up the driveway, turning periodically and walking backwards so they could stare at Leia’s house across the street. They were yammering like a couple of old hens in a pecking contest.
 
   “She’s not home,” he called, enjoying deflating their anticipation.
 
   “Well, hell,” Ryder swore. “What’s a man gotta do to catch up with the pretty little thing. Haven’t seen her since the library benefit.” He gave the house another avid stare.
 
   Zach stiffened, furious at the streak of plain old-fashioned jealousy that jettisoned through him. He wrestled the feeling until he was sure it was stomped cold. He was not going to open his mouth and stake a claim. Nothing would draw his brother’s torment radar faster than admitting he was zeroed in on the woman himself. You’d think they were teenagers fighting over the girlie magazines like they had when Zach had been fourteen.
 
   “Where’d she go?” Beau skirted the edge of the wood pile and put his booted foot on the first step of the porch. Ryder rolled up the sleeves of his flannel shirt and brought a load of wood to the pile.
 
   Carlee walked out on the porch, white thermal vest over her shirt, but her hiking boots were in her hand. “I can’t get the laces out, Dad.”
 
   Beau put his hand out. “Let me.” He took one look at the laces and gave Carlee a glare. “What did you do, use your laces to wrestle a bear?”
 
   Carlee blushed. “Maybe I was in a hurry last time I wore them and didn’t straighten them out when I took them off?”
 
   Ryder got another load of wood and peered at the boots on the way by. “Should I give her your lecture, Zach? The one we heard dozens of times growing up about taking care of our stuff?”
 
   Carlee huffed. “I’ve heard Dad’s lecture on that subject before.”
 
   She had. Maybe he’d get drummed out of fatherhood, but he didn’t want to play the mean, lecturing Dad today. “Cut them.” He slipped his pocket knife out of his pants and tossed it to Beau, who deftly sliced the old laces and tossed them aside. Carlee sat down next to him and waited for him to finish putting the new laces in.
 
   “So, you didn’t answer, Zach. Where is she?” Ryder dropped some more wood on the stack.
 
   “I don’t know.” He fitted his gloves back on his hands and reached for another armful of wood, determined not to look either brother in the face so his thoughts would be given away.
 
   “She had to go to L.A. She has some songs to record for her new album.” Carlee clamped her hand over her mouth.
 
   “Busted,” Beau said, under his breath.
 
   Zach stopped his chore and looked at Carlee. For at least a couple weeks now, she’d been dressing normally and this morning was no exception. Her hair was even in a neat pony-tail, no orange or blue streaks, no dangling earrings, no black lipstick. 
 
   He’d come home late from shift last night and found her cleaning her room. He’d been tempted to ask where the real Carlee was, but hadn’t wanted to jinx the good fortune. He decided to give her a break. “I know you’re going to see Leia a lot. It’s okay as long as she’s okay with it.”
 
   Carlee beamed at him and his heart swelled. He been in love with Carlee’s smile since she was an itty bitty baby and sucker punched him with her sweetness.
 
    She jumped off the porch in her stocking feet and hugged him. “Thanks, Dad. She’s so cool. I like spending time with her.”
 
   Cool wasn’t the word he’d use. 
 
   Hot. Smoking. Sexy. 
 
   That’s what he’d call her. He wanted to spend time with her, too. Horizontal, vertical, top, bottom—he didn’t care. Carlee released him and went to put her boots on.
 
   He searched for a subject, desperate to get off thinking and talking about Leia. Having tied her boots, Carlee went inside to get her backpack and water bottle.
 
   “I’m wondering what that look is in your eye, brother?” Beau turned a pondering stare on him after checking Carlee was out of hearing range. Ryder stopped stacking wood and rested against the porch railing. He leaned to get a look at Zach’s face too, his lawyer cross-exam look on his face.
 
   “Lust. Same as us,” he proclaimed.
 
   Zach wanted to wipe the grin off his face, but Ryder kept in shape and even though as sheriff he knew all the moves, he wouldn’t use them and he wasn’t sure he could take him without them. Wouldn’t the neighbors love that.
 
   “I never said she wasn’t a good looking woman.” Zach strove for mild in his tone and reached for more logs. “Where are you going hiking?”
 
   “I promised to hike the parameter of the main ski area to check for problems. Not a hard hike. We’ll be back in about four hours.” Beau stood and zipped his thermal jacket, eyeing the wood pile. “Isn’t this more wood than usual?”
 
   Zach desperately wanted to squirm, but forced himself to keep the stacking rhythm. “Yeah, I ordered more this year. Almost ran out last year.”
 
   “Can’t have that.” Beau gave a speculative glance across the street, but said nothing else.
 
   “You sure you don’t want to go?” Ryder slapped Zach on the back as he went by with an armload.
 
   Only to have to dodge questions about Leia all afternoon? Nope. Let them pump Carlee for information. That would make her feel important and he could bask in his lust without his brothers questioning his sanity.
 
   Zach fit the logs into the wood pile structure. “Can’t. Office might need me.”
 
   “All work and no play makes Zach a dull boy.”
 
   Zach gave his brother the evil eye. “That’s the best you can come up with? Hiking?”
 
   Beau wiped his hands on his jeans and attempted a straight face. “Well, it would be an improvement at least. You work, take care of Carlee, work, take care of Carlee. I’m sensing a pattern here.”
 
   He’d tell them he had a date last night, that his social life wasn’t as dead and boring as they thought, but then again, last night had been boring as hell. Besides, it was always better to let Carlee blab about his goings on and this was no exception.
 
   Zach took off his gloves. “Go commune with the raccoons.” Both brothers laughed, but the subject was dropped. 
 
   Zach hugged Carlee when she came back ready to go and he waved the three off, deliberately not looking at the house across the street. 
 
   After all, he wasn’t a mooning teenager like his brothers.
 
    
 
    [image: Section Break Badge Pics.jpg] 
 
    
 
   Leia shifted her beret down further and slouched in her chair. Plane delay was something she hadn’t considered happening and should have. There were enough people giving her a second glance to know she might not be able to stay incognito. She should have left last night, then she’d have been on a late flight with weary travelers not paying her any mind and in L.A. for the recording session this morning on time.
 
   She was going to be late. There was no help for that.
 
   Her flight was delayed an hour, possibly more, by bad weather in Chicago. That’s where her plane was coming from. She tapped her nail against her lips and contemplated all the excuses she could get away with, cringing at the lecture she knew was coming from Cale and Herb Cole, her record producer. Studio time cost money and just because she’d never ever been late before, it wouldn’t stop the censure.
 
   This time it looked like she was going to have to make up an outright lie and nothing was coming to mind. Protecting Parson Corners and her new home made her not as uncomfortable with fibbing as she should be. Cale, Herb, her band, they used to be her friends. 
 
   Since her problems in April, she hadn’t been in sync with anyone except maybe Carlee. Scary thought when a twelve-year-old got her better than all the people around her.
 
   She’d seen Zach in his window this morning, sipping coffee and watching her pull away. Just the thought of his eyes on her had her burning all the way to Denver’s airport, while she parked, while she checked in, and now while she sat. 
 
   Darn the man anyway. If she closed her eyes, she could feel him again—the tall length of him, the broad shoulders and comforting arms, the solid weight of him against her. That was only his body. His mouth was dangerous to a woman’s peace of mind and she definitely wasn’t going there in public.
 
   Leia looked at the television set and swore silently as the same news slid across the ticker. Freak winter storm in Chicago grounds plane traffic. Yeah, she knew that already. She’d get up and move, but she didn’t want to draw even the slightest attention to herself. She glanced over at the counter, desperate to see the sign change from delayed to a time. Not happening.
 
   A heavy-set blonde with black glasses and a garish red coat stood in front of the counter, animated in her conversation with the gate attendant, her posture a tad-bit familiar. 
 
   Leia waited for the woman to turn, to move in order to figure out how she was familiar. When the woman turned, Leia froze.
 
   Heidi of Hollywood. Heidi Bowers, rag gossip diva, and the bane of Leia’s existence.
 
   Her stomach tightened, and much like rubber-necking as you bypass an accident on the freeway, she couldn’t take her eyes off the woman. 
 
   Would she recognize her?
 
   She glanced away to the television, watched the young couple with the baby boy at the end of the row, turned around and checked out the coffee shop behind her. 
 
   Maybe she should go get some coffee. 
 
   Move away from this area and walk the terminal concourse until her flight was called. Or was she less conspicuous in the seat?
 
   Too late.
 
   The woman gaze swept the crowd and then narrowed to her row. 
 
   Leia saw the second it clicked who she was, and then Heidi did a Marilyn Monroe saunter over to her row—an act that looked utterly ridiculous and damn near had Leia laughing out loud. Bad Leia.
 
   Heidi plunked down in a seat two over from her. Leia forced herself to nonchalance and remained seated, instead of running in the opposite direction.
 
   Heidi’s blood red lipstick made her face ghost pale and much different from the made-up, impeccably dressed anchor of her own gossip show. “Leia Shae, as I live and breathe. What brings you to Denver?”
 
   Leia toyed with denying who she was for a half second, then stiffened her spine. Nowhere to run.
 
   “Heidi Bowers, as I live and breathe. What brings you to Denver?”
 
   “I have cousins here.” A fake “we’re-friends” smile upturned her mouth.
 
   My ass she does.
 
   Leia gave her back an in-kind grin. “Hope you had a wonderful time.” Her nerves were twitching like she’d taken an electric shock, the strain of weighing every word battering her confidence. She was going to blow it and screw up her promise to Zach about protecting Parson Corners from the press.
 
   “You didn’t say why you were here, dear?”
 
   “No, I didn’t.” Leia crossed her arms and dared the woman to pat them, like she’d seen her do with other stars in other interviews.
 
   “A man.” The reporter sighed. “Just what you need.”
 
   Leia laughed, even though it was as fake as a three dollar bill. “No man.”
 
   “Leia dear, you really should indulge. A little sex is good for the skin.” She patted under her chin, preening.
 
   Leia stifled a give-me-the-willies shiver. She did not want to discuss this woman’s sex life. Not only would it make her lack thereof become more acute, it was just plain disgusting to have that thought placed in her brain.
 
   The loud speaker announced the flight from the next gate at that moment and a stampede of people got in line.
 
   Heidi studied her fingernails. “I thought you had a private jet?”
 
   “I have a service,” Leia answered. “Didn’t use it this time.”
 
   “I heard you were running low on cash.”
 
   Leia frowned. Now where had that come from?
 
   Leia stared the woman down, patting her purse. “Cash supply is good.”
 
   Heidi gave a shrill laugh. “Ah, Leia. You’re too much, darling.”
 
   Leia grinned. “I am, aren’t I?”
 
   “Sure you don’t want to tell me where you’ve been? I can put a good spin on it. Give you some positive publicity. After that mess last spring, honey, you could use some.”
 
   “New album coming out, public appearances everywhere. Hmm. Don’t need it. Thanks, though.” Especially not this woman’s type of spin. She’d had enough. She rose to her feet.
 
   “Excuse me. I think I’ll go get some coffee and stretch my legs. Nice seeing you, Heidi.”
 
   “Nice seeing you too, dear.” She rose also, and leaned toward Leia. “You really shouldn’t fly without some security.”
 
   “Who says I don’t have any security?” Leia walked away. Fortunately for her, a large man, bald and wearing a Denver Broncos jersey, rose and followed her into the coffee shop. She smiled at him and they chit chatted briefly in line.
 
   Let Heidi chew on that.
 
   It might be petty, but damn the woman irritated and as much as she’d offered to do a good spin, she’d do a bad spin in two seconds flat and had when the story suited, making stuff up as she went along.
 
   Unfortunately, she did have a point. One Leia would have to take up with Banning and see what he suggested. Usually, when she couldn’t take a private jet, she timed it so she got to the airport just in time to clear security and walk onto the plane. There wasn’t time for lounging in the airport waiting areas. 
 
   For the most part, people ignored her. They didn’t expect to see a star in their day-to-day life, so she could fly under the radar. It was her bad luck to find Heidi here and exposing the flaw in her simple cover.
 
   The woman wouldn’t even have gotten close if Zach had been here. That quick her body was filled with longing and loneliness. She desperately wanted to chuck this wait and get back in her car and go home. She got her cup of coffee and wandered down the concourse, taking a pit stop in the women’s bathroom and the magazine shop. The airport was filling up with people. Everywhere she turned there was a line. Still, she preferred this to sitting and being a target for Heidi to zero in on again.
 
   Her phone began to vibrate. She looked at the display and didn’t even try to stifle the groan. She couldn’t dodge, as much as she wanted to. Hitting the answer key, she tightened her body, waiting for the blow, the scalding lecture.
 
   “Hello, Cale.”
 
   “Where the hell are you?”
 
   


 
  
 
  
 
 
   
    
 
    [image: Chapter Break Badge Pic.jpg] 
 
   CHAPTER SEVEN
 
    
 
   Mark Banning picked Leia up at the curb. The set of his jaw told her he’d been berated about her whereabouts, but he kept the details to himself. He took her bag, put it in the trunk and helped her into the front seat. They were on the freeway before he spoke.
 
   “I don’t know how much longer you’re going to be able to keep this a secret.” His deep tenor reminded her of Zach’s minus the spine tingling, the somersaulting stomach, and the haze of lust over her thinking. 
 
   Must be the cop speak. M.J. Banning was retired with a medical disability after being shot in the line of duty with the San Diego Police Department. He was ten years her senior and decades older in wisdom, much like Zach. At one time she could have had a thing for him, but he’d consistently given her honesty and a steady presence. It was more like having a big brother with a protection fetish, only she paid him big bucks to stick with her.
 
   The big man ground his teeth. “I know why you want this kept quiet, but it may not be possible much longer.”
 
   She turned in her seat. “Did Cale threaten your job?”
 
   “Please,” he said, in disgust.
 
   “No one can fire you but me. Are we clear on that? I have absolutely no intentions of doing so. Ever.”
 
   He switched lanes then glanced at her, giving her a quirky grin. “Nice to know I have job security, but no, that isn’t what I’m worried about.”
 
   She sighed. “I know what you’re going to say. Why keep it a secret? Why live like this?”
 
   “Partly,” he admitted.
 
   “I promised Zach, Sheriff Murphy, that his town wouldn’t get inundated with press. I like my town. It’s not part of the rock star life.”
 
   “There isn’t anything wrong with that. I’m just saying. Cale is sniffing a cover-up and where Cale’s sniffing, there’s sure to be others.”
 
   “Heidi of Hollywood,” she said under her breath.
 
   “God forbid.” He exited the freeway, then got a look at her face and groaned. “Please tell me not.”
 
   “I ran into her in the Denver airport.” Leia bit her lip.
 
   Banning’s mouth moved but nothing came out. Swearing under his breath probably and she couldn’t blame him.
 
   “How bad is it going to be?”
 
   “Shouldn’t be. I let her think I was on a layover there coming from someplace else. A visit to a friend.”
 
   “She didn’t ask you about why you didn’t use your service instead of fly commercial? Or what friend?”
 
   “No, she asked.”
 
   It was Banning’s turn to bite his lip, but Leia was sure that his reasons for doing so weren’t the same as hers.
 
   “I told her it was a short notice thing and the service wasn’t available. I didn’t give her the friend’s name.”
 
   “Peachy. That’ll get her digging.” He merged onto another freeway and switched lanes, accelerating to ten over the speed limit.
 
   “Is Cale still at the studio?”
 
   “No. They sent everyone home. He’s at his office, which is where I’m taking you.”
 
   Cale’s home turf. 
 
   It was her turn to grind her teeth.
 
   She straightened in her seat and watched them move through the traffic. “Thank you for keeping my secret.”
 
   “It’s what I do to keep you and me on the same page. The secret’s not going to last, Leia. When it breaks, it’s going to go sky high. Star moves next door to sheriff that arrested her.” His hand moved to trace the headline in the air.
 
   She squirmed in her seat, thoughts of Zach and his reaction to that piling onto the achy feeling she got down deep inside when she thought about him. “I know,” she answered quietly. “But I need this. Want this.” Somewhere along the way, needing her life in Parson Corners was becoming about Carlee and Zach, not just a house in a small town where everyone knew her.
 
   “I get that. The only reason I’ve let it go this far without being right on you is that there is a sheriff right across the street. You are in a house where I personally set up the security and you have followed my rules and stayed low-key. The minute the word is out, though, I’m moving in. There isn’t another choice.”
 
   “Your girlfriend will hate that.”
 
   He was silent for a minute. “I don’t have a girlfriend. Anymore.”
 
   “You need a life,” she felt compelled to add, sad to hear his personal news.
 
   “I’ve got one. Chasing you around.” He clamped his mouth shut and focused on getting her to the battle zone with Cale much faster than she would have liked.
 
   She schooled her nerves, spending the last ten minutes in the car giving herself a pep talk. She felt bad about missing the studio time, but it was the first and only time this had happened to her. Stuff happened to everyone, so Cale could just suck it up and pay the bill. It wasn’t like she didn’t have the money to front a missed session at the studio. She’d stick to the story she’d made up for Heidi.
 
   When he stopped at the curb in front of Cale’s building, she leaned to kiss his cheek. “Thanks. I owe you one.”
 
   He nodded his head. “For the record, I didn’t tell Cale anything. Client confidentiality.” He grinned.
 
   “Must have made him angry.”
 
   “Oh yeah. Say as little as possible, Rock Star.” He rolled the words off his tongue, a blend of sarcasm and pride.
 
   “Already the plan.” She opened the door, pulled in a deep breath, and dived into the breach.
 
   I’m in charge. I’m the star here.
 
   She chanted that mantra all the way up the elevator, all the way down the hall, and into Cale’s inner sanctum. The confidence lasted until the first salvo.
 
   He slammed down the phone, cutting off whoever he’d been talking to. “Where the hell have you been? How dare you miss a studio session? Do you know how much money those things cost?” Cale’s charming blue eyes were storm gray.
 
   Anger rushed to fill the gap. “I know exactly how much they cost as I’ve been paying the tab for years. Stuff happens. Since this is the first time it’s happened to me, you can cut me some slack.”
 
   He leaned back in his chair, somewhat stunned by her back talk. She dropped her purse into the chair in front of his desk, refusing to sit like a truant teenager.
 
   He steepled his fingers and glared at her. “Where have you been?”
 
   She shrugged, walking to the bar and taking a bottle of water from the fridge. “Visiting an old friend. Took a commercial flight and ended up stuck on the way back in Denver. Couldn’t be helped.”
 
   “What friend? Why now?”
 
   “Why not now?”
 
   He counted off on his fingers. “Album for one. Two, there was a red carpet opportunity at Derek’s new movie. You should have been there. You have to keep the buzz up on your name or no one will buy your next album.”
 
   “Appearing on the red carpet with my ex-boyfriend allows the tabloids to rerun the smut. Not what I’m going for here.”
 
   Cale’s face turned red. “What’s gotten into you lately? You used to go where I told you to and trusted my judgment.”
 
   “That was before you started sending me to every dog and pony show, tried to replace my band, and started keeping track of me like I was five again.”
 
   “You’re hiding something.”
 
   Her stomach shrank, a chill rushing over her. “I’m hiding nothing.”
 
   He tapped his lip. “No, you always get argumentative when you’re up to something. It’s a cover up.”
 
   “No. It’s called being fed up. Where are the financial reports you promised me weeks ago?”
 
   “I had to request them from accounting again. They were wrong. Don’t change the subject. Banning was close-mouthed. Really should fire that man for his insubordination.”
 
   “Banning is my hire. Nobody fires him.”
 
   “I run your people.”
 
   “I run Banning, my band and myself.” She sighed and finally dropped into a chair.
 
   “You haven’t been at your house. Where are you staying?”
 
   Leia grimaced. “I hate my house. Get rid of it.”
 
   “Then where will you stay? Do you have another house somewhere that you haven’t told me about?”
 
   “I love staying at the Grand in L.A. It’s my preferred hotel.”
 
   “There’s no status in a hotel.”
 
   “There’s no status in a house.” She pulled back and took a long swig of water. “Where is this getting us?”
 
   “Not sure, until you fess up.” He dropped his arms and leaned back in his chair. She still didn’t like the look in his eyes. “Do you really want me to start asking around?”
 
   It didn’t matter if he did. Banning was the only one who knew and he’d already proven he would keep his mouth shut. Still. She’d been careful, but had she been careful enough? 
 
   She hadn’t been at the Hilton since…she couldn’t remember. If he looked at her expenditures, which he had a right to do—something she was going to have to change—he would find a bunch of  withdrawals for the house and all the flights to Denver and start digging deeper. Her haven would be destroyed and her word to Zach would be shattered. She would not break her word.
 
   “There’s nothing to ask around about. I’m tired. I need a break.”
 
   “You take a break in this business and you’re history.”
 
   “So you keep telling me,” she muttered under her breath.
 
   He frowned, apparently hearing her.
 
   “I’m willing to forget this if you show up tomorrow for the rescheduled session and do an overseas tour with the USO for Thanksgiving.”
 
   “What?” She jerked forward in her chair, speaking slowly. “I said I was tired. I need a break.”
 
   “I’ll leave your private life alone and mind my own business. You want to sleep in a hotel, your problem. House stays. You gotta step up your attitude and your appearances. This is great publicity. Troops will love you. The appearance requests are stacking up on my desk and I’m going to accept a few. Build some buzz.”
 
   Leia stifled the urge to pop the cap off her water and toss it on him, bottle and all. A red haze flashed over her, leaving a headache in its wake. 
 
   Then she deflated. If she fought this any harder, he’d blow apart the life she was desperate to keep safe. Maybe the best thing to do was to back down. It wasn’t like she couldn’t handle a few public appearances. A tour wasn’t exactly her first choice for Thanksgiving, but she never minded performing for the troops. They were a lot like Carlee in their appreciation of her music and her time.
 
   “Fine.” She rose and picked up her purse from the opposite chair, tossing her water bottle in the trash on the way by. She started for the door.
 
   She stopped with her hand on the doorknob. “I’ll do what you ask, but you get me the financial reports and I want two weeks off at Christmas.”
 
   “Of course.” His victorious smile grated against her pride, but her neighbors in Parson Corners deserved anonymity and she deserved Parson Corners. 
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   Zach stood in front of the snow blower display at Parson’s Hardware. His snow blower had died this morning in the midst of removing another eight inches of early December snow from his driveway. His day—already closing in on lousy because the lights were out at Leia’s again—captured the going-to-be-a-bad-day prize in that moment. There were a lot of things he could live without—over the last five weeks, seeing Leia alone for five minutes was apparently one of them. A pot of coffee every morning and a snow blower from October to April were not.
 
   “Hi, Sheriff.”
 
   He looked up at Gena Parsons, no relation to the Parson who’d named their esteemed town. She’d come to Parson Corners by way of New Mexico about five years ago. She was single, tall and slender, and had laid down cash for the floundering hardware store. If gossip was correct, she had turned it around. He knew for a fact she was a genius at anything to do with hardware and home improvement. She and Fiona were fast friends.
 
   “Hi Gena.”
 
   The slender woman hugged her black plaid flannel shirt to her and shivered as another customer came through the door with a blast of cold air. “Cold day, huh? It always surprises me how fast it changes from fall to winter around here. Can I help you with something?”
 
   “My snow blower died this morning.”
 
   “You aren’t the only one. Take that one.” She pointed at the mid-range model.
 
   “Why?”
 
   “In this case, the more expensive one isn’t the best. Don’t know why I stocked that one. It won’t last. That one there is a workhorse. You won’t be sorry. Might be able to do yours and your neighbor’s yard.”
 
   “My neighbor?”
 
   “Well, you are doing Leia Shae’s, right? She’s from California, Sheriff, what does she know about clearing snow? It would be neighborly.”
 
   The fact that he’d thought the same thing made him squirm in his boots and told him just how deep he was getting himself in trouble here.
 
   Gena rubbed her hands together, then stuck them in her pants pockets. “She’s great, isn’t she?”
 
   “Yeah, great. Carlee loves her.” He picked up the tag on the snow blower and read the specifications.
 
   “What’s it like living across the street from her?”
 
   “She’s never there.” His exasperation slipped out.
 
   “Oh, I saw her on Letterman last night. She’s working really hard on a new album. I can hardly wait. I saw on Heidi of Hollywood that she’s visiting some mysterious friend, they think from Florida, and she went with the Secretary of Defense on the Thanksgiving USO tour to visit the troops. Isn’t that great?”
 
   Zach massaged his forehead. “Yeah, it’s wonderful.” She’s freaking Saint Leia.
 
   “She’s awesome,” she gushed like a kid. “She was so nice at the library fund raiser, and I sold her some paint for her kitchen. She even donated to help us fix Ida Cortez’s house.” The woman blushed. “I’m a big fan.”
 
   Zach dropped his hand and smiled carefully. “I couldn’t tell.”
 
   She waited, as if she expected him to blurt out some previously unknown secret about Leia. Kissing her in her kitchen certainly counted, but wasn’t something he was going to fess up to. He stayed silent.
 
   “You want me to ring that up for you?”
 
   “Are they in stock?”
 
   “Yes. You can drive around back and I’ll have Marty get it loaded for you.”
 
   “Sounds fine.” He cringed at the price tag, but knew he’d have an aching back if he resorted to the tried and cheap shovel. He handed her his credit card.
 
   The bell jingled over the front door. Tiny stamped snow off his feet and shut the door. “Hey, Zach.” He waved at Gena.
 
   Zach shook his hand. “Hi, Tiny. On my way over for coffee.”
 
   “Nita’s there. She’ll get some for you. You seen Leia? She hasn’t been in.”
 
   “Out of town,” he answered as blandly as he could.
 
   “Seems she’s always gone lately.” Tiny moved off to the plumbing aisle, taking his glum expression with him.
 
   “No kidding,” Zach muttered. He followed Gena to the register and signed his receipt. On his way back to his truck, he met the middle school principal. Bracing himself, he expected a complaint about Carlee. Instead, the man commented on Leia’s visit to the school and asked about her, too. Using the same answer he’d given Tiny, he waved the man off and climbed into his truck, gripping the steering wheel.
 
   Seriously, how was a man supposed to stop thinking about the woman when the town had a serious obsession? He was trying like hell not to think about her, but her empty house and all her absences were beginning to remind him of Denise.
 
   A long time ago, in another lifetime, and another place he’d been in the same kind of lust for Denise Deveau, Carlee’s mother. Well, maybe not the same kind. He hadn’t felt the kind of attraction he had with Leia with anyone. All the more reason to shy away.
 
   He drove around the back of the hardware store and waited for Marty. He had made a life here from the shambles created by the death of his parents and a ton of second-chance mistakes with Denise for Carlee’s sake. The fact that he had contemplated plowing Leia’s driveway before his blower died, the fact that he had an extra cord of wood next to his house for her, and the nagging recurring dream of kissing those soft, lush lips was irrelevant.
 
   Snow blower loaded, he drove back home. He got out of the truck and stared at the pristine scene across the street, white snow up her driveway and across her porch—untouched by any activities. Ruthlessly, he closed himself off.
 
   He couldn’t break his personal rules for her, not and survive it with heart and emotions intact. He’d been down that road before and giving in to that kind of self-indulgence would leave him raw and wounded. He had to abide by a personal code he’d made a long time ago. That had never let him down.
 
   He unloaded the snow blower and cleared his own driveway, resisting the pull of Leia’s yard. When he went inside, he refused to acknowledge the guilt tugging him to the pure white of unbroken snow across the street.
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   A week before Christmas, Leia stumbled up the steps to the private jet, anticipating with every fiber of her being going home. The last eight weeks had been hell interspersed with small visits to her sanctuary. She’d been to Europe and Afghanistan with the USO. She’d done Letterman. She’d been to Rockefeller Center for the lighting of their Christmas tree. She’d spent hours and hours in the studio on her album, done four red-carpet events, been on Conan and Ellen, and now just finished a command performance at the White House, singing Christmas carols to the First Family, no less.
 
   She was dead exhausted. To top that, her throat hurt, her lungs were on fire, and she was running a fever. 
 
   Exactly what she got for not standing up to Cale.
 
    She’d let him run her ragged again. Her name was being splashed in copious amounts all over the press, making her manager ecstatic.
 
   Depressing. She’s passed tired days ago and wanted to go home to Parson Corners and collapse.
 
   Banning followed her into the cabin while the flight crew closed the jet. He settled in his seat, fastening his seat belt, never taking his eyes off her.
 
   She forced herself upright. “What?” Okay, so there was a tad bit of defensiveness in there. She fastened her seatbelt, too, just to keep from seeing the censure in his eyes.
 
   “You look like crap, that’s what. How bad’s the throat?”
 
   She opened her mouth to lie, then shrugged. “Bad. Lungs hurt, too,” she croaked. “Just like last spring.”
 
   “Hush.” Banning shrugged out of his seatbelt and went forward. He came back with two bottles of water. “Here. Drink.”
 
   He slumped back into his seat. Leia studied his face. Fatigue mirrored her own.
 
   The pilot approached. “We’re waiting for clearance, then we’ll be off, Ms. Shae.”
 
   “Thanks,” she whispered.
 
   “Am I understanding right? You want to land in L.A., then return to Denver?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “Any reason we can’t land in Denver first? It’d be easier. My crew’s from L.A.”
 
   If Cale found out, he’d ask questions. Leia sighed, damn tired of considering Cale in the equation about where she lived and how. “If that’ll work better, that’s fine.”
 
   “Good enough. I’ll file an amended flight plan and we’ll get in the air.”
 
   Banning raised a brow after the man left. “You’ll have an hour drive from there. Are you sure you’re up to it?”
 
   “I want to go home,” she squeaked, then pulled a blanket from the adjoining seat and covered up. “I just want to go home.”
 
   He may have answered her, but she was already drifting into sleep. When she woke up several hours later, the plane was ready to land in Denver and she was coughing. Her lungs felt like she’d inhaled liquid fire. She looked over at Banning. He had loosened his clothes and still had his eyes closed.
 
   “I think you should let me take you on to Parson Corners.” So much for his eyes being closed.
 
   “I’ll be fine,” she whispered, not acknowledging how hard those words were to get out of a raw throat.
 
    She rose and carefully made her way to the bathroom, masking the shivers from her fever. If Banning figured out how sick she really was, he’d follow along like the watchdog he was. Not that she didn’t like and respect the man, but she was damn tired of being babysat and wanted to be alone.
 
   Back in her seat, she attempted to sit up and act normal. It was the best acting job of her life. Lethargy pulled at her and she fought against lapsing into sleep again. Thankfully, the pilot announced the need for seatbelts, giving her something to do. In a few short moments they were on the ground. It was dark, but clear.
 
   According to the local weather, they were expecting a snow storm before morning, but the roads were bare now. A stroke of luck as far as she was concerned. Out of the jet and into her car—she had one of her own cars permanently available here now—and onto the road would take about twenty minutes. Then she was an hour from home.
 
   When they’d taxied to a stop, Leia rose.
 
   Banning did, too. “Let me get your car warmed up. You wait here.”
 
   She opened her mouth to object, anxious to be on her way, but nothing would come out and it was just as well. Banning gave her an irritated don’t-mess-with-me stare and went up the aisle, muttering under his breath. Something about hard-headed women and this being against his better judgment.
 
   She considered the logistics of what he proposed and knew with the storm coming in that he could potentially get trapped in Parson Corners, in her house. No, it was better if he went on with the flight and let her go on alone.
 
   Fifteen toe-tapping minutes, hacking and coughing, not withstanding, he finally came back aboard. “Car’s at the base of the steps. I’ve loaded your luggage.”
 
   She picked up her purse and started toward him. He didn’t move out of her way, so she looked up at him.
 
   “Be careful on those roads and go to the doctor as soon as you get home.”
 
   She nodded, not able to get any sound out of her vocal cords.
 
   “Call me? Let me know you got there?”
 
   She nodded and stood on tip-toe, lightly kissing his cheek. “Merry Christmas,” she mouthed at him.
 
   He shook his head, looking like he was going to argue with her.
 
   She slipped around him, and went to the top of the plane steps, mouthing thanks to the pilot as he waited for her to deplane. The more she moved the worse she felt, but she plowed through. She’d been lonely for her house, for Carlee’s bright chatter, and desperate to see Zach. The few times she’d been home in this god-forsaken schedule, she’d barely seen him. 
 
   The glimpses had been enough to make her heart plunge to her stomach. Instead of letting go of her stupid infatuation with the man, she was a card carrying member of the absence-makes-the-heart-grow-fonder club.
 
   On the road, she watched the clock, coaxing her body to make it one more mile, one more minute. After a particularly bad bout of coughing, she almost pulled over. Traffic was light, the headlights coming her way had thinned down to practically nothing, and the hypnosis of the road combined with her fever was making focus hard.
 
   Fear stopped her. In the logical part of her brain, she realized how sick she was and she was afraid she’d go to sleep. Instead, she rolled down the windows, ignored the way the cold, cold air stung going in and out of her lungs, cranked the Christmas carols on one of the local stations, and swallowed against a throat that felt swollen twice its size. She tapped the steering wheel, leaned forward, twisted and shifted, mouthed the words to Deck the Halls and coughed some more.
 
   Thirty two minutes later, she saw the lights of Parson Corners and started to cry.
 
   Ten minutes later, she pulled into her street, noting the contrast between the two feet of new snow in the yards and the plowed streets. She stopped in front of her driveway. Her driveway wasn’t clear and the snowplow had made it worse. She couldn’t get her car in the driveway. Suddenly she was ready to collapse, twenty feet from her house. More tears splashed her hand and she dashed them away.
 
   She rubbed her forehead, feeling like cotton was filling her head. She backed the car up and pulled into Zach’s driveway. The lights were on, his driveway cleared, smoke came from the chimney, and she could almost smell the hot chocolate. 
 
   She stumbled from the car and up to the back steps. Removing her glove, she knocked as loud as she could.
 
    Her lungs hurt, hurt, hurt. 
 
   Another bout of coughing had her bending at the knees, her hand on the door for balance. Then the door was gone.
 
   “Leia?” Zach’s deep voice soothed some of her panic. 
 
   Except she couldn’t draw in any air.
 
   “I need help,” she croaked and then passed out in Zach’s arms.
 
   Her last thought was that she should have listened to Banning.
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   CHAPTER EIGHT
 
   Zach caught Leia before she hit the ground. “Wyatt!”
 
   He lifted her into his arms and carried her into the house, not liking the wheezing sound coming from her chest. Her face was flushed and yet she shivered.
 
   Wyatt and Carlee pounded down the stairs.
 
   “What?” Wyatt stopped short in the doorway, then rushed forward to help him. “Call an ambulance?”
 
   “It just went out on a call. Go start my car.”
 
   “Dad? What’s wrong with her?”
 
   He felt her forehead. 
 
   Burning up. 
 
   He bent his head again and listened to her breathing, panic hovering at the base of his spine. He had medical training, but he had no equipment and this was Leia.
 
    His Leia. 
 
   The only thing she had going for her right at this second was the hospital was only two minutes from his house.
 
   “Should I get her a blanket, Dad?”
 
   “Yeah, honey. That would be good.” He didn’t have time to address the fear in her eyes or reassure her.
 
   “Wyatt!” He yelled again. “What is taking so long?”
 
   His brother skidded into the kitchen. “Her car was behind yours. I had to move it. Your car is ready.”
 
   “Stay with Carlee, please.” Zach lifted Leia into his arms.
 
   Carlee came down the stairs two at a time with a blanket in her arms. The two of them followed him as he carried Leia to his car and tucked her into the front seat, covering her with the blanket Carlee had given him. 
 
   He slammed the door, and skidded over his hood to the driver’s side, not needing a stethoscope to tell she was breathing badly. 
 
   “Dad?” He didn’t stop to answer her.
 
   He clamored into the front seat, noted that Wyatt had put his hands on Carlee’s shoulders and pulled her back against him. “I’ll call you as soon as I know anything.” He slammed his door.
 
   Big snowflakes started to fall as he backed out of the driveway. The snow storm they’d been predicting for days had decided to arrive.
 
   He sped to the corner and did a rolling stop, taking a left to get to the hospital. In two short minutes, he’d driven to the small twenty-six bed hospital. 
 
   He pulled around to the emergency side where he knew one doctor and one nurse would be on duty. He jerked to a stop in front of the entrance doors and counted Leia’s breaths. 
 
   Not enough of them. Dammit.
 
   It took another long minute to get out and around to the passenger side.
 
   Edie Perez, the night nurse, met him. “Sheriff?”
 
   “She collapsed. Not breathing well. Where is the doc?”
 
   “With another patient. I’ll get her. Take her into two.”
 
   She pushed the release button to let him carry Leia back to the treatment area. She raced to tell the doctor.
 
    He’d been here plenty of times in an official capacity, and once with Carlee when she’d broken her arm skiing, but never had he felt so helpless and disoriented. Leia felt slight against him, her vitality lost to unconsciousness. He wanted to howl at all the people she had around her and find out how in the hell they could let her get so sick.
 
   He laid Leia on the table, unfastened her coat, and reached for the oxygen.
 
   Edie bustled into the room and took over the job, then loosened Leia’s clothing. Doc Jude was only seconds behind her.
 
   “What have we got, Sheriff?” She took one look at the patient on the table and groaned. “Again?”
 
   He nodded, not trusting his voice not to shake. He stopped to clear his throat. “She collapsed on my doorstep about fifteen minutes ago. Running a fever, not breathing too well.”
 
   “Any vitals?”
 
   He shook his head. “No time. No equipment.”
 
   Edie had already started vitals, while the Doc checked her over. “Where’s she been? Not here in town. Everybody’s talking about how she’s been gone.”
 
   “As near as I can tell, she’s been all over the country, Europe, Afghanistan.” Zach kept his hand laced with Leia’s, the warmth returning to her hand reassured him.
 
   Doc listened to the vitals Edie gave her, then checked over her throat, mouth, and ears while Edie removed Leia’s shoes and socks and loosened the rest of her clothes. 
 
   Finally, Doc took out her stethoscope and listened to Leia’s chest. “Run a full blood panel and some X-rays,” she said to Edie when she’d finished.
 
   “Doc?” Zach tried to still the pounding in his blood, but his body was having none of it. He was about to jump out of his skin. 
 
   He squeezed Leia’s hand, hoping she could sense him there. All his walls were blasted apart, all the reasons for staying away from her seemed trivial and unfounded. She had to be okay.
 
   “She’s worse than last time. She has pneumonia and she’s probably got the flu.”
 
   He couldn’t help it. He rubbed Leia’s hair back from her face, stroking her heated forehead like he did Carlee’s when was sick.
 
   “Get an IV started, Edie. We’ll keep her on the oxygen, and get some antibiotics going.”
 
   Edie left the room to arrange for the tests and get an IV tray.
 
   “We’re going to have to admit her, Zach.” Doc looked up from the chart she was scribbling on.
 
   He nodded, already having figured that out. “Doc, don’t tell anyone she’s here.”
 
   “You ever heard of medical privacy? HIPAA is my middle name,” she answered.
 
   “You know what the press will do if they find out she’s here. She won’t get a minutes peace and neither will anyone else just like last time.” Right now, Zach would rip them to shreds if any of those blood suckers showed up in his town.
 
   Doc watched him for a minute in silence, long enough for him to feel guilty for pushing her. “Now, Zach. When have I ever broken my word to you?”
 
   Zach cupped Leia’s face, reluctant to turn away. He finally gazed at the curiosity and compassion in the doctor’s eyes. “Never, Doc. You’ve never broken your word to me. Sorry, she needs protecting right now.”
 
   “Well, you’re just the man for that job, aren’t you?”
 
   He grimaced. Before he could apologize, Doc left the room.
 
   An orderly came in with Edie and they took Leia to get her X-rays. Edie was adamant about Zach staying behind. “Why don’t you go home, Sheriff? We’ll call you.”
 
   “No. I’ll be right here when you bring her back. I’m not leaving her.”
 
   Edie started to argue with him, then got a good look at his expression—which he was sure was formidable—and shrugged. “Your time. We’re going to admit her into a room.”
 
   “Don’t use her real name.”
 
   Edie stopped mid-stride. “I won’t, I promise.”
 
   He paced the corridor. He took out his cell phone and called home. Carlee answered on the first ring.
 
   “Is she okay?”
 
   “Pneumonia. Maybe the flu.”
 
   “Is she going to be okay?”
 
   “I hope so, but I don’t know yet, sweetheart. She’s going to have to be admitted to the hospital. She’s pretty sick, kiddo. I’ll know more in awhile. Go to bed, baby. I’m going to stay here with her. Let me talk to Wyatt.”
 
   “I love you, Dad. Tell Leia I love her when she wakes up.”
 
   “I will, hon. I love you, too.”
 
   His brother got on the phone.
 
   He cut to the chase. “Can you stay the night?”
 
   “Yeah, no problem. I got this covered. Take care of Leia.”
 
   “That’s exactly what I plan to do.”
 
   Zach hung up and forced himself to find one spot where he could lean against the wall and watch for Leia. As soon as they got her settled, he intended to plant himself by her side at least until she woke up. She was one very sick woman and he did not want her waking up alone in a strange place with people who didn’t care. That would add insult to his already raw emotions and scare her to death. The idea of her being scared without him to protect her he couldn’t stand.
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   Leia surfaced slowly, feeling achy and weighed down. Opening her eyes was an effort—like when you dream and need to wake up but can’t. Something was strapped to her face and her chest felt like the air had been knocked out of her by the NFL’s best lineman.
 
    She ached. God, she ached. 
 
   The sheets were scratchy against her skin—a totally irrelevant thought, but her eyes snapped open as that piece of information processed. 
 
   It took her a minute to focus. Disoriented, she turned left and then right, seeing nothing but white and tubes. 
 
   Hospital.
 
   Fear seized her, crawling across her skin like fire to dry tinder.
 
   Her mother. Hospitals. Death. Slow. Painful.
 
   Tears slipped down her cheeks. How had she gotten here? Where was here? She had no memory, nothing coming to mind except how crappy she’d felt on the plane.
 
   She lifted her hands to feel her face, tearing at the oxygen tube in her nose, hissing as the IV pulled from the movement. Even that movement exhausted her.
 
   “Help me!” But her voice came out a croak that even she couldn’t hear. 
 
   She shivered against the fever, feeling hot and cold simultaneously.
 
   The room was bathed in shadows and utterly empty. Night? Day?
 
   Alone.
 
   She tried to take a breath. It burned, tore at her throat. Thrashing in earnest, she tried to kick off the sheet, to sit up. She wasn’t going to die here.
 
   Tears came in earnest now. Sobs mingled with wheezing. Frustration mounted. She couldn’t get the sheet loose.
 
   Strong hands gripped her arms. “Leia baby, stop.”
 
   Warm fingers clasped hers. His husky voice washed over her, stopping her. She groaned, falling back.
 
   Zach.
 
   “You’re not alone. I’m here,” he crooned. She couldn’t focus on him, couldn’t wipe her tears to see him, could only feel, could only silently beg for comfort, beg for the pain to go away.
 
   He lifted her with gentle hands, shifting the sheet and reinserting the oxygen tube.
 
   She cried out again, the hard plastic an irritant against her nose.
 
   “Shh. Shh. You need it, honey. You can’t take it off.” He rubbed her arms, the touch more comforting than anything she’d felt in a long time. A layer of fear melted away.
 
   “I hurt,” she tried to whisper.
 
   Either he heard her or guessed what she said. “Pneumonia. Doc’s got antibiotics going, but you have to rest. You can’t move around like this.”
 
   She gripped his hands, wanting, needing so much more, wanting to fold into him and never let go.
 
   He read her mind. He settled on the edge of the bed and eased her up against his chest, against the beating of his heart and kissed the top of her head.
 
   “Don’t want to die,” she wheezed out, clutching the hand across her belly.
 
   He stiffened, and loosened his hold for a minute to pull back and look at her. Fierce blue eyes reprimanded her. “You aren’t going to die.” The stark emotion in his eyes settled the last of her panic.
 
   “Feels like it,” she mouthed.
 
   He sagged, pulling her close again. “I know, baby, but tough it out. Don’t quit on me.”
 
   She’d worn herself out with all the moving around. Zach reached for the call button and rang the nurse. She stayed still, struggling to get a breath, clutching him like a teddy bear in a baby’s arms, so desperately glad he was holding her.
 
   “You have to relax, Leia. You’re making it harder for your lungs. You’re all tensed up.”
 
   “Don’t leave me, Zach.” Again she mouthed the words against his shirt, the black flannel comforting against her face. She only had a bare whisper voice.
 
   “I haven’t left, Leia. I’ve been here. I’m sorry I went to get coffee. You weren’t alone five minutes. I’ve been waiting all night to see your pretty eyes.”
 
   The nurse bustled into the room. Leia heard someone, but closed her eyes and nestled against Zach.
 
   Seeing Zach again, talking with him, maybe coaxing him to kiss her again—all those things had been on her list, but not this. She didn’t want Zach here because he felt obligated to take care of her. 
 
   But she couldn’t force herself to whisper the words that would send him away. She needed him, needed somebody to give a damn, somebody who didn’t draw a paycheck from her, or expect an autograph, or want to steal her shoes just because she wore them. 
 
   Zach would help her. He wouldn’t let her down.
 
   Before the nurse could do more than take her temperature, she fell back to sleep—the only way to cope with being so ill.
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   Leia’s cell phone kept chirping.
 
   For the last two hours, it chirped every half hour. He ignored it for awhile because he didn’t want to move off Leia’s bed. Holding her while she slept allowed him to make sure she was breathing, and he wanted her warmth against him. He was tired, and truth be told worried. People died from pneumonia.
 
   The phone chirped again, irritating his last nerve. The nurse had been in three times and scolded him about sitting on the bed with Leia in his arms and making a fuss about how he could use the cot next to the bed.
 
    “She’ll sleep better if you lay her down,” she said the first two times she’d been in the room.
 
   He’d glared and she’d gone away, probably not wanting to deal with the big, bad sheriff. Or at least he hoped so. Truth was Leia was sleeping fine in his arms, much less restless than she’d been during the night.
 
   The cell chirped again.
 
   He studied their position, the IV and oxygen lines, and moved slightly so he could ease Leia down on the mattress. She whimpered in the back of her throat, a pathetic sound that made him want to just screw answering the damn intrusive piece of plastic. 
 
   He stroked her hair, murmuring nonsense to her, and she settled. He slid off the bed and went to the closet, fishing in her jacket for her cell phone.  He pulled up the missed calls and found a dozen from someone named Banning. Who was that?
 
   Before he answered and started giving out information, he wanted to know who he was talking to. He slipped his cell phone off his belt and checked the time. Seven in the morning, but at least it wasn’t earlier. He dialed his daughter and waited for her to answer.
 
    “Dad,” she answered groggily. “Leia okay?”
 
    “Yeah, honey. Do you know who someone that’s calling Leia named Banning?” He couldn’t believe he was having to resort to asking his twelve-year-old daughter.
 
    “Yeah, Dad. It’s her chief of security. Nice man.”
 
    “You’ve met him? When?”
 
    “Right after Leia moved into the house. He came and did a kick-ass security system for her. Or at least that’s what she said.” Carlee yawned. “Can I come see her?”
 
   “Maybe later this afternoon. I’ll call you. Thanks kiddo.”
 
   “Okay.” She hung up on a sigh.
 
   Zach hit the redial on Leia’s phone and waited for the man to answer on the other end.
 
   “Why did you not call me?” The man was furious. “I told you when I let you leave the plane to call me when you got there.”
 
   Zach cleared his throat. “Zach Murphy here.”
 
   Silence.
 
   “Is Leia all right?”
 
   For some reason, Zach was irrationally angry at all the people around her and unreasonably protective. Until he knew more from Leia about this Banning, he wasn’t saying anything that could end up in the tabloids or get used against her.
 
   “She’s sick. Laryngitis,” he said, lowering his voice when Leia shifted in bed.
 
   “Let me talk to her.” The command in his voice told Zach a lot about Banning and he settled a bit.
 
   “A. She’s asleep. B. She has laryngitis and can’t talk. C. I’ll tell her you called. Good enough?” He wanted to ask why the hell the man hadn’t delivered her home last night, but he didn’t. He couldn’t be that presumptuous even if everything in him was screaming for him to be.
 
   “You sure she’s okay?” Suspicion coated Banning’s question.
 
   Zach looked over at Leia’s flushed face. “Yeah, I’m taking good care of her.”
 
   He exchanged phone numbers with the man and hung up. Lying down on the cot after checking Leia again, he refused to contemplate the inherent possessiveness of that phrase.
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   Four days later she still felt like she’d been rolled down a cliff in a go cart. The only difference was she’d finally conquered the panic and had replaced it with irritability. She glanced out the window and watched the snow fall, big intricate flakes that had mounted to another eighteen inches and forced Zach to go back to work and pitch in with his deputies to handle the community.
 
   “It’s your turn, Leia.”
 
   She glanced at Carlee’s move on the Monopoly board. “Want me to roll for you?”
 
   “Sure,” she croaked, disconcerted by the harsh whisper. She missed Zach. She felt connected, safe, cherished when he sat in the chair. Not that she didn’t appreciate Carlee. She did. She understood Zach’s responsibilities and Carlee volunteered to stay with her, too. What more could she ask for? To love them, to belong to them, to have them love her.
 
   Carlee jiggled the dice and gave them a toss, rolling doubles. “Why is it I roll doubles for you?”
 
   Considering that Carlee had a stack of money in front of her rivaling the bank down the street and Leia was almost bankrupt, doubles were really not a good thing. 
 
   She eyed the board as Carlee counted off the squares and desperately tried to quit feeling sorry for herself.
 
   “Pacific with one hotel.” The girl really tried to contain her glee, but her eyes shown like the star on a Christmas tree.
 
   “I concede,” she whispered, leaning back and closing her eyes, swamped in loneliness and desperate to be one place she couldn’t be right now—Zach’s arms.
 
   Carlee gave in gracefully. “Don’t worry. I beat everybody. Except for Uncle Wyatt.” She cracked an eye and contemplated the consternation and utter frustration on the young girl’s face from that fact.
 
    Wyatt had stayed with Leia last night. They’d played Monopoly to pass the time until Zach returned. He cheated. At least she was pretty sure he did, but Carlee wasn’t going to learn that fact from her. It would be far more beneficial for her to figure out how he was doing it on her own.
 
   Carlee picked up the pieces, sorted the money, and meticulously put the game back in its box. When she’d first brought the game, she’d proudly shown Leia every piece of the Deluxe Collector’s edition—given to her by her mother for her birthday last year. Game cleaned up, she wandered to the window and watched the snow fall. “Mom is supposed to come in two weeks. Will the snow stop her?”
 
   Leia shrugged and mouthed an answer at her. “Ask Dad.”
 
   She screwed up her mouth in a mixture of exasperation and sadness. “He’ll just say what he always says. Maybe she will. Maybe she won’t.”
 
   Her imitation was so Zach sounding, Leia smiled.
 
   “Dad said he was going to sneak in some of Aunt Fiona’s chicken noodle soup for dinner. That is so good. I’m starving.”
 
   Leia pointed at the Christmas cookies Zach had brought. “Have one. Hold you over.”
 
   Carlee frowned at her attempt at spoken language, picked up a reindeer and bit off the reindeer’s antlers to express her displeasure. 
 
   Fiona had to have decorated them too. Frankly, she couldn’t see Zach having the patience to use three different colored frostings and sprinkles for the harness and reins. 
 
   Carlee fed her a tiny bite, but her appetite had yet to return and the sugar wasn’t as enticing as she hoped it would be. Would she ever be off the oxygen tube and get the all clear to go home?
 
   Her cell phone chirped. Carlee grimaced and slid off the bed to check it. “Dad said not to answer it, but…” She looked at the display. “Banning.”
 
   “Answer it,” she mouthed, levering herself into a better sitting position.
 
   Carlee answered and identified herself. She listened for a minute. “She’s not supposed to talk.”
 
   She listened again, then held the phone to her chest. “He says you can just listen to him.”
 
   Leia rolled her eyes and put out her hand for the phone. She could croak enough to make herself understood.
 
   She took the phone from Carlee, not letting her see how her hand was shaking from tiredness. “Hello,” she rasped.
 
   “Where exactly are you and what is going on?” The man drew an audible breath of air. “Wait. Don’t talk.”
 
   “Good.” She swallowed. “I. Can’t.” Those few words made her cough and she took a sip of water.
 
    Carlee leaned in to take the phone and she shooed her away. Carlee glared at her and took another cookie, biting off the snowman’s head.
 
   “Talk.” It came out less like a command than she’d hoped.
 
   “Sheriff said you had laryngitis. Suppose I should have listened. But I was worried and he wasn’t real forthcoming with details.”
 
   For that she was grateful. She didn’t want anyone to know how sick she was.
 
   She stayed silent.
 
   “Press is sniffing around. You missed a show. Bishop had a fit. I know you weren’t performing, but you were supposed to make an appearance. He wants to know where you are.”
 
   “No.” She swallowed and took another drink of water. “Nothing. Scheduled.”
 
   “I know that. I told him you’d asked me to keep it quiet, that you were visiting friends. He says your cell is off.” He snorted. “At least he hasn’t figured out you have two.”
 
   “Don’t. Tell.” She was angry at Cale, angry in ways she couldn’t find words to express even if she could talk.
 
   “I won’t tell, but you be careful. Keep a very low profile. Heidi Bowers has you in her sights. She’s covered your non-appearance, using a ton of innuendos about where she thinks you’ve gone.”
 
   “Great.” Weariness seeped over her and she closed her eyes. “Throw. Her. A bone.”
 
   “Distract her, you mean?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “I’ll see what I can do. In the meantime, you rest and get that sheriff to loosen up with the details so I won’t have to badger you for answers when you should be resting. I’m signing off now.”
 
   “Okay. Bye.” She pushed the off button and handed the phone back to Carlee, frustrated with her voice, her health, and her vulnerability.
 
   “Bad news?”
 
   Leia rotated her neck and took a few moments to draw in the oxygen-rich air through her nose. Her lungs didn’t hurt half as bad as they did when she’d first been admitted, but she was a far cry from being better. She shook her head to answer Carlee’s question. Just the same old stuff on another day and boy was she getting fed up with it.
 
   “Nap.” She handed Carlee the remote and pulled the covers around her.
 
   Carlee shoved a chair closer to the bed and sat, flipping through the channels. Looked like Carlee didn’t plan on going anywhere while Leia was under her watch either. Like father, like daughter.
 
   She drifted off, giving into the need for sleep.
 
   She woke some time later to darkness in her room and the smell of soup. Her stomach actually growled.
 
   “That’s what I like to hear.”
 
   She opened her eyes and something deep inside loosened. Zach was back. His lips touched her forehead.
 
   She closed her eyes and reveled in the sweetness of that action, longing for a time when it could be more, when she could actually tell him how she felt. “Missed. You.”
 
   “Don’t talk. It hurts my throat.” He grinned, then scolded. “You really should stay off the phone.” He swept her hair out of her face.
 
   Carlee, that little rat.
 
   “Banning. Reporter. Looking for me,” she mouthed, looking him directly in his stubborn blue eyes.
 
   He drew back, any hint of playful banter gone. “They aren’t going to find you here. There’s no way. I’ve been careful.”
 
   “Me. Too.” She reached up and stroked his face, giving in to that vulnerable need, wanting to feel better so she could touch him, hold him.
 
   He sank to the edge of the bed, mindful of her oxygen. “I talked to the doctor today. She says if you keep improving, you can go home in a couple of days.
 
   She drew a sharp breath that hitched into her lungs.
 
   There was nothing at home except emptiness. There wasn’t Zach there holding her in the night, scolding her, making her feel like she belonged.
 
   She needed his love and his support.
 
   She froze mid-shift in bed. 
 
   She looked over at Zach, easily dishing soup into a bowl. 
 
   The bottom dropped out of her stomach. 
 
   She was in love. 
 
   With everything stripped away, the emotion was so easy to see. She’d been acting on that feeling for months, every decision putting her closer to him without risking the acknowledgment to herself. She’d fallen at first sight, the rightness of his presence beside her in April clicking into place. Yet, she had been holding back because this man would either make her blissfully happy or hopelessly wrecked.
 
   Tears welled and slipped down her face.
 
   Hiding them was as impossible as drawing a full breath of air.
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   CHAPTER NINE
 
    
 
   Zach swiped away the tears at the edge of Leia’s eyes. “I thought you’d be happy.”
 
   “I am,” she mouthed, but her eyes gave her away.
 
   “Liar.” He shifted so he could cup her face. “What’s wrong?”
 
   She shrugged and turned her eyes away, staring out the window.
 
   He floundered for a minute, not sure how to proceed. He just wanted her well and protected. He thought this would make her happy. “Beau’s taking care of getting your driveway cleared. Fiona’s filling the fridge. Carlee went home and gathered a ton of DVDs. She’s ready to go over there now. I told her we had to wait until you were ready. Don’t want the whole town knowing what we’ve planned. No one knows you’re home.”
 
   She turned back to gape at him. Finally, she mouthed at him. “You’re going home with me?”
 
   “Of course I’m going home with you. You are much better, but you’re not going to be alone. Can’t have you collapsing on my doorstep again.”
 
   The look on her face said it all. She’d expected him to abandon her once she was released. Didn’t say much for her friends, or for him for that matter if she didn’t know that he wouldn’t do that.
 
   He shifted to sit in the chair beside the bed so he could see her face. “As sheriff, it’s my responsibility to make sure you’re okay, much the same as I do for Grannie Dunn. As your friend, I want to protect you and give you someone to lean on for a bit. Anything wrong with that?”
 
   She shook her head, but her face still suggested she was miserable with his answers. “If you want to do something else, just tell me.”
 
   She closed her eyes. It wasn’t long before he was listening to her deep breathing. He leaned back in the chair, one that was too comfortable for a hospital chair and closed his eyes, too. Between Carlee, work, the weather, and the hospital for Leia, he wasn’t getting as much sleep as he needed either. He gave an involuntary yawn and wondered what he could have said to make her happy with the arrangements.
 
   You might have told her how much you care about her.
 
   But he shied away from that simple answer, trying to rebuild walls, any walls to protect something he wasn’t sure he was ready for.
 
   He hadn’t slept long when he heard the bed squeaking and he looked up to find Leia dangling on the side. He shot out of the chair like a bobsled down an icy run. “What are you doing?” He gripped her arm to steady her.
 
   “Nurse….dangle,” she croaked. “Strength up.”
 
   He helped her ease back down on the bed. She was shaking like a newborn puppy away from its mother. “There’s no need for strength. Wheelchair takes you to my truck. My truck takes you to your driveway. I carry you to your bed in a warm house with a big pot of Aunt Fiona’s chicken noodle soup on the stove, and you rest some more with Carlee and I at your beck and call. Simple.”
 
   Leia closed her eyes, sagging against the pillows.
 
   Zach sighed. Simple. Not so much.
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   Leia stood under the spray of the shower and calculated how long she had before Zach got back and yelled at her for being out of bed. Seriously, over the last week the man had made so many rules about what she could and couldn’t do and what she should and shouldn’t eat, she was ready to bean the sheriff with her guitar.
 
   The first few days she was too blasted tired to complain. Sleeping night and day had her internal clock all messed up. She desperately needed a new routine. Yeah, she got that she’d exhausted herself to sickness, that she hadn’t stood up for herself and stopped it. But the man running her professional life had contributed to her current situation. She’d learned her lesson and didn’t need another man running her life. She could manage by herself.
 
   Only problem with all that bluster? Her knees weren’t agreeing. While the hot water pounding on her felt like sin under a waterfall, her knees were shaking and her head spinning.
 
   All her arguments would mean nothing if Zach came back and found her passed out in the shower. The wheezing from her lungs when she exerted herself still didn’t sound pretty and she didn’t even want to fathom the lectures.
 
   She gingerly shampooed her hair and rinsed, then twisted the shower off and carefully opened the door. She wrapped a towel around her and took the pressure off her knees by sinking to the toilet seat. Toweling dry her hair and slipping into a clean night shirt was beyond her.
 
   “What the hell are you doing?” Zach’s voice through the closed door rang with irritation. She didn’t even have enough energy left to be startled.
 
   “I’m fine,” she rasped, her voice on the mend.
 
   The door swung open and slapped against the wall. “Sure you are.” He looked tired. He looked grumpy. He looked concerned and sexy and smelled good, too. Female parts that should have been dormant from exhaustion and sickness took a long, sensuous shiver.
 
   “I have to get out of bed sometime.”
 
   Zach crossed his arms and leaned against the doorway, his gaze stuck completely on her face. “I agree. Just not when I’m not in the house. You know how many people die in the shower?”
 
   She licked her lips. “No. How many?”
 
   He grimaced. “Smart ass. About 16,000 deaths a year from falling.”
 
   She gaped at him. “I’m not even going to ask how you know that.”
 
   “I’m a sheriff and an emergency medical technician. You need help getting dressed?”
 
   He said it so innocently with a heavy dose of professionalism. Those shivery parts were starting to be offended that his eyes hadn’t at least strayed to her legs or her breasts. Then she realized he was trying too hard. Unfortunately, she wasn’t feeling strong enough or sassy enough to take advantage or she’d drop her towel and see what kind of reaction she got.
 
   “No, I can manage.” She gripped her towel with one hand and reached across the counter top with the other for her clean night shirt.
 
   Zach hesitated a moment, then shut the door. “I’ll be waiting out here.”
 
   Implied was that he expected her to fall and he’d have to jump to the rescue. Again she was tempted to tease him, but the reality of falling was just a bit too near for peace of mind.
 
   She dropped the towel and struggled to get her night shirt over wet hair. In the time she’d chattered with him, her body had dried, but her hair was another matter. She pulled the shirt in place and bent to towel her hair and started to cough from the exertion.
 
   The door popped open. “Come on. I’ll help you to bed.”
 
   She gave him a “do-you-mind” stare that he ignored, and before she could grab her brush, he lifted her and carried her to the bed. “Next time, wait for me. What did you think washing your hair? It’s six degrees outside.”
 
   He stomped over to the thermostat and turned the dial.
 
   She finally managed to contain her coughing. “I’m not going out in six degrees. It’s warm enough in here. I needed a shower, Zach, and it’s time I was out of this bed.” The pleasure at having stood under such a hot, stimulating spray was rapidly dissipating under the ogre’s glare.
 
   “Yesterday, the doctor said your lungs still rattle like a Gatling gun. You need to take it easy. Fiona dropped off more soup and some homemade bread.” He didn’t wait for her to respond, but left the room. Probably to bring her a tray.
 
   The only thing about being so sick that didn’t suck was Fiona’s cooking. For sure, she could understand why the woman had become famous. But this eating in bed thing had to go. It took longer than she wanted for her to find some sleep pants, her slippers and a robe. It would have helped if she hadn’t been coughing every two minutes. She grabbed her brush and followed him down the hall to the kitchen and heard him on the phone.
 
   “I’m not being that way, Denise.” He stood at the stove, juggling the cell phone and ladling some soup. “I just want to make sure you are coming this time. I don’t like you making commitments to Carlee that you don’t keep.”
 
   Leia debated disappearing back to her room, but she probably wouldn’t make it without having to sit down which would still leave her within earshot. Anyway, she still didn’t want to eat in bed. 
 
   This conversation would explain why Zach had been so grumpy for the last few days. She’d asked him a couple times and he’d refused to talk. Seems it was okay for her to unload on him, but not the other way around and that just wasn’t going to work for her. She’d had a lot of time in that bed when she wasn’t sleeping to wonder about her feelings for him and where this could possibly go. Of course, she didn’t reach any conclusions because Zach was working twice as hard as her pneumonia at keeping her in bed alone and at an arm’s length. She slipped onto a stool at the breakfast bar.
 
   “When have you done that? Are you serious, Denise? Let’s talk August when you planned to take her for two weeks to California. You bailed. How about her birthday in June? You bailed.”
 
   Leia shivered at his scathing tone.
 
   “I’m sure she doesn’t understand why breaking news stories come before your plans. She just hides how upset she is from you. So from now on, don’t tell her you’re coming unless you truly are. That’s all I ask.” Zach dropped the ladle and rubbed the bridge of his nose.
 
   A long stretch of silence followed. Zach’s shoulders stiffened more and more as the silence continued.
 
   “Fine. I’ll tell Beau to reserve you a suite at the lodge.” He pulled the phone away and stared, then dropped it on the counter. “Figures.”
 
   He turned to stare at her, apparently more than aware that she’d entered the room. “She hung up on me. Guess she didn’t like the rules.”
 
   Leia had her own feelings about Zach’s rules, but not when it came to Carlee. This topic, though, she wasn’t going to wade into. “Soup smells good. Can I please eat at the counter?”
 
   He gave her a half-smile. “That hurt much?”
 
   “Yeah, actually it did. It is my house. I should get to make some of the rules.”
 
   Zach tipped his head and gave her a hard stare. “Just don’t fall off the stool.”
 
   Leia snorted. “That’s it?”
 
   “I’m not unreasonable,” he answered, sliding her soup in front of her. “Just protective.”
 
   As hell. 
 
   But she didn’t say it.
 
   “Where is Carlee?”
 
   “Friend’s house. Staying for dinner.”
 
   Leia stirred the thick potato soup, watching the bits of ham and potato roll off the spoon. “I suppose my secret is out.”
 
   “Around town, yeah. Kinda hard not to be with Grannie Dunn living on the corner.”
 
   “She’s a good neighbor. No press?”
 
   Zach snorted. “She’s a vigilant neighbor. Her and her Remington. Thirty years younger and she’d have my job.” He walked back to the stove and removed a loaf of bread from the oven. “No press. Yet.”
 
   She blew on her soup. “Where’s my cell phone?”
 
   He took a knife and sliced the bread. He stopped to dish himself some soup and then brought all the items to the breakfast bar. “I have your cell phone. Banning calls a dozen times a day.”
 
   “I don’t suppose you’d give it to me.”
 
   “Sure.” He rounded the counter and pulled out a stool. “After we eat.”
 
   She silently gazed at him. When he reached for his spoon, she eased her hand over top of his. His hand froze, lifeless under hers, yet warm.
 
   “Thank you. I know this hasn’t been easy, but I’m fine now. You don’t have to protect me,” she whispered.
 
   He looked at her, somber. “When you can sing again without wheezing, I’ll stop.”
 
   She nodded and squeezed his fingers. “Okay, but at least let me deal with Banning.”
 
   The mulish expression on his face suggested he would refuse, instead he turned his hand and squeezed hers back. “Deal. Eat.”
 
   He released her hand and pulled away, taking a bite of soup. “I haven’t told Carlee about her mother yet. I’d appreciate it if you didn’t share that.”
 
   She picked up her spoon, her fingers tingling. “No problem.”
 
   Zach was a man of many silences and this was no exception. He steadily ate his soup, eagle-eyeing her every bite. If this has been a date, it would have been an utter failure. But it wasn’t a date. If she was reading his vibe right, he wasn’t interested. And yet he kept staring at her lips.
 
   The urge to protect herself emotionally warred with the dare to risk. She’d ventured forth with her voice and made herself a superstar, and yet emotionally as a woman, she’d always played it safe. The tabloids said otherwise, but the truth was Leia may have dated, but she didn’t share herself with all that many. 
 
   If she could believe his actions, Zach wasn’t tempted in the least by her, a thought that burned her feminine pride to crispy critters. Why was she so tempted by him? Why did she have to fall in love with a man who played things so close emotionally?
 
   “Looks like pretty weighty thoughts,” he rasped out, then cleared his throat. “Not good for the digestion.”
 
   She swallowed crooked and coughed. “Not good for the digestion? That does not sound like you.”
 
   “Aunt Fiona, actually. It’s her favorite saying. Nothing is good for the digestion that doesn’t include laughter and merry making.”
 
   She frowned at the edge of bitterness behind the happy words.
 
   “Did you grow up with your aunt?” She knew pitifully little about his family, little about each other for that matter.
 
   “Yeah, I was ten when my parents were killed. We lived with Fiona from that point on.”
 
   Leia took a sip of water. “Must have been nice to be able to stay together.”
 
   He gave her a long look, reticent as always. “Yeah, it was good.”
 
   They ate in silence then, frustrating Leia no end. Her voice wouldn’t let her talk non-stop to fill the gaps so she had to be content
 
   Aggravated with the man, she finished off her soup along with the crusty bread. She glanced at the apple juice he’d put in front of her. “Any chance a girl could get a cup of coffee?”
 
   Zach quirked a brow at her. “You really want to be up all night?”
 
   Her mind flashed over to what they could do with those all night hours and she shivered, anticipation licking over her senses. 
 
   She silently sighed. 
 
   Wouldn’t happen. The man’s heart was sealed with a closed sign. If the last week was any indication he had a heavy dose of responsibility and no plans to treat her any other way than a little sister which disgusted her no end. Hell, the only thing she was sure of was her feelings. His were nebulous, unspoken, and colored with glances and angry calls with Carlee’s mother.
 
   She didn’t have the energy right now to push him. “Physically, I don’t think anything could keep me awake all night right now, so you don’t have anything to worry about, Sheriff.” The title was more for her than him, but it made him appraise her, the silence going deep until she thought she’d scream.
 
   “Fine. I’ll make you some.”
 
   “Thank you. Can I have my phone now?”
 
   Zach shoveled the last of his soup into his mouth, then rose and went to the pegs by the back door. He fished her cell phone out of his pocket and slid it across the counter to her. He lifted his bowl and filled it with more soup, then put the coffee pot to perking.
 
   The phone rang in her hand.
 
   She jumped, teetering on her stool and slapped her hand to her chest. Her racing heart making her lightheaded. “Geesh.”
 
   Zach smirked. “Told you. He calls almost every hour. I’m about to shoot the damn cell phone.”
 
   “He’d only come up here.” She cleared her fragile throat and answered. “I’m alive. You can stop now.”
 
   “Well, hell. I was beginning to wonder.” Banning’s aggrieved tone reeked with frustration.
 
   “I’m fine. Getting back on my feet,” she rasped out.
 
   “You don’t sound fine.”
 
   “A week ago I couldn’t even talk, so this is a huge improvement. Has Cale said anything?”
 
   “Lucky for you he’s gone on a cruise for the holidays. He asked about you before he left, but I told him you were still taking some down time with friends and didn’t want anyone to know where you were.”
 
   Leia snorted. “He settled for that again?”
 
   “Nope. I just didn’t give him anything else.”
 
   “I’m giving you a raise, just so you know.”
 
   He was silent for a long moment, reminding her of the strong silent type that defined Zach. “I don’t do this for the money. Somebody needs to have your back. I’m qualified for the job.”
 
   Zach put a cup of coffee in front of her and she couldn’t help visually tracing the lines of his face, tough, lean, and tired.
 
   “Thanks, Mark. I appreciate that more than you’ll know.”
 
   He sighed. “You shouldn’t have let him run you like that. You should just tell him about the house there, what you want. This is your career, your life.”
 
   “I know. I will. When I’m stronger. I do need one thing.”
 
   “Name it.”
 
   “Can you go by my house in Beverly Hills and make sure it’s closed and locked up tight?”
 
   “All ready did so. Changed your maid service, kept the lawn and pool service and had the locks changed to all the doors with a new security code.”
 
   She slumped in her chair. “Cale know yet?” He used her house more than she did to entertain, to impress.
 
   “Nope. He’ll figure it out when he gets back from his trip. Until then, it’s secure.”
 
   “Thank you.” She had no idea how much the notion bothered her of Cale having access to her house with his random slew of party friends. She’d have to think about this. It was just one more chink in the armor of their relationship. 
 
   Sadness overwhelmed her. There had been a time when she turned to him for everything and now she couldn’t talk to him. The notion shattered her inside, making the wound weep.
 
   Zach reached across the bar and touched her hand, pulling her out of her morose thoughts. She gave him a small smile.
 
   “Well, I’ll quit calling so much now that I’ve talked to you.”
 
   “I’m resting, I promise. I have my phone back. You can get me whenever you need to. I'll be back on my feet soon. Merry Christmas.”
 
   “Merry Christmas, Leia. Call if you need me. Tell that Sheriff to keep an eye on you.”
 
   “I will.” She disconnected and carefully laid the phone by her coffee cup. Lifting her eyes, she gazed at Zach’s deep blue eyes, drawing some of his strength.
 
   “Problems?”
 
   She took a sip of her coffee and damn near groaned. The man looked like sex on a stick and his coffee was lust inspiring delicious. She took another sip, and another and couldn’t help the groan this time. “Good coffee, Sheriff. And nothing new.”
 
   “Don’t dwell on it. Nothing to be done right now except rest, eat, and get well.”
 
   He had a way of reducing things to the smallest common denominator and for that she appreciated his insight. Her fingers trembled and she set her mug down.
 
   “Guess I’m ready for more rest.” She eyed the hall, not sure she could walk all the way back to her bedroom. The deep pillows of her navy tweed sofa called to her. “You mind propping me on the sofa? I’m sick of my room.”
 
   He watched her for a minute. “Finish your coffee. I’ll get some blankets.”
 
   Ten minutes later, he helped her to the sofa. For a brief, breath-holding moment, he looked like he’d lift her and carry her, then thought better of it. She wasn’t sure whether to be gladdened by the confidence in her wellness or saddened by the robbery of the skin contact.
 
   He hovered, though, and helped her tuck a blanket around her legs and handed her the remote. “More coffee?”
 
   “Yes, please.”
 
   He took her mug and filled it, then quickly cleared and washed the dishes. When he came back to the living room, she’d turned on a classic movie channel and started watching Miracle on 34th Street, the older version. He sat down in the chair opposite her.
 
   He ran a finger around the neck of his flannel shirt. “Uh, something I’ve been meaning to talk to you about.”
 
   She glanced at him and stifled a big yawn. “What?”
 
   “Carlee thinks you want a Christmas tree.” That wasn’t what she thought he was going to say, and yet the statement struck her, stirring nostalgia and grief and hope.
 
   “I did, but I don’t have one or any decorations for that matter. It’s too late.”
 
   “I figured and it’s not too late.”
 
   She sighed, tears filling her eyes. She hated admitting her weakness. “I don’t have the energy for that, Zach.” She missed her mother so much and when she’d bought this house, she’d had plans to revive those memories and the traditions.
 
   “Hence, why Carlee wants Beau and I to go buy you some and to have a little party here on Saturday to decorate. Ten days to Christmas and you have no tree and no outside decorations.”
 
   She’d stood on the corner in October when she’d bought the house and imagined putting up decorations, of covering every eave, every tree, every railing with lights. Of a big Christmas tree in the front window. But she’d been so busy she hadn’t taken the time to make that particular vision come true. Her throat filled with emotions so deep she couldn’t sort it all out.
 
   “If you hate the idea, we can leave it.”
 
   She had to clear her throat several times before she could get out an answer. “I don’t hate the idea. I love it, actually. Does the hardware store have lights left?”
 
   “Maybe. If not, we can get Wyatt to buy the lot in Denver and make a trip.”
 
   The hopeful idea combined with all his family was willing to do for her did bring the tears. She quelled them as best she could but a few slipped out and down the side of her face. She reached up to wipe them away, hoping he hadn’t seen.
 
   Zach saw any way. “Tears?”
 
   “Tired. Leave it to Carlee to figure out what I’d hoped to do.”
 
   “She’s a smart young woman.”
 
   Leia smiled. “Yes, she is. I’d wanted lights on all the trees, railing, eaves and a tree in the window, but I figured after that last commitment before the holidays I’d have time. Guess that was poor planning, huh?”
 
   “The collapse part or the decoration part?” He gave her a crooked grin.
 
   She snorted, then went silent. “I hate to ask. You’re already doing so much for me.”
 
   “You didn’t ask. We volunteered. Live or fake?”
 
   Her eyes went to the large paned window. “Live, I think.”
 
   “Figures. Just had to force me to get the axe out.” He grinned.
 
   “If it’s too much trouble.” Her voice trailed off; she was more than aware of how her life had overtaken his.
 
   He leaned forward, all trace of humor off his face. “Teasing, honey. I’ll go out to Slim’s tree farm and get one. No fuss. No problem.”
 
   Her eyes went to the window again, the vision dancing in her head just like sugar plums.
 
   He cleared his throat. “I have to go get Carlee now. The two of you can plan the decorations and tell me what you want to buy. Sound good?”
 
   She nodded, her eyes tracing back to him as he rose. She wasn’t sure who was more surprised when he stepped forward, leaned down and put a finger under her chin. 
 
   His lips settled on hers. A peck would have translated the warmth and caring of the offer and the friendship they’d developed. This was neither warm nor caring. Hot, firm and demanding, his lips caressed hers. Gentle questing lips tasted, savored, revealed. 
 
   A bolt of heat flashed through her, of want so deep she trembled with it. It took another few seconds for her brain to catch up and she lifted her hand, pushing her fingers up his chest to rest on his heart, felt the racing beat and softened her lips against his. 
 
   He groaned and pulled away, sucked in a deep breath and dropped his hands.
 
   She’d kill him if he apologized.
 
   He didn’t. He didn’t look at her either, just strode to the kitchen, jammed his cowboy hat on his head, forced arms through the sleeves of his ski jacket and walked out the door.
 
   She touched her hand to her lips.
 
   Just went to prove that America’s Favorite Rock Star didn’t know a damn thing about what went on deep inside Zach Murphy.
 
   But she wanted to, oh God yes, she wanted to.
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   Zach swore as he slammed his truck door. He swore when he turned the corner to Carlee’s friend’s house. He swore when he pulled up to the curb and put his truck in park.
 
   He shouldn’t have sat and watched Leia enjoy his coffee or watch her squirm around to get comfortable, or drowned in the emotion in her eyes when he suggested the Christmas tree.
 
   He’d been doing a pretty damn good job of containing this unhealthy, unwanted, unneeded attraction to a woman who was so wrong, so out of his league, and too damn beautiful, talented, and giving for the likes of him. He closed his heart after Denise. If his bed was cold, if sometimes at night he wondered if there wasn’t more to this thing called life—well, no one knew it but him.
 
   Then he went and kissed her. That hand trembling over his heart, those soft lips yielding, the naked vulnerability in her eyes….
 
   He swore again and gripped the steering wheel, more than aware that his jeans were too tight, that need was seeping into every pore and if anyone popped out at him and said “boo”, he’d crawl out of his skin. 
 
   He never wanted so bad to lay down with a woman, just wrap himself around her so she had no need for that blanket and watch that Christmas movie, put his nose in her neck and breath deep of the warmth and vitality. He wanted to gaze at her for hours. He wanted her voice back. He wanted her strong. He would die to hear her sing, just for him. He wanted her under him in bed, those sexy fingers scratching him up and he wanted to tell the world she was his.
 
   Fear scraped over the fantasy, pushing and shoving at his volatile emotions, leaving him raw and shaking. He reached for his gloves and put them on.  
 
   He should not have kissed Leia. The last few days she’d looked like a woman, not an icon. That left him struggling. He could not leave himself that vulnerable to anyone again. His world was right and under his control. He worked hard to keep it that way after his parents died, after Denise had left him with Carlee.
 
   Leia represented wildness and unfettered daring.
 
   He had a daughter.
 
   He had a town.
 
   He had a list of what he wanted in a woman and Leia didn’t qualify.
 
   Too bad his brain, his body, his heart was telling him something different—but he knew. He knew himself deep down. He had no illusions. She wouldn’t fit long term. And contemplating an affair just to get in bed with her would be a disaster because his heart would tie him up and he’d never get free.
 
   Dammit—she had to be a rock star. She couldn’t be the girl-next-door.
 
   She’d take you for a wild ride. You’d never be bored.
 
   But where would he be when she dropped him and left? Just like his parents, just like Denise.
 
   Devastated. Lonely. Broken.
 
   Maybe the third time wasn’t really a charm. Maybe he wouldn’t be able to pick up the emotional pieces and he’d destroy his peace of mind, destroy the little bit of comfort and contentment he’d managed to achieve.
 
   That made beautiful, sexy Leia just not worth the risk. That was a damn shame.
 
   He rubbed at his heart as he opened his truck door, and accepted the blast of cold, arctic air into his lungs. In measured steps up the walk to the front door, he noted Carlee glancing out the window at him as she got her coat on, and contemplated.
 
   How long before he had Leia on her feet and back to her life?
 
   How long could he hold out against the sweet lure of her?
 
   Or was he already on the path to destruction?
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   CHAPTER TEN
 
    
 
   Leia smiled happily from the sofa.
 
   Zach, Carlee, Fiona, Beau, Wyatt and Ryder descended on her mid-day Saturday with an SUV full of Christmas decorations and a tree tied to the top.
 
   They’d rushed thru the door, hugging and teasing. Fiona made hot chocolate. Beau and Zach wrestled the tree into the house and bickered while setting it up and stringing the lights. Watching them combined with the pine aroma from the tree soothed in a way she didn’t try to define. 
 
   A fire crackled in the fireplace thanks to Ryder. Christmas music played on satellite radio, Wyatt’s contribution. The ornaments were put on the coffee table and floor near the sofa so Leia didn’t have to lean to get to them. She carefully unwrapped them and handed them to Carlee, who hummed along to the radio as she put ornaments on the tree. Leia itched for her guitar and for her voice to be back so she could sing some festive Christmas songs to match the occasion. Alas, her singing voice was still absent.
 
   Fiona puttered in the kitchen, succulent smells of roasting chicken and chocolate cake lingering, enticing in the air. Her stomach growled and she almost laughed. This was the first time in weeks she felt hungry, anticipated a good meal and wanted to sing. This was the first time in weeks she’d dressed and felt up to conversation and socializing. Granted, she had her slippers on and was wearing a warm-up suit with no makeup and her hair in a pony tail. Progress felt good.
 
   The men were outside stringing lights, arguing about where to plug in and tossing random snowballs at each other like little brothers at play. 
 
   Incongruous was Zach’s badge and pager on the counter near the phone. On call again. Did the man never rest?
 
   “My mom called this morning. She’s coming for Christmas.” Carlee plunked down next to her and fingered the ornaments, gauging the tree.
 
   She fumbled, not sure what to say. Carlee’s matter-of-fact statement was at odds with the tenseness in her young body. “What will you do while she’s here? Ski? Shop?”
 
   “Probably both. Last time,” she frowned, “she took me to the spa at the ski resort. That was fun.”
 
   The statement was made as if Carlee thought it was expected of her to show support for her Mom’s ideas and that flayed at Leia. She got the sense that Carlee would rather have been on the slope.
 
   “You ski a lot, don’t you?”
 
   “Yeah, Uncle Beau takes me.” She brushed her hair out of her face and then picked up several glass ornaments and walked to the tree. “Did you know Uncle Beau used to ski competitively? He thinks I’m good enough to do that, too. Dad says we’ll talk about it. That usually means no.” She frowned again.
 
   “Does your mom like to ski?”
 
   “No.”
 
   The flat statement said it all. She shifted against her pillows. “Well, I think skiing competitively is a pretty big decision. It’ll take hours of practice every day and probably will cost a bit of money, so maybe your dad just wants to think about it for a bit. He is a pretty good judge of things. Have a little faith.” Leia toyed with an ornament, feeling left in the dark by this conversation.
 
    Once again the gap of what she knew about Zach, Carlee and his family reared an ugly head. She may be crazy about the man, but she knew next to nothing about his thoughts and feelings. Wasn’t that just a recipe for disaster?
 
   Carlee fingered a Santa on skis. “I love the slopes, racing down the hills. It’s like freedom. Takes me away from all my problems. Uncle Beau wants to take me to a ski resort in Denver for some classes for my Christmas present. It starts next Tuesday, but Dad said he had to think about that, too.” She came back over and plopped on the sofa. “Next weekend Mom will be here. Dad says that’ll make things awfully busy.”
 
   “Well maybe your Dad doesn’t want you too tired for your Mom’s visit.”
 
   “If she even comes,” Carlee muttered under her breath.
 
   Tough to listen to the kid being so cynical at her age, but probably with just cause. But she didn’t want to contribute to any negativity.
 
   “Well, I think it’s the Christmas season, and it’s the time to believe. Maybe if you promise to get your rest, do your chores, and be a good kid, Dad will do the Santa thing and say yes.”
 
   Carlee rolled her eyes. “I haven’t believed in Santa since second grade.”
 
   “Your loss.” She arched a brow—she believed in the Santa sentiment, even after she’d discovered he wasn’t real; she’d taken great pleasure out of stuffing her Mom’s stockings and surprising her with lots of things around Christmas—chores, songs, and food.
 
   She leaned back and closed her eyes. “I remember once before my mom died. I was about ten. Already knew there wasn’t a Santa, but it was the first time I realized that there was usually nothing in my Mom’s stocking on Christmas Day, or at least stuff I know she bought herself.” She opened her eyes and gazed at Carlee.
 
   “Yeah, Uncle Beau and I stuffed my dad’s last year. It was fun.”
 
   Leia stalled at the thought of stuffing Zach’s stocking.
 
   “So did you get stuff for your mom’s?” Carlee prompted.
 
   “Yeah, I had some singing money that I used. Mom found out I’d used it right before Christmas. It was supposed to go in my savings account and she got real mad at me when I wouldn’t tell her what I spent it on.” Leia giggled. “Wasn’t she surprised to have an overfull stocking on Christmas morning. She cried.”
 
   Carlee shrugged. “Dad’s always had family that surprised him.”
 
   Exasperated, Leia leaned forward. “That’s not the point. When you care about people, you do for them. That’s what Christmas is about.”
 
   Carlee opened her mouth, then snapped it shut again. She frowned and rose from the chair, taking a handful of ornaments to the tree. When she came back, Leia tried again.
 
   “Give your dad some room about this skiing thing. He of all people understands you and how important this is. If he says no, it will be for a really strong reason.”
 
   Carlee lips flattened. “I don’t have a choice. I hate not being old enough to make my own decisions.”
 
   Leia patted her hand. “Well, even when you are, it sometimes isn’t any picnic. Remember that.”
 
   The front door blew open and the men came in with a flurry of cold and flakes.
 
   Zach’s cheeks were red, his hat in his hand and his hair swept in disarray across his head. She wanted to use her fingers to tousle it. She wanted to kiss those cheeks and down to his mouth. She wanted to sidle right up to him and get him warm.
 
   His expression changed from playful to smoldering in the crackle of the logs. Leia’s breath snagged right between breath and release. 
 
   God, he was gorgeous and so damn hot. 
 
   Their kisses flashed over her and she wanted everyone gone so they could do it again. 
 
   His eyebrows rose, as if he read her mind, and she flushed, the hot and cold of it skating across nerves like the chanting after an exceptional concert. Her fingers trembled slightly and she stuffed them beneath her legs to hide the tell-tale sign. 
 
   Zach grinned.
 
   “It’s starting to snow again.” Wyatt took off his gloves. “You should come see the lights, Leia. You can credit my skill at supervising for the utter perfection in the yard.”
 
   Zach and Ryder snorted.
 
   Beau slapped Wyatt with his hat. Snow flew. “Right. You were the one that wanted one of us to climb the trees like a damn monkey.”
 
   “I’ll concede that misstep, but I own a restaurant, after all. I tell people what to do all day long. You guys are a good crew. You can have a job any day.”
 
   Beau put an arm around Wyatt’s neck. “I have a job, bro. I sell real estate and manage a ski resort. The lights along the sidewalk were my idea. Gave the whole thing cohesion.”
 
   Ryder held up his gloved hand. “Hold it a sec. I’m still back on the supervising thing. I run a law firm, buddy. Zach’s a sheriff. Beau deals with skiers of questionable reasoning skills every damn day. I’d say our supervising talents are much stronger than the restaurant skills you put on the table.”
 
   Carlee sat next to Leia and grinned. Fiona had come out of the kitchen and watched the byplay with an indulgent twinkle in her eye.
 
   “They do this all the time?” Leia whispered to Carlee.
 
   She nodded. “Oh yeah.”
 
   Wyatt shook his head and stuffed his gloves in the pocket of his coat. “Nope. Your skills suffer from the dumbed down affect. “
 
   Ryder pulled back and raised a brow. “Dumbed down affect?”
 
   “Well, if they weren’t in some kind of problem, they wouldn’t need you, which implies a questionable thought process. Beau’s last blonde proves my point there.”
 
   “Hey, watch it.” Beau shrugged out of his coat, then slapped Wyatt with his scarf.
 
   Wyatt laughed and moved away, taking off his own outer gear.
 
   “So why aren’t you blasting Zach? I’d say his job defines questionable thought processes.” Ryder shrugged out of his coat and hung it up. The blue and white checkered flannel shirt molded against muscles that belied the idea that he sat behind a desk all day long.
 
   Wyatt hung his black ski jacket on the peg and stamped his boots on the rug. “He rescues cats from trees, walks small kids home and… carries a gun. He gets a pass.”
 
   Zach smirked and walked forward to the sofa and held out his hand to help Leia up.
 
   Fiona moved from the doorway. “Well, I do believe it was Wyatt who decided to jump from the roof into a bank of snow and broke his arm, right? How old were you again?”
 
   Wyatt slung an arm around her shoulder. “You wound me, woman. You bring up the indiscretions of my ill-spent youth in front of my brothers? I believe it was you on the ground encouraging me to try.”
 
   She slapped his arm. “I was not. I knew you were going to do it anyway so I let you learn the hard way. Damn stubborn child.”
 
   Leia flipped off the blanket and struggled to rise, sucking in a breath when Zach’s hand closed around her elbow. His fingers were chilled, but the skin-to-skin contact made her stomach flip. She let him help her to the window. The other men continued their good natured ribbing while waiting like anxious little boys for her reaction to their work.
 
   She peeked at Zach from the corner of her eyes, but he was looking out the window and actually smiling. “Looks pretty good, doesn’t it?”
 
   She turned her attention to her yard and swallowed, tears flashing across her eyes. “My God, it’s beautiful. Just like I pictured it.” She couldn’t see it all, of course, but tonight after dark, she would don some boots and a coat and go out to the end of her driveway and look. Zach’s coddling be damned.
 
   She breathed through her nose for a bit, gaining control over her leaky eyes and then turned, slipping an arm around Zach’s waist. “Thank you. Thank you all.”
 
   Fiona had moved to another window to take a peek. She stood with her arm around Carlee. “Damn fine job, boys. Damn fine. Let’s eat and warm up.”
 
   If she savored that meal a little more than others, if she participated in the teasing and the discussion with relish, if her eyes darted to the window more than a few dozen times and basked in the thrill of the beauty, it was all right. Zach’s warmth next to her caused a heat wave across her skin, that was okay too. 
 
   Because this was going to be her family. 
 
   He was going to be hers. Hers. 
 
   The connection, the rightness felt meant to be, much like the feeling she’d had when little about her singing. Nothing had stopped her when she made up her mind.
 
   How long would it take to convince Zach?
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   The gleam in Leia’s eyes was making him nervous. Yes, she had a good deal to be pleased with. The lights were strung, the house looked like a home now, and yet that wasn’t what had her nearly simmering in her chair. For once, he damned his family. Wanted them all gone. Wanted to strip this woman and lay with her, heart to heart, whispering in the dark.
 
   He was on the cusp of something, teetering, a fall imminent. He should pull back. He would pull back. 
 
   In a minute. 
 
   Beau gave him a look from across the table. He’d noted Leia’s flushed cheeks and animation, too.
 
   Go after her or I will.
 
   The challenge hovered between them. Green-eyed monster jealousy raged. His brother would find himself stranded half-way up the mountain on a snowy, frost-bitten day in hell if he even thought of trying. He glared, trying to translate the message. 
 
   Beau grinned, damn him.
 
   Fiona and Wyatt bickered about a recipe’s ingredients and whether it was healthy enough for a new cookbook Wyatt was producing. Ryder had his eye on the television. The movie over, the news had come on. He rose to turn the volume up.
 
   Zach wanted to ignore it, but when he heard ‘storm of the century’ and thirty inches of snow predicted with brisk winds, he groaned. Carlee did too.
 
   “Does that mean I won’t be able to go skiing in Denver? Or that Mom won’t be able to come?” Carlee turned in her chair beside Zach and he couldn’t stand the devastation in her eyes.
 
   He hedged, not wanting to give her false hope, but not wanting to hurt her either. “I’m not even sure this skiing competitively is a good idea. It’s a lot of pressure for your age.”
 
   “Dad!”
 
   “Sometimes pressure is a good thing. It hones the talent.” Leia gave him a calm look and took a sip of her coffee.
 
   He studied her for a moment, remembering her background and how hard she’d worked to get where she was and look what it got her. “We’ve got time to talk about all that,” he hedged. “There’s classes in January, too.” He looked to Beau for confirmation.
 
   When Beau nodded, Zach turned back to Carlee, ignoring her crestfallen look. “Your mother, I’m not sure. Depends on how bad the roads are when she wants to come up.”
 
   Carlee’s lip trembled. She was hurt and disappointed, just like he expected. He felt bad he couldn’t pull off better, but there wasn’t much he could do.
 
   Beau rose to the occasion. “Hey, Carlee girl, how about you and I go to the lodge and get a suite. That’s where your mom is staying anyway. We can order room service and watch movies and play video games. Once the snow stops, we’ll be primed for some good powder and you’ll be right there when she gets here. Okay with you, Zach?”
 
   “Sure.”
 
   Carlee chewed her lip and turned to Leia. “Will you be okay without me?”
 
   Leia’s hesitant smile sank in his gut like a quarry stone. “Yeah, hon. I’ll get your dad to stock up my cupboards and hunker down with the remote and my guitar. You go….get some practice in on some good snow.”
 
   Zach fought off the sinking sensation.
 
   He wouldn’t leave her alone in the house.  With her illness, he’d worry.  That meant they’d be alone.
 
   In the dead of night, temptation would be a breathing beast with claws.
 
   No Carlee for a buffer.
 
   Carlee gave him a kiss on the cheek and left the table in a rush to don her jacket and go home to pack a bag. Beau helped his aunt and brothers clear the table and put away the food. Zach remained where he was, twirling his coffee cup, more than aware of Leia eyeing him.
 
   What could he say?
 
   I’m too damn chicken to stay near you when I know within a breath of my imagination what’s going to happen.
 
   “Are you going to have to go out in this?” Leia looked over to his pager, then tilted her chin in challenge and looked back at him.
 
   “Depends. I’m off the clock in a couple hours, but that doesn’t account for random idiocy.”
 
   “Well, I’m going to find another movie on television and watch it snow. Want to join me?”
 
   Hell, yes.
 
   Zach cleared his throat, intending to put on his professional persona and clear out. Instead, he joined the ranks of the random idiots. “Sure.”
 
   “Anything you prefer.”
 
   “Let’s just see what’s on and then we’ll decide.”
 
   “Fine.” Leia rose and made her way back to the living room and found the remote. He watched the way she moved, looking for signs of tiredness, of weakness. But she made it on her own steam and seemed to be even more rejuvenated by the meal with his family. In fact, other than her cough and lingering huskiness in her voice, she was getting closer to fully recovered. Then what would his excuse be for keeping her at an arm’s length.
 
   “Hey Rock Star’s Sheriff—get in here and help with the dishes.” Wyatt stood in the doorway a second.
 
   Zach snapped around in his chair and glared at Wyatt. “What did you call me?”
 
   “You heard me.” Wyatt lifted the remaining serving dishes and lowered his voice. “Compared to what I could have called you, I thought that one fit pretty well.” With another chuckle, he walked back to the kitchen.
 
   Zach turned to see if Leia had heard, but she was engrossed in some of the older movie channels, checking their lineup.
 
   Rock Star’s Sheriff—the title rubbed and prodded, making him squirm and justify, promise and plead with his self-control for more willpower. Because the woman just now sitting on the sofa and wrapping up in the blanket was a woman—beautiful, smart, touching, sexy. She didn’t look like anyone’s Rock Star except his. He knew that was a byproduct of the illness, of shedding her lifestyle; if he blinked the savvy, talented star would be back. Either way was a lose-lose.
 
   Chilled to the core, he rose, intending to help with the dishes, but stopping to look out at the Christmas lights.
 
   Not his, he thought again. He couldn’t afford to take her deep into his soul, to bare things to her he never told anyone, to hold her close and cherish her. He’d lost before and lost big. It wasn’t just about not wanting to take the risk. He liked his life the way it was. People depended on him, everyone stayed in their role and understood his limitations.
 
   Leia wouldn’t understand that, wouldn’t accept, and had the ability to decimate him. Worse, she was tender-hearted and what he’d have to do to protect himself would be the worst kind of sin and confirm for him once and for all that he was broken with no real way to be fixed.
 
   Carlee came back through the front door, interrupting his desperately morbid thoughts. She dropped her bag by the door and wiped her feet. Then she crossed to Leia and kissed her cheek.
 
   “Have fun, honey.”
 
   She straightened her gloves and smiled. “I will. Don’t let Dad push you around.”
 
   “I’ve got ammunition for that,” she mouthed at her, not realizing Zach was looking at her.
 
   Carlee grinned. “Good. He gets way too bossy.”
 
   “I heard that.” Zach stepped closer to the two. Carlee rounded the coffee table and came into his arms, his little girl that used to hold his finger to balance and walk. She now stood chest high and could do things on skis that he would never have the courage to try. 
 
   She held him tight. He remembered how a few months ago she was a monster child he didn’t know and Leia had managed to pull her back. This was the girl he knew, loved, and was proud of.
 
   “You can go. Beau can arrange it for January,” he whispered.
 
   She pulled away and the smile she gave him was beautiful as a sunrise. Then she shrieked like the twelve-year-old she was and jumped into his arms. “Thank you, thank you, Dad. I promise I’ll work hard. I’ll keep my grades up. You won’t be sorry.” She kissed his cheek multiple times and then dropped back to the floor.
 
   He put a finger under her chin and lifted so her eyes connected with his. “I know, honey. Some things you just have to try.”
 
   He released her so she could dash to the kitchen to tell Beau and the rest of the family. He looked across the living room and rubbed at the burning in his chest, ignoring the sting in his eyes.
 
   “Good job, Dad.” She gave him two thumbs up. The look on Leia’s face made him want to stride to the sofa, go down on his knees in front of her and kiss those full, smiling lips.
 
   Some things you just have to try.
 
   He closed his eyes, feeling torn asunder inside, desperate to protect, but needing to risk.
 
   The need burned. Scorched. Consumed.
 
   The need was winning.
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   Zach slammed his back door, satisfied that all was secured at his house. He tromped down the driveway through fourteen inches of snow, the flashlight in his hand the only light. The wind was picking up and soon this fine powder would be a wall of white. 
 
   His patrol truck was parked in Leia’s driveway with the lights on. The electricity was off all over town, a power crew working on a snapped main out on the highway. One of his other deputies was at the station to cover for the night. 
 
   He’d spent his patrol hours trying to convince himself he could stay at his house. The electricity issue made the decision.  He was going to stay at Leia’s. He could smell the smoke from her chimney so she had a fire where his house did not. He also could make sure she stayed okay with the nasty turn of weather. 
 
   He would slip into her house, stoke the fire and crash on the sofa for a few hours before doing a welfare check on some of the town’s older citizens as soon as the new day arrived. 
 
   He tightened the muffler across his face, carefully stepping through the snow. He reached his truck and turned off the lights and engine. He placed his weapon in the gun box stored under the seat and locked the door.  Bone-weary and yet wired, he wondered if Leia was asleep. 
 
   Would be better for both of them if she was. 
 
   He was chasing his thoughts like a trapped wolverine, ready to gnaw off his leg. Damn woman anyway. He couldn’t be in the same room with her without wanting and he couldn’t be away from her without wanting. Hell of a dilemma.
 
   They’d had lots of time in the house together, but Carlee had always been underfoot or about to be underfoot. Now she was reigning supreme at the lodge, being pampered with room service and the entire staff making a big deal about her. She needed that, but he needed her for the buffer. There was another hell of a thing for him to feel. He needed his daughter to keep him from having sex with the Rock Star.
 
   He walked up the driveway and ducked under the awning between the house and the garage. He cupped a hand over the flashlight because the glare off the falling snow was blinding him. Best quit dithering about the state of his libido and get in out of the freezing weather. He reached for the knob and it pulled out from under his hand.
 
   She yelped, her fists going up to protect herself.
 
   All his hopes shot down in flames and he couldn’t help the snap in his voice. “What the hell do you think you’re doing?”
 
   She lashed out and punched his chest. “You scared me to death!”
 
   He nudged her back in the house and shut the door. Her slap didn’t register on his pain meter through all the layers of clothes. “That’s what happens when you run around in the dark. Lines are down. You should have stayed put.” Zach set the lighted flashlight on the counter and pushed off his gloves.
 
   “Out of wood for the fireplace, Mr. Sheriff. Since I didn’t know how long the electricity would be off, it seemed prudent to gather some wood. Or would you rather I freeze to death?”
 
   He pushed against her, her arms collapsing against his chest, his face next to hers. “You’re in more danger outside than in here. It’s fifteen degrees and snowing like a mother—” He broke off. “You should have called me.”
 
   Leia vehemently shook her head. “Call you? For a wood run? Take you away from an accident or something more dire than that? I may have been sick, Zachary Murphy, and note that I say have been, but I am not helpless. I can carry in some wood.”
 
   “And let the cold air undo all Doc’s work with those lungs? I don’t think so,” he sing-songed the last part at her, but she mimicked his “I don’t think so” in a better tone than his right back at him.
 
   Then she stretched on tiptoe, all warm and mused, and kissed him.
 
   He was a goner.
 
   His lips were cold, but heated rapidly against hers. She rubbed her lips ever so softly across the firmness of his, coaxing and savoring. He groaned, but she muffled it with her sigh. She tasted of coffee and chocolate. She slipped her hands around his neck and his resistance collapsed like the shields on the Enterprise in every damn episode. He put his hands on her hips and pulled her against him, cradled thigh to thigh, chest to breast, and breath to breath.
 
   “You shouldn’t have done that,” he whispered against her mouth.
 
   Before she could answer, he deepened the kiss. His whole body clenched in fierce, demanding need. He dived in, every reticent thought seeping out through the damn burst of his common sense. One minute he was drowning in taste and sensation and the next minute, she lifted her mouth from his.
 
   “You should fix the fire before this goes any further.”
 
   “This isn’t going any further.” He tried to pull her mouth back to his.
 
   “Yes, it is. In my bed. You’ve got twenty minutes or I’m coming after you. Snow bank. Kitchen counter. Living floor in front of the fire. Don’t care. But we are.”
 
   His gut seized.
 
   She reached up to caress his face. “Surely you know we’ve been dancing around this for months.”
 
   His brain attempted to wrap around an excuse. Parts south weren’t so interested, especially when pressed against her warmth. “This is not a good idea.”
 
   “You said that about me moving here and it didn’t work out so bad. Trust me.” She bit and licked his earlobe. If she hadn’t been against him, his knees would have collapsed. 
 
   He backed against the counter and kissed her again. She was all heat and willingness. His body wanted, his heart wanted, his mind with all its negative reasons could take a flying leap. “Let me get the wood. Don’t know how long the electricity will be off.”
 
   He set her away from him and went to the door. Fortunately, Beau and Wyatt had helped him move enough wood to the garage to keep the fireplace going for several days. He wouldn’t have to tramp through the snow around to the side where he’d stacked the rest.
 
   Because now that she’d made up his mind, he planned to enjoy her with every bit of imagination and skill that he’d been using in his dreams for months. If he took a minute to think about things from a practical standpoint, he’d change his mind. So he hustled to move several piles and didn’t think about anything but the heat of her mouth and how he was dying to see her naked.
 
   She’d moved the sofa back, clearing a spot in front of the fireplace. He stacked the wood in his arms and went for more. When he came back with the next load, she wasn’t in the living room, but he could hear her in the back of the house. He stacked that load and went for more. A couple more loads would get them through the night. He stoked the fire with part of the next load, poked and prodded until it was burning high again, then went for another load. When he came back, she was wrestling the mattress off one of the beds down the dark hall.
 
   He dropped the wood on the hearth and rushed to grip the mattress before it slid to the floor. “What are you doing?”
 
   She pushed on the mattress, but with his weight against it, it wouldn’t budge. She sighed and gave him the explanation he’d asked for. “I don’t know about you, but we’ll be warmer in front of the fire and I refuse to have our first time be on the damn floor. Finish the wood. I’ll get this ready.”
 
   He wanted to argue, but he could see nerves in her eyes and maybe she needed to have a part in setting the scene just as much as he did. Because the truth was, in front of the fire was a pretty special first time and she deserved that. He needed that. So instead, he helped her slide the mattress into place on the floor in front of the fireplace.
 
   She went for sheets and blankets. He went for two more loads of wood, trying not to think. He should call and check in, but said to hell with it. He had a pretty decent stack of wood by the time Leia made the bed. 
 
   He went to the kitchen and shed his coat and boots and washed his hands. He took off his flannel shirt and tossed it over the back of a table chair. Back in the living room, Leia was smoothing the edges of the blanket across the mattress. He poked the fire to settle the coals and added another log.
 
   He stood. So did she.
 
   “All the doors locked?” Habit made him ask.
 
   “Yes, Sheriff.” She toed off her slippers and slipped out of her sleep pants.
 
   His breath whistled out of him. He stood transfixed by the long, slender legs and pale skin. He wanted to touch, but didn’t dare until he gathered enough control to shed a few clothes of his own.
 
   She crooked a finger at him. “Come here, Zach.”
 
   Control was severely over-rated.
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   CHAPTER ELEVEN
 
    
 
   Sometimes a man stood on a cusp—one that would change things forever. That was how this moment felt with Leia. When he didn’t move, she started toward him, all shiny intent in her eyes, but hesitated at the makeshift bed when he didn’t move to meet her.
 
   “Wait.” He stepped around and took her hand. “Come with me.”
 
   “What?” Leia’s lip trembled. Damn his finesse. He bent and gave her a quick, hard kiss, then laced his fingers through hers. “Come with me for a minute.”
 
   He pulled her into the kitchen. For once in his life, he was going to start an intimate relationship the right way. For crying out loud, they hadn’t even had a date—a fact that never would have bothered him before, but bothered him greatly now. 
 
   He reached for his flashlight and flicked it on and searched the room for inspiration. With the weather so bad, he couldn’t afford to drink, but if he wasn’t mistaken there was sparkling cider here somewhere.
 
   “What are we doing exactly?” Leia’s hand clasped his tightly and she gave a little shiver.
 
   He lifted her to the counter and stepped between her legs. The doubt in her eyes squeezed his heart. He cleared his throat. “Every other woman I’ve been with got rushed into bed. I don’t want to do that this time. We’ve got all night. Memorable. That’s what we need.”
 
   Her eyes widened and a soft smile touched her lips. “What did you have in mind?”
 
   He hesitated, feeling like a fool, but something deep told him this was what they both needed. Maybe it wouldn’t last, but then again there was no gain in treating their feelings with utter disrespect. He done that a few times and paid the price. 
 
   He threaded his fingers through her hair, reveling in the silky, fragrant strands. Then he kissed her like he’d been dreaming—with no inhibitions, no little voice hammering at him. He slanted his mouth against hers and coaxed, softly sipping, tasting the wildfire that was Leia Shae, woman.
 
   Her lips sank against his, and when her tongue slipped along his lips, a long shudder went down his spine. She wrapped her legs around his waist and taking the time to make this memorable seemed foolhardy and pointless. It already was memorable. 
 
   With his resolve faltering, he pulled back and sucked in air like a dying man. “Drink and food. Kissing and talk.”
 
   She had her eyes closed in a dreamy, sexy pose that sent a flash of red hot fire across his senses.
 
   He cleared his throat and stepped away from her to the refrigerator. The sparkling cider was right where he thought it was. He lifted the bottle from the fridge and began working on removing the top. “With the weather, I can’t take a risk on alcohol.”
 
   “That’s fine. I’m off alcohol for obvious reasons.” Her husky voice ripped along tender nerve endings, jamming lust into his throat. 
 
   When he turned, Leia had reached to another cupboard for wineglasses, exposing a wide expanse of creamy skin along the edge of her shirt. He wanted to touch, to lick.
 
   He fumbled the cap in his inept fingers and spilled a few drops of cider on the floor.
 
   “Let’s try putting that in glasses, shall we?” She gave him a crooked smile.
 
   He laughed at himself. “We’ll let the maid get the floor.”
 
   “Indeed.” She laughed. “I’m freezing, Zach. Can we do this out by the fire?”
 
   Chagrined, he set the bottle on the counter next to her and lifted her down. “Go. I’ll bring the feast.”
 
   She stretched and kissed his neck. “Ummm, delicious. See you in front of the fire.” She grabbed the glasses and the bottle from his hand and beat a hasty retreat.
 
   Zach drew a shaky breath and went back to the refrigerator. What kind of food did one take to a midnight rendezvous with a woman who probably had more of these encounters than he had? That gave him pause, then he shoved the idea away. Talk about over thinking. This wasn’t about his past or hers.
 
   He reached for leftover chicken, a cucumber cream cheese dip and the fudge Fiona had made and stashed in the fridge for snacks. He picked crackers and then an apple from the counter. He grabbed the tray he’d been using for Leia’s meals. The meal items, forks, paring knife and napkins gathered, he turned off the flashlight and made his way to the living room. The temperature had dropped in the house to a shade above shiver.
 
   Leia had pulled the coffee table to the edge of the mattress and poured cider into the two glasses. She sat cross-legged on the mattress, comforter pulled up against her for warmth. Her lips beckoned, the fire had put a light red toasting across her cheeks, and her eyes were dark pools of anticipation.
 
   A man could get lost in a moment like this—his rational side protecting, his wild side longing for the adventure.
 
   “You going to stand there looking? Or you going to join me?” Leia reached for her glass and took a sip, licking her lips again until they glistened with luring promise.
 
   “I’m joining.” He set the tray on the coffee table and crossed to the kitchen island, unloading his gun, his cell phone and his keys. He returned to sit on the sofa, all the while aware of Leia’s eyes following him. 
 
   The intimacy of that small action hardened him, and he had to force himself to take it slow. He shoved off his socks and tossed them, then unbuttoned his shirt and stood.
 
   “Pants on? Pants off?” His hands poised at the fastener on his jeans.
 
   “Off,” she breathed, before he finished his question.
 
   He grinned. “Love a woman who knows what she wants.”
 
   Leia raised her eyebrows. “Oh, Sheriff, you have no idea what I want. But I’m about to show you.”
 
   Lust thrust into his throat and wouldn’t be swallowed. He shucked his jeans and underwear, and joined her under the comforter, the heat from the fire just enough to warm the space and body heat could do the rest. 
 
   She ditched her glass, wiggled in against him, fitting her too slim body against his, sliding her legs against the bare skin of his and his mouth found hers. Food was forgotten.
 
   Her mouth was an elixir, strong and potent, demanding a thorough drink. He threaded his fingers through that soft, enticing hair and drowned. He slid his tongue across her lips and was joined by her soft, quick tongue teasing his. He stroked a thumb down her jaw line, tipping her mouth so he could delve deeper. He sipped and licked, then moaned. She did the same, pushing the need to a pounding pulse that vibrated through him. She moved closer, pressing her hips into his.
 
   He reached between them and lifted her shirt. Leia pulled away for a moment to draw it over her head. She was naked underneath and the brain cells left firing helped him to sweep a gentle hand over creamy skin and soft, rosy nipples, cupping and weighing the globes that fit perfectly into his hands. 
 
   The touch only heated him further and he bent to take one perfect budded nipple into his mouth. He aimed for slow, tasting strokes, until her head fell back with a deep, satisfied moan. One hand stroked through his hair and the other hand found his hardness. His breath whistled through a throat jammed tightly with need.
 
   He placed a hand over her nimble fingers. “Honey, don’t tempt me. This will be over before we even get started.”
 
   “But I want to touch you.” She pouted, and she did it with such pretty intent, he didn’t stop her when she took another stroke. Instead, he rolled over on his back.
 
    She went with the action willingly and straddled him, the silky skin of her thighs branding his hips. Her face was flushed with the most beautiful damn expression he’d ever see, reminding him of the first time she’d seen this house. 
 
   To be the focus of that kind of enchantment pushed him over. He pulled her down and took her mouth. She protested in the back of her throat, but he soothed a hand down her back, then slid his hands to her hips and centered her over his erection.
 
   “I wanted to play some more.” She rocked against him.
 
   “Next time,” his rasped out. “Condom. Wallet.”
 
   She reached to the side of the mattress and popped up with a packet. “Mine’s closer. Let me help.”
 
   He took it from her hand and kissed her mouth hard. “I prefer to be inside you before I lose it.”
 
   She gave him a dreamy, yet frustrated smile. “You are such a guy.”
 
   “It’s a good thing, honey, or this wouldn’t work.” He fitted the latex and pulled her back against him, desperate to reignite things. He kissed his way up her neck, across her jaw, loving the feel of her. “Let’s dance, honey.”
 
   “Um hmm.” She rubbed her lips across his collarbone, sending tremors through his muscles.
 
   God, he needed her now. “Leia…”
 
   She lifted up, slid her hand around his shaft and led him home. He thrust up, desperate to feel the wet heat of her around him. She levered her body up and threw her head back, her breasts thrust out, a long sigh escaping. “Oh, Zach…”
 
   Deep abiding rightness filled him, startled him. She was so damn beautiful and she was his, in this moment, in this place. “Hold on, honey. We’re about to have some midnight delight.”
 
   She gave a tiny laugh and copied his rhythm with an intensity that tore through him. Fire glowed in her deep blue eyes. Her soft skin slid against his hands, the smell of the pine burning in the fireplace mingled with her citrus lotion, wrapping him in intimate familiarity. 
 
   The house, quiet except for the crackle of the fire, echoed her husky moans. Her wetness pulled at him, twisting his gut and his intention to be attentive and thorough. 
 
   He held back, desperate but determined. He moved his hips, sliding in, sliding out, rubbing and stroking skin and nub until her soft breath caught in her throat and she forced him deep inside. 
 
   Her orgasm tightened and stroked until the heat of the joining permeated every thought and action. He wrapped his arms around her and let go, wondering how this could feel so right.
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   Leia waited for Zach to return from the bathroom. She fidgeted with the blanket, smoothing and straightening. 
 
   After sex nerves sucked. 
 
   Was this the moment where she’d hear the “I made it with a rock star” variation? She didn’t think Zach was like that, but she’d been wrong in the past.
 
   The toilet flushed and she stifled the urge to grab his T-shirt and cover up. Instead she lay back, pulled the quilt up over her shoulder and turned to the fire. 
 
   He came back and bent to stir the blaze, giving her a view of muscles and smooth skin to the nicest naked butt she’d ever seen. He stepped over her and slid back under the blankets, pulling her back on top of him. He rubbed his hands over her naked back. 
 
   Contentment ran deep and she hesitated to speak into the moment, but the barrier was down. There were things she wanted to know and now—when they were alone and intimate—seemed like the best time to find out.
 
   But in seconds, he utterly relaxed beneath her, his eyes closed. Light breaths brushed against her skin. She was jazzed, wide-awake and wanting more than just the physical connection. She wanted pillow talk, dammit.
 
   “I can hear you thinking.” His voice rumbled from deep in his chest. “It was amazing and you know it.”
 
   She smirked, not sure he’d understand she needed more. After being disconnected for so long from people that mattered, this was too important to let go. She’d always lived by nothing ventured, nothing gained. What was so hard about it now?
 
   It mattered.
 
   “Spit it out, Leia.” He shifted her to the side, entwining his legs with hers and running a finger down her throat and across her collarbone.
 
   “You matter to me.” Man, could she get any more lame?
 
   He kissed her eyelids and her mouth, light flutters across her skin, meant to reassure possibly. “I wouldn’t be here if you weren’t under my skin.” He slid his hand to her hip.
 
   Which was lust not love. She sighed. That was just a trifle better than rock star lust. Go the distance.
 
   She twined her fingers with his, their hand cuddled between them. “I’m falling in love with you.”
 
   His hand tightened, yet he said nothing.
 
   Truthfully, what had she expected?
 
   She expected him to roll out of bed, dress and leave. Or laugh. Or repeat the phrase in a trite manner, have sex with her again and then leave. Instead, she got direct eye contact.
 
   He squeezed her hand again, his blue eyes shadowed. “Truthfully, I’m not sure how I feel. I know I’m worried about you and think about you constantly. I know I’ve wanted to be here helping you. Is that love? I don’t know, Leia. Can’t we just take it a bit at a time and sort out the love thing later?”
 
   Hurt bloomed. Then her common sense reasserted itself. It had only been a matter of months since they’d met and she had a lifestyle that complicated things for a small town sheriff. She knew that. Yet she yearned for just once to matter enough that the man she cared about would go out on that love limb with her. She gave him a bright “never let them see you cry” smile. “Sure.”
 
   He kissed her again, all serious and intent. “It’s not you. It’s me.”
 
   She could triple her fortune with the number of times she’d heard that. So she couldn’t help the disgust that coated her answer. “If you don’t feel the same way, Zach, just leave it at that.”
 
   He pulled away from her. “I suck at this.”
 
   She sat up and grabbed his T-shirt, pulling it over her head. Dammit, she hadn’t meant to start a fight, but life was getting away from her. She wasn’t falling in love with Zach. She was in love with Zach. “I love you, Zach. It isn’t hard. It isn’t something to struggle to answer. It just is.” She rose to her feet, stifling a shiver and a cough.
 
   “Where are you going?” He reached for her but she sidestepped.
 
   “Bathroom.”
 
   She escaped, wishing like hell she hadn’t said anything. Men and their phobias. Zach’s problem had Denise’s name written all over it.
 
   Just as she slammed the bathroom door, the lights came back on. So much for their fireside rendezvous.
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   The lights flickered, then returned full glare. Zach slipped into his jeans and stared down at the midnight meal, dumped on the coffee table in forgotten haste. The messed up mattress bedding mocked him. 
 
   Man, he was a jerk of epic proportions. If he’d learned anything in thirty-two years of being around women, they didn’t appreciate having their affections trifled with. He snorted at his mental phrasing and moved to turn out the lights and spread out the feast. Maybe a return to the romantic ambience from before would coax Leia to believe some kind of apology.
 
   What words was he going to use to accomplish that? He couldn’t say “I love you.” It was a phrase he only used with his daughter, and on rare occasions his aunt. Since a young Zach had blathered it to Denise multiple times to only have it thrown back at him, he was careful about keeping sex and love separate. He frowned, cutting the apple and opening the crackers.
 
   Leia was different. He wasn’t sure how he felt about her, whether it would last, whether he would eventually be able to utter those forbidden words, but he wouldn’t disrespect their first night together by compounding his jerkiness.
 
   “I expected you to be gone.” She’d come back in the room, heavy socks on her feet, his shirt looking damn good against a cute derriere and long, pretty legs.
 
   “You have my shirt.”
 
   Judging by her expression, his humor fell flat. “I laid out our food. We forgot it.”
 
   She screwed her face into a considering frown. “Is that supposed to be an apology?”
 
   “No. That comes after we eat.” He held out his hand, waiting long moments before letting out a sigh of relief when she walked across the mattress and took his hand. 
 
   He reluctantly released her touch to dish up a small plate and hand it to her. “I don’t want to fight, Leia. I’m sorry I can’t give you more than that right now.” He looked at her, hoping for understanding and finding resignation in her eyes.
 
   That made him feel worse.
 
   “Denise…”
 
   She scooted away from him, leaning against the far end of the sofa and stretching her feet out over the mattress edge toward the fire. “I figured it came back to Denise and Carlee. No explanations needed.”
 
   He moved to sit beside her, taking her hand. “Explanations are needed.”
 
   She shrugged, as if to say it didn’t matter, but tentativeness filled her eyes. “Your story to tell.”
 
   “I met Denise in college. It was lust at first sight. Feeling was mutual and I took what was willingly offered and thought it meant more. We fought a lot. I wanted a steady relationship. She was busy with school, with friends, with everything but me. Yet, we got around each other and couldn’t keep our hands off each other. Sex was amazing and everything else was bad. “
 
   He swallowed, taking a moment to consider what else to say. He looked over at her. She crossed her legs, her knee touching his, nibbling on a piece of fudge and watching him.
 
   “Go on. Carlee came along.”
 
   He shut his eyes, the memory flooding in. “Yeah. What a disaster. I wanted her and Denise didn’t.”
 
   Leia stiffened. “She didn’t try to…”
 
   “No. She’d researched abortion for an article she’d had to write and couldn’t do that, but she swore at me for eight months for not using better condoms, not pulling out in time, you name it.”
 
   Leia rolled her eyes. “I’m sorry, Zach. Babies should be celebrated.”
 
   “We were young and stupid and neither of us was celebrating. We moved in together. I think Denise only agreed because I was an absolute ass about it. But Carlee’s my blood, my baby and I wanted involved. I wanted to be there for every moment. I wanted our baby to have a family, so I asked Denise to marry me.”
 
   He took a deep breath and stared across the dark living room.  “She refused. It was an ongoing battle. Back and forth. I’d ask, she’d refuse. I’d say I loved her, she’d hedge. We fought. Worse than before over everything.”
 
   “I’m sorry, Zach.”
 
   He shrugged.  “Not your fault. Carlee was born and things didn’t improve. Three weeks after Carlee was born, Denise started going out, partying, returned to an old job and worked and worked and worked. She was never there. I was juggling school, a job and a baby.”
 
   He quieted for a moment, lost in the memories. “By the time Carlee was eight months old, I’d graduated and was working for the Denver Police Department. I couldn’t manage the job and a baby at home, so I quit and came back to Parson Corners. Denise followed me, but it was only to make it look good, like we’d responsibly made the choice to separate. I’d quit wanting her by then, quit talking to her period.”
 
   “Are you sure you really loved her?” She set her fudge down and shifted a blanket around her. 
 
   Had he? He’d always thought so and always held a bunch of resentment against Denise because she’d not reciprocated the feelings. The irony of having to hold back the words for Leia was not lost on him.
 
   He got up to stir the fire and didn’t answer her. He wasn’t sure of anything anymore. Making love with Leia certainly ranked up in the top two moments in his life. He had strong feelings messing with what should be cut and dried. 
 
   You either loved or didn’t love, right? 
 
   He wanted to blurt out—yes, dammit I love you! But he wasn’t sure how far he could trust that emotion. It had run his life before and he couldn’t afford that now. Because it wasn’t just him he had to worry about now. It was Carlee.
 
   He put the poker down and turned. She was staring at her plate, toying what remained of her fudge. He stepped to the table and picked up his plate. “You could do better than me.”
 
   Leia snorted. “Better than you? No. I have done worse than you. Repeatedly. Not as many times as the tabloids say I have, mind you, but I think you’re the best.”
 
   “Why?” He hoped to glean a bit about what she was thinking. Love wasn’t this simple.
 
   “You have your feet on the ground. You say what you mean. You know what’s important. And you’re handsome as the devil, as my mother used to say.”
 
   He sat down next to her again. “Nah, Beau’s the handsome one. I have the smarts. Wyatt’s got the charm and Ryder has the cunning.”
 
   She gave a small laugh and set her plate aside. “Have them all pegged, huh?”
 
   “Not pegged, so much as truth.” He picked up an apple and reached to feed it to her. “Do you like your life, Leia Shae?”
 
   She chewed, and gave the question considerable thought before answering. “I did. Once. Now, not so much. Reconstruction has started. I’ll let you know how that turns out. Why?”
 
   “Mine’s an open book. Small town sheriff. Daughter. Family. Everything right there to see.”
 
   She cleared her throat and took another bite that he offered her. “Mine’s a bit more complicated than that.” Her solemn gaze was eased by feeding him a cracker.
 
   He chewed the salty piece and swallowed.  “Harder to ascertain the truth.”
 
   She slipped a hand alongside his jaw and turned his face to hers, a serious intensity in her eyes. “Not if you ask me. I will always tell you the truth. First rule: Never believe what you read, see on the news, or hear from the neighbors. It’s all greatly exaggerated. What you see right here? This is me. This is what you get.”
 
   He leaned down and kissed her with a gentleness and devotion that was missing from his words. “Let’s go back to bed.” He waited for her answer, committed to leaving if she said no, which he deserved. Again, she surprised him.
 
   “Let’s.”
 
   He rose and took their plates, setting them back on the coffee table. He took her hands and helped her shift to the head of the bed. Once naked and settled against her, he sighed with deep contentment.
 
   “Zach, it’s okay if you can’t give me more. I understand.”
 
   Instead of answering, he kissed her and kissed her again, with the slow and thorough loving she needed and deserved. The intensity of their lovemaking stoked the fuel of his doubts, but he forced them away, determined to enjoy this moment with his Leia. 
 
   He might not get another one.
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   The doorbell rang.
 
   Instantly awake, Zach reached for his pants.
 
   The bell rang again. Then the pounding started.
 
   He put one leg in his jeans, checked the front door, saw two shadows through the beveled glass, and quickly finished zipping his pants.
 
   Leia moaned, pulling a pillow over her head.
 
   He lifted the pillow. “Wake up Rock Star. We’ve got company.”
 
   All he got was another moan.
 
   More pounding. “Dad, are you here?”
 
   Carlee?
 
   Damn.
 
   He shook Leia, more than aware of her naked state under the covers. “Get to the bedroom. We’re about to be invaded.”
 
   Leia cracked an eye. “What?”
 
   He cupped her face. “Carlee.”
 
   Realization dawned on her face. She rose and pulled the comforter around her all in one motion and was gone.
 
   “Dad!”
 
   “Coming Carlee,” he called. He was going to kill Beau for this.  He found his T-shirt and pulled it over his head. He moved to the door and twisted the lock. He smoothed a hand over his tousled hair and opened the door. “Dammit, Beau, you could have called.”
 
   “Not Beau, and Merry Christmas to you, too.” Denise’s sharp and irritating voice rubbed him raw, activating his defenses.
 
   What an ugly way to start the day.
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   CHAPTER TWELVE
 
    
 
   Instinct had Zach shifting to protect the living room from view.
 
   “Why don’t you two go back across the street. I’ll be there in a minute.”
 
   Defying his request, Denise stepped around Carlee and over the threshold. Zach didn’t budge, stopping her in the entryway. They stood chest to chest, eye to eye, closer than two gunslingers in a range war. 
 
   Thank God Leia had escaped to the bedroom, but he wasn’t exactly sure what stray clothes or tell-tale signs were left around the fireplace. 
 
   Carlee ignored them both and stepped around them. She removed her boots and placed them on the mat, then turned to the living room. He knew the moment her eyes rounded that the disarray of the space gave away something he’d rather remain private.
 
   Denise gave him a smirk—the same one he’d hated for years. 
 
   He glared at her. “Go to the kitchen, please. I’ll be there in a minute.” It grated to be so damn polite, but for Carlee’s sake, he wouldn’t explode. 
 
   Both of the intruders reluctantly exited the way he’d asked.
 
   He waited until they were out of the room to walk down the hall to Leia’s room. He tapped on her door and entered without waiting for her. She was dressed and brushing her hair.
 
   “Denise and Carlee.”
 
   Leia’s eyes rounded. “God. The living room.” Fortunately, her recovering voice was pitched low.
 
   “Yeah, they’re in the kitchen. If you’re going to join us, come armored.” He turned and left without waiting for her answer. He stopped in the living room and forced on his socks. 
 
   He stood and looked around the room, noting Leia’s shirt and panties on the floor by the mattress. He kicked them under the chair and rounded the sofa, taking a deep breath before entering the kitchen.
 
   Carlee had gotten juice from the refrigerator and was sitting at the table, Goth pout back in firm place.
 
   Denise gave him a leisurely, interested look. A sudden comparison of his life with Denise versus the one night with Leia shuddered through him. He stopped to kiss Carlee on the top of the head, even though she leaned away, then he went to the coffee pot. “What are you doing here?”
 
   “I came up yesterday afternoon. I’d been planning on surprising Carlee and I did. She showed up at the lodge with Beau.” She casually slipped out of her gloves.
 
   “Why aren’t you tucked in bed with room service at the lodge? The roads must be horrible.” He dumped coffee in the basket without measuring and took the carafe for water.
 
   “Plowed and passable.” She watched him for a moment. “Carlee said something about Leia Shae and I just have to meet her.”
 
   “I’ll just bet you do.” Zach poured the liquid in the machine and turned it on, imaging all the gossip a reporter could find in this house. Dammit. He needed about four cups before he’d be able to side-step this conversation.
 
   “Can I go watch TV?” Carlee’s snarl reminded Zach of problems on another front.
 
   Considering the state of the living room, that was definitely a bad idea.
 
   “Sure,” Leia said from the doorway. “Remote’s on the sofa.”
 
   Carlee swept past him, not even stopping for a good morning hug and when Leia touched her arm as she passed, she jerked as though scalded. Yep. Child was supremely put out and needed to be throttled.
 
   Leia gave him a tentative smile and stepped further into the kitchen. Her hair was swept up into a neat pony-tail and the navy sweats and sweatshirt covered everything. The only tell-tale sign of their night was whisker burn on her cheeks. He should have shaved last night before they’d…what? Gotten frisky, had sex. It wasn’t like he’d planned to be standing in the kitchen this morning with former and current.
 
   “Leia Shae.” She crossed the room in a graceful stroll, holding out her hand.
 
   “Denise Deveau.” She gave Leia’s hand a perfunctory shake.
 
   Zach’s temper simmered, anticipating the next volley and wanting like hell to get out of the way. He moved to the back door and grabbed his boots, sitting down at the kitchen table to put them on.
 
   “I’ve heard of you.” Leia sauntered to the coffee pot and poured both her and Zach a cup. He could have kissed her and then he cursed under his breath. Leia hadn’t asked him how he liked his coffee, only deepening the speculation in Denise’s eyes.
 
   Denise’s voice oozed a charming sarcasm. “I’ve heard of you, too.” The fake laugh grated on his nerves.
 
   “Is there something you want, Denise?” Zach stood, stomping his feet to settle his boots. He reached on the chair behind him for his uniform shirt, not remembering putting it there, but thankful.
 
   “Why don’t I just go hang with Carlee?” Leia took her coffee, gave him a commiserating smile and eased out of the room.
 
   “She’s a cute little thing.”
 
   “Not open for discussion. What do you want?”
 
   “Just to tell you I’m here and that I have a few things planned with Carlee.”
 
   “You could have called from the lodge and told me that.” He tucked in his shirt and took a few gulps of coffee.
 
   “Well, frankly, I couldn’t quite believe you and the little Rock Star had a thing. Carlee’s been gushing about her friendship and I have to wonder.”
 
   “Wonder what?” He stepped to the counter and picked up his cell phone. No calls. No reprieve there.
 
   “Don’t you read the tabloids? That woman is hardly a good influence on our daughter.”
 
   He bit his tongue to keep from saying that someone else wasn’t a good influence on his daughter and it sure wasn’t Leia. “Define a good influence? Just for the sake of argument.”
 
   “You arrested her yourself, Zach. Alcohol. Drugs. Who knows? She’s a Rock Star. They live on another planet, with different rules than the rest of us. ”
 
   “The charges were dropped. Different rules? Different from what? Yours?”
 
   Denise talked over him. “Carlee’s at that impressionable age. When she told me all about the situation, I felt I had to voice my concerns. From what I’ve seen this morning, Daddy’s been dipping in the celebrity pool.”
 
   “That’s enough. What I do with my private time is not open for discussion, ever. I’m here to take care of a friend.”
 
   “Friend.” Denise smirked. “With benefits.”
 
   Zach moved to her side and lowered his voice. “You gave up the right long ago to have any say in how I conduct things. Coming from a woman who regularly lets down her daughter, don’t talk to me about my behavior. I’m there every day for her. You’re just a traffic sign on a highway to nowhere.”
 
   “I won’t have Carlee influenced by the likes of her. I know more about that lifestyle than you ever will.” Denise’s hiss always pushed his buttons.
 
   “Zach.” Leia’s voice from the doorway stopped his reply.
 
   Carlee was by her side with her frown mad on. “I can hear. I’m not a baby. I’m going home.”
 
   “That’s not necessary, honey.” Denise gave him a venomous look and fitted her gloves back on her hands.
 
   “Yes, it is necessary, Mother.” Carlee turned and stomped out. The slamming door punctuated the statement.
 
   Zach rubbed the bridge of his nose.
 
   “Are you going to let her get away with that?”
 
   Zach felt the steam of his temper and had to pause several long seconds to get himself calmed. He used those quiet moments to glare at Denise. “Seems to me she was justified. We owe her an apology. Not a conversation we should have started with her near.”
 
   He thought he was being magnanimous by offering to share the blame.
 
   “We?” She pointed at Leia. “I’m not the one shacking up with a Rock Star.”
 
   Zach rolled his eyes. “Enough. I’m going after Carlee.” He walked to the counter and slipped his cell phone into his pocket.
 
   “To do what? Explain the bedroom scene she shouldn’t even have witnessed?”
 
   Leia strode into the room. “That’s enough. This is my house, and more than enough has been said. Get out.” Leia’s face was flushed, her eyes snapping with temper. Zach considered how the argument must have sounded to Leia and took another deep breath. He reached for her hand.
 
   “Sorry. You’re right. I have to go after Carlee.”
 
   “Go.” She bit her lip and he fought the strongest urge to stroke a finger over the lip and make her stop it. The tender flesh deserved to be treated better. 
 
   Yet, Carlee waited. She had to be his first consideration—always. 
 
   For the first time, the fact pushed against him, making him want to chuck his responsibilities, and that froze his guts. Last night wasn’t supposed to be about forever. He couldn’t let Leia in. He’d already lost too much, did a balancing act with his life and responsibilities all the time, and Denise was right about one thing. Leia was a star. This was a blip in time for her.
 
   “You okay?” He bent to look in her eyes, but Leia wouldn’t look away from Denise.
 
   “I’m fine. We’ll talk later.” She glanced at him and gave him a half smile that wasn’t anywhere near the kiss he’d like to have to express his enjoyment of last night or to say goodbye. He wasn’t proud of his behavior, never intended for Carlee to find out that he’d been intimate with Leia, never intended for any of this.
 
   “How touching.” Denise’s nasal edge made him back away.
 
   “Enough, Denise. Come with me.” Zach walked to the back door and picked up his duty belt. He shrugged into his jacket and gave Denise an impatient signal.
 
   Denise sauntered to the door, a victorious look on her face that made Zach want to throttle her. He watched her walk carefully down the snowy driveway and looked back before shutting the door. Leia stared at him, her expression inscrutable. Dressed like a waif in sweatpants and sweatshirt with fuzzy slippers, she looked as young as Carlee. And as lost.
 
   He stopped, wanting to go back and reassure her, say anything to make the morning start better. But she mouthed “Carlee,” shooed him with her fingers and turned her back, disappearing into their private lair by the fireplace—a place he could never visit again.
 
   He was struck by her aloneness and realized that their private bubble in the last weeks of her illness had shattered. He didn’t like that one damn bit.
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   Leia tightened her ski jacket around her and dashed from her car into the Curly Q. The sidewalk was icy and she slipped. She grabbed the doorknob and caught herself from a nasty fall just in time. She was AWOL from her house, but since she hadn’t seen Zach or Carlee in two days, not since the blowup in her kitchen, she figured she was justified. Christmas was day after tomorrow. She had no plans, had been hoping to spend it with the Murphy family, but hadn’t wanted to impose or beg. 
 
   The thought of spending Christmas Eve and Day alone wrecked her, especially after all the time she’d been spending with his family since she’d gotten sick. She would not give into it. She was grocery shopping, getting treats and going to at least make an attempt to celebrate even if she was alone.
 
   Her heart ached because Zach had been by. The evidence was in the wood on the porch, stacked higher than her, and the fact he hadn’t come in. Either he came in the dead of night, or when he knew she usually took a nap so he wouldn’t have to talk to her and she wasn’t exactly sure what she’d done.
 
   She’d asked him not to believe what other people thought, but to believe what she told him. Apparently, he didn’t. Or it had something to do with Carlee and Denise, and not knowing was driving her crazy. 
 
   What she did know for sure was that according to Grannie Dunn, Zach had made welfare checks on everyone on the block when the temperature had dropped to subzero, but he hadn’t talked to her. What other conclusion was possible except that he was avoiding her?
 
   Was he staying away because Carlee was mad, Denise didn’t like it, the night had been a dud for him? She didn’t know what he was thinking and it was driving her to want to collapse on his doorstep again just so she could get some answers. 
 
   She toyed with parking herself in his office at the sheriff’s department, but she didn’t want to start gossip. She thought about going across the street, but she didn’t want another repeat of the scene with Denise. Carlee had been hurt enough.
 
   The whiff of fresh bread upon closing the door made her groan and derailed the deepening tunnel of tumultuous thoughts. The place was empty. Seems like nobody else wanted to brave the temperatures. The way her lungs were feeling, she probably shouldn’t have either, but damned if she cared at the moment. She’d been cooped up for three weeks.
 
   “Why, Miss Leia!” Tiny’s voice boomed from the back. “What are you doing out in this cold, cold weather? Trying to get sick again?”
 
   She shook off her hood and walked to the counter. “I need sustenance of the sugar variety, of the bread variety, of the pie variety.”
 
   Tiny gave a belly laugh. The man was Santa in a baker’s apron. “I have it all. Pumpkin or apple?”
 
   Leia licked her lips, tasting them already. “Both.”
 
   “Cookies or cake?”
 
   She chewed her lip, considering. “Both.”
 
   “Rolls or some sliced bread?”
 
   “Both,” he said with her.
 
   “Want me to throw in some donuts?”
 
   “Yes.” He nodded with her.
 
   “I’m in crisis, Tiny. I need thinking food.”
 
   “Well, let me get a cup of hot chocolate for you and you can tell me all about it.”
 
   Leia took off her gloves and loosened her coat. The bakery smells comforted and soothed the ache. She shrugged out of her coat and put it on the back of the chair just as Tiny rushed forward with a cup of hot chocolate.
 
   “Here, Miss Leia. This will warm you up.” He set the cup on the table and stepped back and gazed at her. “You look like you lost your best friend.”
 
   Tears flooded her eyes. “I’m not sure what’s going on, Tiny.”
 
   “Let me warm up a breakfast croissant and we’ll sit and have coffee and talk.” The big man lumbered back to the kitchen. Leia reached for a napkin and wiped her nose. The hot chocolate teased her senses and she took a sip, savoring the sweet as it slid down her throat.
 
   Tiny came back and set a small plate in front of her with a breakfast croissant and some butter. He pulled out a chair and sat with his own cup of coffee.
 
   “Tell Tiny all about it. I promise I won’t tell anyone.” He held up his hand in a Boy Scout pose.
 
   Leia gave a small laugh. “I appreciate that, Tiny.”
 
   “It’s about the sheriff, isn’t it?”
 
   Her throat closed on the words, damning that first thought that caused her to wonder what people were saying behind her back. “That obvious?”
 
   “Well, something’s got his tail in a knot. He was in just a while ago looking like he wanted to strangle someone. I know he’s been taking care of you. Kinda easy to put two and two together.”
 
   She took a sip of her hot chocolate and thought through what she wanted to say. “I haven’t seen him for two days.”
 
   Tiny’s brow rose. “Then it wasn’t you that made him snarly?”
 
   She shook her head. “I’m guessing it was Denise.”
 
   “His ex. She’s in town?”
 
   “Yeah.” She bit her lip, desperate to confide. She had to talk to someone and if the story ended up in the tabloids, she’d just give up on the human race. “Promise me you won’t say anything.”
 
   “That’s a promise easily made, Leia.”
 
   She looked in the kind eyes of the baker and realized how badly her faith in people had been damaged. It wasn’t a realization that sat very well with her innate personality. But she needed the perspective of someone who had known Zach for awhile and she didn’t want to talk to his brothers.
 
   She took a deep breath and plunged. “The night of the bad storm, Carlee went up to the lodge with Beau. Zach spent the night. With me.”
 
   She stopped and looked at him to see if she had to spell it out any clearer. God, she hoped not.
 
   The man nodded, not seeming surprised. “Go on.”
 
   “We got caught with our pants down, literally, the next morning by Carlee and her mother.”
 
   Tiny whistled. “Not good.”
 
   “Tiny, what do you know about Denise?”
 
   “She’s been in and out of here at a whim for years. Thinks her career takes precedence over Carlee. Zach’s said a few things.” He shrugged.
 
   “They had a huge fight in my kitchen. Over me. Carlee heard every word.”
 
   “Oh, man.” Tiny reached for her hand and she wrapped her fingers around his strong, callused ones and hung on.
 
   “Carlee stomped out. She isn’t speaking to me, either. Zach left with Denise and I haven’t seen him or talked to him since. I feel like I caused this.”
 
   “How? Not your fault Zach’s a healthy male and has stellar taste in women.” The man grinned at her. “Denise brings out the worst in both of them. Maybe you just need to ride it out until she leaves. Believe me with that one, it could be any minute.”
 
   “You think that’s all it is?”
 
   “Without a doubt. Hang on, missy. This will straighten out.” Tiny released her hand and rose. “Let me get you your treats and you finish your hot chocolate.”
 
   “Okay. Thanks for listening to me, Tiny.”
 
   “Any time, Leia. I may be a big fan, but I’d also like to be your friend.”
 
   Leia gave the man the sweetest smile she could muster. “You are. Thanks for the talk.”
 
   Tiny made his way back to the kitchen and Leia turned to look out the window. Her gaze caught on the paper rack next to the door and she stared in disbelief. She shoved away from the table and walked over to get a better look. There on the front page of the most popular tabloid was a picture of her dressed for the Grammy’s last year with a headline—Leia Shae enters Rehab!
 
   She yanked a copy off the top and read the first paragraph, swearing as tears filled her eyes. “Dammit.”
 
    She scanned the rest of the article and cussed some more when she saw Heidi Bowers name. Wasn’t this just an ugly coincidence? Tabloids had been quiet on her front for weeks, her whereabouts unreported. Then Denise arrived—a reporter. All of a sudden, her name is in the news again with a lie that lined right up with the criticism Denise had leveled at Zach.
 
   Fury pounded her. She knew better than to let these rags get the best of her, but damn it. Now was so not the time for sensational headlines that most would take as truth.
 
   Tiny came up behind her. “Saw that. Don’t these people have enough real news that they don’t have to make stuff up?”
 
   “Apparently not. Can I take one?”
 
   “Sure. The truth will prevail.” He held out his arms for a hug and she took it. Needed it.
 
   “Thanks, Tiny.”
 
   He handed her three bags with her order. “On the house, Miss Leia. Lots of good stuff there. Merry Christmas. Enjoy it.”
 
   “Oh, Tiny, thank you. Merry Christmas to you, too.” She stepped over to the table and put on her coat and gloves.
 
   “Get home and out of this cold. Can’t have you having a relapse.”
 
   “I will. As soon as I do a couple other errands.” She hurried out the door and got in her car, waving at Tiny as she pulled out.
 
   She hadn’t planned to walk into the sheriff’s office, but now she had to. She had to warn Zach of these headlines before Denise ambushed him with it to support her cause. Even though he knew she wasn’t in rehab, would he defend her against Denise? 
 
   She didn’t know and her breath hitched in her throat, hung up on a ball of hurt. Because two nights ago, along with intimate access to her body, she’d given him access to her soul. If she lost him, she’d never recover.
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   Christmas morning at noon, Leia arrived at the Murphy home. At the sheriff’s office a day before yesterday, she hadn’t found Zach, much to her frustration, but had met Fiona on the street and been invited to spend the day with the family. 
 
   Even though she had hoped for just such an invitation, she’d hedged. The enormity of being perky or dealing with the fallout from her night with Zach stopped her for a moment. For sure she needed to talk to father and daughter, but two nights spent worrying and an early morning up drinking coffee had her nerves in a basket with a pretty bow on top.
 
   She’d dressed carefully, forgoing jeans for black slacks and a festive green cashmere sweater and simple, sheepskin-lined boots. If she spent an inordinate amount of time in front of the mirror on her makeup and hair, she justified it. It was about the occasion, not because she was spending Christmas with Zach.
 
   The sub-zero weather made the snow crunchy as she made her way up the shoveled walk to the front door. She didn’t know whether to pray that Zach opened the front door and she had a minute alone with him or to ease into it with family around. 
 
   She stamped up the steps, knocking ice and snow off her boots, and rang the bell before she could think this thing any further to death than she already had.
 
   Carlee opened the door. Her face twisted into a scowl. “Oh, it’s you.”
 
   Hurt speared through her, but she put a smile on her face. “Merry Christmas, Carlee.”
 
   Beau came up behind the young girl. “Leia, come on in.”
 
   Carlee moved away from the door and disappeared into the kitchen without any further word.
 
   “Don’t mind her. She’s just a bit out of joint. Zach’s out on a call and not here yet.” Beau took her leather coat and hung it up in the entry way closet.
 
   “He worked last night?” She moistened her lips, trying to stifle the butterflies in her stomach. Minor reprieve. Who knew it would be so hard to face him after their night together?
 
   Beau cleared his throat. “Yeah. Come on in the kitchen. Aunt Fiona’s doing her magic.”
 
   She followed Beau, reaching for calm. The house smelled of pine and gingerbread and baking bread. As only Fiona could do, the house was showroom perfect, every decoration just so, presents piled under the tree, lights twinkling. 
 
   The perfectness of the decorations gave her a pang, missing her mother. She hadn’t been to a family Christmas in years. Her last few had been spent in hotels, having dinner with her manager or some of the single band members. She’d always chalked it up to the price of her fame, but now she understood. 
 
   She’d made a choice. She could have had a wonderful Christmas every year, even if she’d been alone.
 
   Beau opened the swinging door to the kitchen and stepped aside.
 
   Leia brushed past him and came face-to-face with Denise and her smirk. She sat at the kitchen island, in an elegant red pantsuit. Carlee was next to her, glaring at everything and everyone.
 
   “Merry Christmas, Leia.” Fiona’s smile smoothed over the shock. She was up to her elbows in stuffing, shoving the mixture into a turkey for the fancy dinner that would follow this afternoon’s more low-key brunch.
 
   For the first time in a long time, Leia’s social poise deserted her and she fumbled for a response. “Merry Christmas to all of you.”
 
   Wyatt waved a hand from the stove. Something for brunch smelled delicious.
 
   With the ingredients spread around him, she wasn’t sure what exactly he was making, but she wasn’t hungry. Tiny’s pumpkin pie eaten at three a.m. was sitting in the back of her throat.
 
   Ryder waved her to the table. “Come join us for a cup of coffee and stay out of the way of the maestros.”
 
   She took him up on the offer, wanting to put as much room between Denise and herself as possible. Ryder rose to help her with her chair. “You look beautiful. Fiona didn’t tell you Denise would be here, did she?” He whispered near her ear so no one else could hear.
 
   Leia shook her head, frustration shifting her mood to match Carlee’s.
 
   “Don’t let Denise get to you.” He gave her back a small pat and moved back to his chair.
 
   She closed her eyes for a moment and forced herself to settle. Beau set a mug in front of her and sat down next to her.
 
   “Did you talk to Zach, Beau? How much longer will he be?” Fiona moved around Wyatt and washed her hands in the sink.
 
   “He didn’t say. Just that he’d be here as soon as he could.”
 
   Fiona walked to Carlee and rubbed her shoulders. “Well, then we’re going to make the best of it until he gets here.”
 
   “I don’t know why stupid people have to come before our Christmas.” Carlee stomped from the room.
 
   Denise made no attempt to follow her to chastise or soothe.
 
   Beau started to rise. “I’ll go talk to her.”
 
   He disappeared behind the swing doors. Leia took a drink of coffee, which she didn’t need, and glanced around the room. 
 
   Tension hummed, shifting and shimmering.
 
   She glanced at Ryder and mouthed at him. “Why is she here?”
 
   “Carlee’s mom. Christmas. Rude to exclude her.” He mouthed back, grimacing. He shrugged. “Would you like to see the tree and Fiona’s decorations, Leia?”
 
   “Oh yes,” Fiona gushed. “Show her Santa’s place.”
 
   Leia sighed in relief. Anything to get out of the kitchen. “I’d love that.”
 
   “We’ll be ready in ten minutes to eat.” Wyatt turned and gave her a commiserating wink. “And we eat, Zach or no Zach. He wouldn’t want us to wait. Denise you want to sample this? Tell me what you think.”
 
   The woman had opened her mouth, whether to insert herself into Ryder’s tour or say something that was sure to make Leia’s blood boil, she wasn’t sure. Wyatt, bless him, saw it and moved to intercept.
 
   Denise smirked, as if she knew Zach’s brothers were protecting Leia. “Sure, I’ll be a taster.”
 
   Leia followed Ryder to the hallway.
 
   Ryder shoved his hands in the pockets of his gray slacks. “Do you really want a tour?”
 
   She nodded. “I’d love to see the house.”
 
   “Sorry Fiona didn’t tell you Denise would be here.”
 
   Leia shrugged. “No apology necessary. It’s her house.”
 
   “But you wouldn’t have come if you’d known?”
 
   She hedged answering, following him when he pointed the way up the intricately decorated stairs. She didn’t know. Desperate as she was for family, for holidays, for a change in her life, she was only embroiled in this problem between parents and child because the subject was her and her lifestyle.
 
   Ryder left her to her thoughts as they climbed the stairs. On the landing, he turned to the first bedroom that looked out over the front lawn.
 
   “Fiona is a kid about Christmas.” He opened the door and flipped the light switch. “This room is her masterpiece—Santa’s workroom.”
 
   She squeezed around him and stood in awe.
 
   A seven-foot pine filled the double windows, the pine scent teasing her nostrils. The red and white lights flashed in a pattern. Leia watched for a moment and finally connected the Jingle Bells rhythm. The tree was decorated with nutcracker items, toys of all shapes and sizes, Santa figurines and red-plaid ribbon bows.
 
   A life-size stuffed Santa in red pants and a white work shirt sat at a small walnut desk, front and center. He was working on a train, torn apart on the desk. The light switch had turned on another train that chugged around the loop at the edge of the room. The shelves and bed were filled with antique dolls, stuff animals, and old-fashioned toys.
 
   “Oh my God,” she breathed. “This is like a life-size Christmas card. It’s beautiful.”
 
   “Rest of the house is tame in comparison to this. She’s been adding to it for years. The room sits under the eaves and with the staircase, wasn’t much good for a bedroom. Over the years it was her work space, her sanctuary, if you will. Then, she started this about ten years ago. Adds something to it every year.”
 
   “I don’t know what to look at first.” She walked carefully to the Santa and studied his sweet face. “Where did she get this?”
 
   “Made him. She had three versions of the body before she was happy and I can’t tell how many versions of his hands and body. She used Tiny’s hands for the mold, but the face was a piece of work in itself.”
 
   Leia stepped around the Santa and walked to the tea party in the corner. She went to her knees and delighted in the two large, white teddy bears dressed in Victorian style and sitting in black chairs at a red table. The tea party was spread out in front of them with miniature china cups and tea pot. A cinnamon colored candle in the center piece waited to be lit and the fake gingerbread on delicate china plates looked real enough to eat.
 
   She looked up at Ryder. “She’s really something, your Aunt Fiona.”
 
   “Don’t we know it.” His hands were flexing in his pocket and he’d pursed his mouth.
 
   “What?” Leia knew the look of a man ready to launch into something.
 
   “You’re in love with Zach.”
 
   She nearly tumbled head first into the tea party. She balanced herself with her hands and shoved to her feet. “I’m not going to answer that.”
 
   “Don’t have to. It’s obvious.”
 
   Leia cringed. Was she really wearing her heart on her sleeve?
 
   “We’re family, Leia. We’re close.” He rubbed the back of his neck. “Zach’s never acted like this before. Not since Carlee was born.”
 
   “Acted like what?” Cause as near as she could tell, Zach was a closed book, not leaking any emotion or any feelings about her at all.
 
   “He’s protective of you, doing things for you that he doesn’t for anyone else. Man, do you think as sheriff he goes to the trouble to nurse someone back to health? Find someone to do it, yes. But not actually take that step. He and Denise had a horrible row about you.”
 
   “I know. I was there.”
 
   “Heard about that one. But nope, they had another one after that. I was there.”
 
   “She sure can pick her moments, can’t she? Carlee wasn’t there, I hope.”
 
   “Nope. She was at a friend’s house, thank God. Denise is the most self-absorbed person I’ve ever met. Sucks for Carlee.”
 
   “Why are you asking me about how I feel?”
 
   “Zach, he’s been hurt.”
 
   “I’m not Denise.”
 
   He held up his hands to placate here. “No, you aren’t. You’re more—could possibly turn out to be everything he needs. He’s gone a long time working on everyone and everything including Carlee, his job, this town, the family…but it’s never been about what he needed. I just wanted you to understand that.”
 
   She rose to her feet and walked to Ryder, putting out her hands. He took them and she squeezed the strong fingers. “I can’t tell you where this is going, but I can tell you that I do care about him. I’m feeling my way here, though, and not getting much feedback from him.”
 
   Ryder snorted. “You wouldn’t. Watch what he does, you’ll get a clue.”
 
   They both heard the footsteps and Leia dropped Ryder’s hands and turned to the doorway.
 
   Carlee stood there, arms wrapped around herself and glowering. “Going to sleep with him, too?”
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   CHAPTER THIRTEEN
 
    
 
   “Carlee Marie, you apologize right now.” Ryder started across the room.
 
   Leia grabbed his arm and stopped him. “Let me talk to her, please. Alone.”
 
   He looked back at Carlee and then at Leia. “Okay.”
 
   He crossed to the doorway and stopped by the girl. “But you apologize. That’s no way for you to talk.” Ryder touched her shoulder. “Understand?”
 
   “Yes, sir.” She shrugged away from his hand and kept her eyes downcast.
 
   Leia sighed. Of all the things she’d expected from her night with Zach, fallout with Carlee hadn’t been one of them. She considered all the ways she could approach this. Friend, confidant, parent; nothing seemed to really fit.
 
   Carlee raised her head and stared her down. “So let me have it. That’s what you want to do. What everybody is doing. Nobody listens to me. Nobody cares.”
 
   Leia crossed her arms and stayed silent.
 
   Carlee’s face turned red. “What? You think that’s not true? Go ahead. Tell me that’s not true.”
 
   Leia crossed to the Christmas tree and fingered the ornaments, trying to transmit a calm demeanor in the face of her hostility. “You may feel like that’s true because you’re angry.”
 
   The girl stepped further into the room, sagging a bit in her defensiveness. “You slept with my Dad, didn’t you?”
 
   Leia turned from the tree and walked to the girl. “I deeply care about your father.”
 
   “That doesn’t answer my question.” She rubbed the toe of her shoe on the carpet.
 
   “No, it doesn’t. But that’s something you should understand before anything else.”
 
   How should she say the rest? She felt like she was fumbling in the dark for a light switch, waiting for illumination or rescue by the man who was the topic of conversation. 
 
   She wanted honesty between her and Carlee, but this thing with Zach, well she didn’t know what it was for him. For her, she was in love. Had been since she’d laid eyes on the man, but because she didn’t believe in that sort of thing and because of the cynicism that had overtaken her attitude, she refused to recognize it. 
 
   If she wanted to change her life, change exactly this kind of cynicism, she had to be straight with the man’s twelve-year-old daughter. Her mother’s voice pounded in her head. Begin how you mean to go.
 
   “Didn’t think you’d answer me.” Carlee turned away, starting to leave the room.
 
   Leia touched her shoulder, turning her back around. “Yes, your father and I spent the night together. I’m in love with him, Carlee. Two adults can and do express their feelings that way.”
 
   “My dad loves you?” She stared at Leia with disbelief. “You love him? Same as you loved Derek Cobb and Josh Draper? I read the tabloids, too. I kept up on your boyfriends. It was glamorous and exciting. My dad isn’t glamorous and exciting. He’s mine!”
 
   Carlee jerked away from her and ran down the stairs. Leia bit her lip and stayed rooted in the same spot, uncertain about everything and everyone. She was allowed to have a past, wasn’t she? And she’d never dated Josh Draper. The tabloids had made that up.
 
   Beau crested the top of the stairs and came to lean in the doorframe. “I heard. She’ll come around.”
 
   “I had to be honest. Lying after what she saw the other morning, it wasn’t the way to go.”
 
   “You did better than Zach. He’s been so busy, he hasn’t been able to talk to her. Not sure what he’d say if he did. He’s pretty private and probably thinks this is none of her business.”
 
   In a way, Leia agreed. She and Zach were consenting adults and needed to explain themselves to no one. But Carlee had a complicated situation that at times shook her foundation. Zach was her foundation. The predictability of Dad’s behavior was what kept Carlee rooted. Now she’d rocked that foundation. 
 
   Regret flashed through Leia. She’d never wanted Carlee to be sorry for being friends and she did consider Carlee a friend.
 
   “Don’t put too much of this on your shoulders. I should have stopped Denise from leaving the lodge with Carlee the other morning. Roads weren’t that good, but she wouldn’t listen. I don’t know exactly what Carlee told her about you, but she insisted she had to meet up with Zach. I didn’t argue it.”
 
   She shook her head. “You didn’t know.”
 
   She turned back to the tree, trying to remember the trees her mother must have decorated and coming up with only vague details. “I should go.”
 
   “No. You shouldn’t give in to a twelve-year-old or her mother. Carlee’s a young woman now and has to figure out how to handle these things without having a snit fit, which I told her.” He came up behind her and rubbed a hand down her shoulder. “I know this is awkward, but for Zach’s sake, stay.”
 
   She turned to him, squaring her shoulders. “You’re right. I know you are.”
 
   “Then let’s go to breakfast.” He held out his arm.
 
   “Zach here yet?” The hopeful ring in her voice was pathetic.
 
   Beau held out his arm with a grin. “On his way. Imagine having to go on a domestic call on Christmas morning. Not exactly the kind of morning he’d planned either.”
 
   She gave one last wistful look to the room and let Beau led her out. “The promise of Christmas morning rarely pans out the way we plan.”
 
   “Isn’t that the truth. But let’s see if we can salvage this one.”
 
   “Don’t suppose Carlee will want the present I got her now.”
 
   “Give it to her anyway. She needs it.”
 
   The tense situation rubbed against the secret of the guitar in her back seat, picked out especially for the girl. Given how Carlee felt about her at the moment, she’d be lucky if Carlee didn’t break the thing over her head.
 
   “If you say so.” She followed Beau down the stairs, trying to bolster herself with love for Zach, trying to connect again to that moment when they’d made love and she’d felt a part of him and his life, and tempering the want to be a part of this family so bad. 
 
   Her confidence wavered on new baby legs. Would she do anything for this, for Zach? Because it was obvious Carlee still had stars in her eyes about Leia and they were burning out rapidly in what she perceived as a competition for her Dad’s love and the humbling truth that Carlee’s hero was just a human being. 
 
   Could she win the heart of the young woman with the real Leia, not Rock Star Leia?
 
    
 
    [image: Section Break Badge Pics.jpg] 
 
    
 
   Zach stomped his feet on the porch and opened the front door. The smell of bacon and roasting turkey and fresh coffee loosened the tension from his shoulders. Damn ugly morning. A man beats his wife close-to-dead bloody on Christmas morning, ends up in jail, leaving wife in intensive care in the hospital, and the poor kids end up with a neighbor for the holidays. Merry effing Christmas. Domestic violence frustrated him on the best of days, but on Christmas, it just wasn’t right.
 
   His own child was suffering, too. He’d seen it in her eyes when he’d wakened her to tell her he had to go on a call, leaving her at the house alone until Wyatt had been able to get to town from the farm. He’d wanted to surprise Carlee one-on-one with his Christmas present for her this morning before they’d come here for the day—the designer ski boots she’d wanted—and have a talk with her about Leia. Now the gift would just end up being mixed with the mob of presents and the talk would have to wait yet again.
 
   Unfortunately, when he’d signed up for this job, it was understood he’d respond to officer needs assistance at five a.m., holiday or not. He didn’t have to like it. 
 
   He took a deep breath and tried to shake off his job. In measured movements, he closed the door behind him and dropped his small bag on the floor. He listened to the chatter in the kitchen, let the sounds and the smells wash over him and pushed aside the tiredness. He shrugged out of his jacket, then saw Leia descending the stairs with Beau on her heels.
 
   Her dark hair brushed her face, and the green of her festive sweater shaped her body, leaving a sweet reminder of whispers in the dark. God, he wanted to hold her. She saw him and hurried down the remainder of the steps and came directly to him. Beau gave him a wave and disappeared into the dining room.
 
   “Are you all right?” The concern in her eyes touched something deep that simultaneously made him want to embrace or run.
 
   He reached for her hand, desperate to say how bad he needed her. Instead, he heard Carlee complaining about something in the dining room and closed it off. “Yeah. Bad one, that’s all.”
 
   He dropped his hand after brushing her fingers and shrugged out of his jacket. He bent to pick up his bag. “Let me change clothes and I’ll meet you at the table.”
 
   He would have been a bastard not to see the yearning in her eyes. So he did what both of them wanted and leaned in for a quick, “I missed you” kiss.
 
   Surprisingly, that was enough to put a sparkle of hope in Leia’s eyes and made Zach’s need to run abate. 
 
   Maybe he should take a risk. Wasn’t love what Christmas was all about?
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   Three days later, Leia unwrapped another strand of lights from around the tree. She’d planned to leave the decoration up until New Year’s, but after the awkwardness of Christmas, she was done with the holidays. The needles dropping from the tree seemed to agree.
 
   She’d left the Murphy’s after dinner Christmas Day. Eight hours of strain, of watching Carlee set her guitar aside as if it meant nothing, of whispered words in fast exchanges with Zach and acting like he wasn’t her whole world so as to avoid the confrontation with Denise and Carlee—all pushed her to the limits of her civility.
 
   She’d come home exhausted with a pounding headache. To top it off, Zach had promised to come by so they could talk and ended up on a call instead. Seems the holidays meant more work for the police, not less.
 
   Her cell phone vibrated on the counter. She tucked the lights into the storage box and turned on the light against the gathering darkness. She picked up the phone and glanced at the display. Banning.
 
   She pushed the answer button. “Mark.”
 
   “Happy New Year. I can’t hold Cale off anymore. He wants to talk to you.”
 
   “Maybe he wants to know which rehab hospital I’m in,” she answered, sweetly.
 
   Banning snorted. “They are grasping at straws. Can’t find you, so they’re making up stuff per usual.”
 
   She went back to her tree, removing a few ornaments she missed. “I wish they’d forget about me.”
 
   “Part of the package and you know it.” His words scraped tender feelings.
 
   “Lies and truths. I’ll call him. Time for me to get back to work.”
 
   “Doctor cleared you yet?”
 
   Leia grimaced. “No. But I think I should fly into L.A. and see a throat specialist and call my old voice coach. Voice definitely needs some work.” She’d learned that trying to sing carols at the Murphy’s.
 
   “How much longer are you going to keep the house there a secret?”
 
   She’d hadn’t really thought about it, but all of sudden the decision popped out of her mouth. “No more. I like it here. I’m staying here. But I’ll take that up with Cale.”
 
   “Let me know when you fly in, I’ll pick you up.”
 
   “Thanks, Mark. Happy New Year.”
 
   She clicked the off button and went back to the almost bare tree. Things weren’t quite working out like she hoped. She should consider how she was going to feel when Zach walked away. Would it change how she felt about living in Parson Corners, living in this house across the street from him?  Just having to consider that hurt unbearably.
 
   To stop the direction of her thoughts, she dialed Cale’s number and waited for him to pick up. When he didn’t, she left a message on his voice mail and disconnected, then turned off her phone. She was going to go take a hot bath, play her guitar and turn in. She was tired of replaying every action and its results, and the need skirting just under her senses was exhausting.
 
    She wanted Zach. Wanted him to hold her, talk to her, give her some idea what he wanted from her. Looked like another night was going to pass without answers.
 
   She left the dry tree as it was and moved the storage boxes against the wall. She’d have to call Zach to remove the tree tomorrow.
 
   The doorbell rang, startling her. She looked out the side window and saw Zach on the porch. Her heart soared, her hands shaking with the sudden rush of emotion. She’d never felt anything like this before. She stood trapped in the flush, the terror, the need before finally rushing to the door.
 
   She flung it open, wishing for more aplomb, but failing to find it. “Hi.”
 
   “Hi.” He looked her up and down. The act would have thrilled her, but his expression was blank, like he had himself under careful control. “Can I come in?”
 
   She stepped back, swearing at her hopes and dreams and school girl behavior. “Sure. Just taking down the tree. The needles are starting to come off. Would you like some coffee?”
 
   “Let me take that out to the curb for you.” He lifted the tree as if it weighed nothing at all.
 
   She opened the door wide and watched while he muscled the tree down the porch stairs and the sidewalk, tossing it at the curb. He came back up the walk, dusting off his hands.
 
   “Thanks. Come on in the kitchen. You can wash your hands.” She shut the door behind him and led the way to the kitchen, absolutely hating how formal she was being. She was on the edge of desperate to jump him for a kiss.
 
   He went right to the sink and washed his hands, reminding her that he knew her place as well as she did. She swallowed hard against every wayward emotion clogging her throat. He dried his hands and walked to her.
 
   He bent and tenderly kissed her lips. “I’m sorry about Carlee. I’m sorry about this whole mess.”
 
   She melted. “Not your fault.”
 
   He kissed her again and released her. He walked to the kitchen cabinet and got a coffee mug. “That’s not the way my daughter sees it. Everything I do is wrong. Everything her mother is doing is right. I don’t quite know how that follows because it’s a first, but that’s how she sees it.”
 
   He poured the coffee and closed his eyes to breathe in the aroma. He looked tired and frustrated. She walked to his side and leaned against the counter next to him, reaching down to thread her fingers through his free hand. “She feels threatened. I suppose this is the first time she’s recognized her dad might be a man with a life of his own, not just her dad.”
 
   He looked down at her, obviously thinking about what she said. “I’m sorry she was such a brat on Christmas.”
 
   “Well, I should apologize, too. She asked me point blank if we’d slept together. I told her the truth.”
 
   He rolled his shoulders and his neck. “Kind of hard not to tell her the truth with what happened. That’s not the problem. Denise is the problem. That rehab story in the tabloids didn’t help.”
 
   She looked up at him, waiting for him to express the censure that was in his eyes. “I don’t have any control over those things, you know that.”
 
   He rolled his shoulders again. “I know. But it’s hard for Carlee. She doesn’t understand fact and lies. She threw all your other boyfriends in my face last night. Spouting nonsense based on what she’d read. It’s hurtful, Leia.”
 
   She felt the sigh that escaped all the way to her core. “I know. I can’t stop it, though. And for the record, I dated Derek Cobb for a year. I haven’t dated anyone else. I’ve had escorts to events, people Cale wanted me to be seen with and a busy music life. That’s it.”
 
   Zach put his mug on the counter and rubbed his forehead. “It’s got me thinking, though. How in the world do I protect her if this thing between us gets out and hits the tabloids? How do I protect my family and this town, for that matter?”
 
   Leia’s throat closed. Pain washed over her, rising to a lump in her throat. It was an honest question, one she wished wasn’t necessary, one she wished he bypassed to say he loved her and would do anything to be with her, and yet those words weren’t forthcoming.
 
   She cleared her throat, dropped his hand and stepped away from him. “I live my life, Zach. I try to keep under their radar, but most of the time how they spin what happens to sell newspapers has nothing to do with my feelings or reality. I’m sorry. I wish it was different. It’s one of those double-edged swords to this profession.”
 
   Silence.
 
   She turned to gaze at him, watched the emotion flashing across his face like a summer storm. “I have to go. I need to spend some time with Carlee.”
 
   Miserable and aching inside, she could only nod. “Sure. I get it.”
 
   He stepped to her and put a finger under her chin, lifting her eyes to his. “I have to think about this.”
 
   She pressed her lips together, desperate to not cry in front of him. “What do you want from me, Zach?”
 
   “I’m not sure.” He stared at her like the answer was buried in the soul of her eyes.
 
   I love you. Tell me you feel the same. Tell me you want to work this through. Tell me we have a future.
 
   The stiffness in his shoulders and the closed expression on his face told her she wasn’t going to hear any of that. That he didn’t even utter any words of comfort had her heart shattering.
 
   “I’ll call you tomorrow.”
 
   She pasted on a brave smile and nodded. The door closed behind him, trapping her in the silence of the comfort of her home, not seeing anything she could do to drive herself away from the destruction of this crossroads. 
 
   She was a superstar. 
 
   No matter what she did, continued on this path or retired, she would always garner a certain amount of public eye. She couldn’t change that now, but if she lost Zach over it…she couldn’t face that. 
 
   Couldn’t face that bleak future.
 
   A tear ran down her cheek and she swiped it away. Then, she let mad takeover. Needing an outlet for the anger and frustration, she went up to the spare room she planned to convert to a studio in the spring, plugged in her electric guitar and let it rip. 
 
   She was who she was. He’d known, and unless he’d had sex with the superstar, he’d made love to the woman she was. There were ways around the media hype, but was there a way to get Zach to give her his heart?
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   Zach paused on the porch and stared out at the Christmas lights, just beginning to twinkle against the darkness. 
 
   What the hell was he doing? Down deep in his heart he wanted her, but still felt strongly that he couldn’t have her. She’d built her life somewhere else and in the long run, he’d lose. 
 
   Opportunities came along, people left. Life rolled and it didn’t particular give a crap who it rolled over. He’d promised himself long ago that he wasn’t going to get flattened again. Deep down he stifled the need, the rightness to being with her. 
 
   It risked too much. 
 
   When she walked away, and she would, she couldn’t take what was left of his heart if he didn’t let her. The town, his family, Carlee needed him. He wouldn’t risk being a shell of a man, going through the motions as he had for years.
 
   His body clenched, disagreeing. That insidious stupid voice in the back of his head stabbed him. 
 
   Leia needs you, too. 
 
   But did she really? She could snap her fingers and anyone would be there to help her. He couldn’t ignore the other half of him that was chanting “protect yourself.”
 
   Hard rock music pounded through the door. Zach turned back to look, but willed himself to walk down the steps. Denise’s rental car pulled up in the driveway just as he crossed the street.
 
   She got out of the car and saw him.
 
   He walked over to meet her. “Dinner was an hour ago. Bit late to be picking Carlee up, isn’t it?”
 
   “I’m leaving. A big story I’ve been working on is ready to break. I have to be there.”
 
   “Of course you do.” He didn’t even try to bite back the sarcasm.
 
   She huffed and slammed the car door. “This is my life, Zach. I have a responsibility to my employer. When he says go, I go. It isn’t any different than your job and being gone for half of Christmas day.”
 
   Zach’s temper flashed. “It’s completely different. That job protects the town Carlee lives in and I come home at night. You disappear for months.”
 
   They’d planned to go to Denver tomorrow so Denise could see the ski school Carlee planned to go to. She’d be enormously hurt if Denise left now.
 
   “You had plans with her. She won’t understand.”
 
   “She’ll have to. This is important.” She brushed passed him and moved to the back door. She didn’t wait for him to catch up, but started inside.
 
   “It always is.” He was talking to himself, of course.
 
   He looked back across the street and wondered, not for the first time, when Leia would do the same thing.
 
    Or would she? 
 
   The damn thing was he didn’t know. He walked slowly up the driveway, struggling against anger at Denise, a mile-wide ache for Leia, and the need to not hurt Carlee as Denise was doing right this minute. He didn’t know whether it was his expectation that Leia would leave or her celebrity schedule that would force the split. 
 
   He wanted one more night, but cursed himself for it. One night wouldn’t be enough. One night had been enough to fuel feelings that were better off buried under ten feet of snow and frozen forever.
 
   He went in the back door. He took his time putting his coat and hat on the hook, unloading his weapon and putting it in the safe and entering the kitchen. Denise could take the first salvo from Carlee before he had to clean up the damage.
 
   Beau came around the corner, just as he opened the fridge. “Are you kidding me? She’s leaving?”
 
   Zach took the cap off the milk and took a slug from the plastic carton. He shrugged. “So she says.”
 
   “I made all the arrangements for her to see the school.” Beau strode to the island and glared at him.
 
   “I know, Beau.” He capped the milk and shoved it back in the fridge. “We’ll still go. Where are they?”
 
   “Upstairs in her room. I eavesdropped. Carlee’s not happy.”
 
   Zach pulled out a chair, sat at the table and unlaced and removed his boots. “She shouldn’t be. One of these days Denise will learn she can’t keep letting her down like this.”
 
   He left Beau fuming in the kitchen and padded in stocking feet up the stairs to Carlee’s room.
 
   “You’ll just have to understand, Carlee. I have a job where what I do is important.”
 
   Denise’s voice grated on his ears. She tended to get shrill when she was pissed and upset.
 
   “Dad has an important job. Lives depend on what he does. I researched your job. Lots of people do it. Someone else could go.”
 
   Zach silently applauded Carlee’s arguments. He paused in the doorway and took in Carlee, sitting on her bed with mad tears coming down her face.
 
   “That’s not true. I’ve been working on this story for some time. I’m the expert. They need me.”
 
   Carlee dashed the tears from her cheeks. “You were supposed to go with us.”
 
   “I know. I’ll call. You can tell me all about it.” Denise stood, center of the room, hands on her hips. The least she could have done was hugged their daughter.
 
   Carlee saw him in the doorway and launched out of bed. “She’s leaving, Dad.”
 
   He pulled her into his arms, rocking her side to side. “I know, hon.”
 
   He looked over Carlee’s head and could see the resentment simmering in Denise’s eyes. Resentment for what, he had no clue.
 
   “I have to leave, Carlee. Come give me a hug.”
 
   Carlee jerked out of his arms. “No.” She flounced past him and slammed into the bathroom.
 
   Denise sighed. “Zach, go make her…”
 
   “No.” He stepped out of the doorway. “Just go. There isn’t anything you can say to her that will make this better, Denise. You can’t keep reneging on your commitments to her. But I’ve said that before and it doesn’t matter.”
 
   “Like you’re the perfect father.” She jerked past him to leave.
 
   He took her arm to stop her. “I don’t have to be perfect. I just have to be here. Don’t come again, Denise. I’m tired of Carlee being hurt.”
 
   Denise gave his hand a pointed glare. “She’s my daughter. I have rights.”
 
   He released her arm, sorry he touched her. “She’s old enough to have a say with a judge. I won’t force her to see you anymore. She should be the most important thing.”
 
   “Like she is against your drunk rocker. She got sent off with Beau so you could get laid. Don’t make out like you’re any better than I am.”
 
   Zach clamped down on his back teeth and took a deep breath through his nose. “Goodbye.”
 
   He kept himself to one word to keep a virtual tirade from erupting from his mouth, but damn he could taste the words on his lips and wanted to utter them in the worst way. 
 
   But it wouldn’t solve a thing. He followed her to the top of the stairs and watched her flounce down the stairs. 
 
   “This isn’t over, Zach. But I don’t have time to discuss it.”
 
   She brushed past Beau, who was eavesdropping in the kitchen doorway. The door slammed, reverberating through the house.
 
   He rolled his eyes and glanced back at the bathroom door. “I get left with an angry daughter who has her own issues with me. Great, just great.”
 
   He walked part way down the stairs and sat. Beau walked partway up and sat a couple steps below him. “Maybe you should just be honest with Carlee about Leia.”
 
   “I’d love to, except I don’t know what to be honest about. I have no idea what the hell I’m doing or how she fits or even if she does.”
 
   Beau gave a sigh. “A guy would have to be pretty sure about what his priorities were and how he felt to take on the mess that’s Leia’s life. You know that, right? Media eats guys like you for breakfast, especially when you can’t even come up with a succinct explanation for your daughter.”
 
   “Don’t think I don’t know that.”
 
   “We were shielded from Fiona’s fame pretty well. Ryder waded into it with his smarts and his lawyer mouth, by choice. Wyatt uses his understanding of Fiona’s career and his damn fabulous way with food to withstand his rising fame. You and I, buddy. We fade into the background by choice.”
 
   “I’m the sheriff of this county with a responsibility to its residents not to make it a Mecca for Hollywood gossip if I can help it. I have Carlee to protect, too. Leia aside, Denise is in the spotlight more often than not also. Do you think I don’t wonder about repercussions from her line of work, terrorists and whackos out for revenge? Should I add another dimension to that by adding the fan adulation, gossip and jet-setting lifestyle that Leia represents to this mix?”
 
   “It depends.” Beau shifted on the stairs.
 
   “On what?”
 
   “Whether you love her or not.”
 
   Everything in Zach curled into a tight ball of emotion. Love? Yeah, he had feelings. She’d crept into his heart somewhere along the journey from arrest to illness.
 
   Beau stood. “If you have to think about it that hard, then you don’t.”
 
   A protest formed on his lips, but he stifled it. Years protecting his feelings from just exactly this made him stay silent when he wanted to defend his actions.
 
    They’d made love. She wasn’t the flavor of the week. He wanted to wake with her every day, take care of her when she didn’t have the good sense to take care of herself, and wanted to know that she was there with a listening ear for his problems with Denise, with this job, with Carlee. Yet everything inside him shriveled at taking that final step to commitment, by admitting his love to Beau.
 
   He shrugged. “Good luck explaining to Carlee.” He stepped back down the stairs and took his jacket off the newel post. “I’ll pick you both up tomorrow at nine.”
 
   “Nine?” His mind stumbled off the Leia subject, trying to catch up with the thread.
 
   “The ski school? Don’t tell me you’re going to renege, too?” Beau’s face flushed and he looked ready to launch into a tirade.
 
   He held up his hands to placate his brother. “No, we’re going. Nine. We’ll be ready.”
 
   Beau gave him a skeptical look. “She needs something to latch onto, Zach, or she’s going to rocket into uncontrollable. She’s good enough at skiing, she should get to see how far that can take her.”
 
   He nodded, boggled by the fact that his little girl was growing up. “I agree.” He had no choice. Carlee had enough problems without her father not supporting her in a quest. If skiing was her thing, then so be it.
 
   He rose from the steps. “Thanks, Beau.”
 
   “For what?”
 
   “For always being there for her. I appreciate it.”
 
   Beau smiled, then zipped his coat. “She’s my niece and I love her. Go talk to her.” He disappeared through the kitchen.
 
   Zach looked up the stairs, wondering how long she’d sit in the bathroom. He rose, tiredness making him groan. In the last seventy-two hours, he’d slept about eight. Sometimes he weighed the cost of his job and this was one of them, although it did put a roof over their head and would keep Carlee in skis for the future.
 
   He knocked on the bathroom door. “Carlee?” The sheriff in him wanted to order her to open the door and listen, but that approach hadn’t worked so well for him in the past, so he took a deep breath and reached for reasonable.
 
   “What?” She called through the door, still sounding mad and upset. At least she answered him.
 
   “Let’s talk, honey. I’ll make us some hot chocolate and meet you at the kitchen table?” 
 
   She didn’t answer. But the door clicked open. The first thing he saw was her splotched face. Anger, guilt and remorse clutched at him.
 
   “Okay.” She wiped her nose with a ragged tissue.
 
   “I’ll go get the drinks started.” He left her there, struggling against letting her proceed on this in her own way and her own time. He padded back down the stairs to the kitchen and by the time he had the milk warmed and was adding the cocoa, Carlee joined him in the kitchen with robe and slippers. She slipped into a seat. He opened the fridge and took out the can of whipped topping, sure he could feel Aunt Fiona cringing because it wasn’t “real” cream.
 
   “Why does Mom always have to do that?” He looked over. She was tracing a pattern along the grain of the wood.
 
   He walked to the table and set the hot chocolate on the table, then sat across from her. “She’s driven, Carlee. Some would say it’s her calling, her passion. She’s so focused, she can’t really see anything else. So she justifies these things, hoping you’ll understand.”
 
   “So her job is more important than I am?”
 
   “Her job is a part of her identity, what she thinks makes her who she is. The fact that she’s letting you down doesn’t come into it. I wish I could explain it better.” He took a sip of the hot drink and realized Fiona was right about the cream.
 
   “I think that’s crap.” She stared at him, hands clasped in front of her. “It’s an excuse.”
 
   “That may be, too. I’m not an expert on your mother. Never claimed to be.”
 
   “You have just as important a job, Dad. People depend on you, but you don’t walk out on me.”
 
   “At times I do.” He felt compelled to be honest.
 
   “No, not like that. You may leave me with Uncle Beau or Aunt Fiona, but you always come home. I don’t go months without seeing you.”
 
   “True. Unfortunately, this is the reality of two parents who aren’t married with one having custody, honey. I wish it was different.”
 
   “Mom wouldn’t have let it be different and she’d never be happy here.”
 
   He took another sip and watched Carlee twirl her hair, wondering when she’d gotten grown up enough to understand all this.
 
   “Leia was my friend, Dad.”
 
   He set his cup down before the contents could slosh, not expecting the rapid change of topic even though he should have. “She still is.”
 
   “You changed that. You slept with her and changed that.”
 
   Zach stared at her, fumbling for something to say. He finally settled on a version of the truth, as he’d discussed with Beau. “I have some complicated feelings about Leia. I think she would say the same thing.”
 
   “I was important to her. Now you’re more important, Dad.”
 
   He shook his head. “That’s not true.”
 
   “How could it not be?”
 
   He floundered for an answer. “Did Leia say something to you?”
 
   “No.” She traced the edge of her mug, the cream nearly melted and she hadn’t taken a sip. “She’s just like Mom. Big career. She’ll leave and forget I even existed. My feelings won’t matter.”
 
   He opened his mouth to counter that and then snapped it shut. 
 
   Wasn’t that exactly what he was thinking? Had thought that ever since she’d bought the house? Ever since he’d handed her phone back for her to deal with Banning? Ever since they’d made love?
 
   He reached across the table and took Carlee’s hand. “I’ll still be here, honey.
 
   “Great, Dad. Thanks.” She escaped from the table and he let her go, her sarcasm biting. After all, he was only a father and he couldn’t make magic happen.
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   CHAPTER FOURTEEN
 
    
 
   Two days later, Leia flicked through the news channels for Hollywood reporting and hit the redial on her cell phone. 
 
   No answer. 
 
   Where was her damn manager when she needed him? 
 
   Granted, she’d been ignoring him pretty much for most of the holiday season. But he was getting paid to be handling the sudden explosion of lies on the airwaves about her. 
 
   She supposedly was coming out of rehab to a fourteen city tour, a movie deal, and the launch of her signature clothing line. She didn’t have a clothing line and a movie deal was news to her. The fourteen city tour wouldn’t be unreasonable except Cale had never said a thing. 
 
   Another channel had that she’d fired her band and her next album had been put on hold due to financial woes. Really?
 
   She left another message with Cale and hung up. Scrolling through her address book, she found the number for Eli Jones, her lead guitarist, and hit the send button.
 
   He answered after the first ring and responded to her greeting. “Leia? About damn time you called.”
 
   “Happy New Year’s to you, too.” She hit the mute on the television.
 
   “I’ve been trying to get a hold of you since before Christmas.”
 
   “I’ve been sick and out of the loop. Why?”
 
   “Cale fired us two days before Christmas.”
 
   “What?” Her feet slid off the coffee table and hit the floor. “He can’t do that.”
 
   “Well, he did. With all these rumors in the tabloid. I didn’t know what to believe. What do you want me to tell the rest of the band?”
 
   She stood and began pacing. “You’re my band. You’re not fired. Understood? As far as I know, all the rumors aren’t true. I’m not in rehab. I’ve been sick.”
 
   “Gotta admit that scared me some. We’ve been together a long time. I tried to call and call and to catch up with you at your house in Beverly Hills, but you are never there.”
 
   “I don’t live there anymore Eli. I bought a house in Colorado. I’ll give you all the details soon. I’ll call Cale and get to the bottom of this.” She hung up, feeling sick inside. 
 
   She’d gotten Eli’s voice messages, too, and had put off calling him, so focused on Zach that she hadn’t wanted to get back to real life. But the reality was that people depended on her for their livelihood, their careers. She’d been self-indulgent and irresponsible to keep herself apart for so long. Yeah, she’d needed to while she was sick, but the minute she was released from the hospital, she should have checked in and kept this from happening.
 
   The doorbell rang. The noise in the quiet of the house jarred against the light speed of her brain and she rushed to the door. Zach stood holding his hat, his badge prominent on the dark green jacket.
 
   She slapped a hand to her heart and took a deep breath. “Zach, you startled me.”
 
   He gave her a strange look, then was all business. “I hate to ask, but can you keep an eye out for Carlee? I have to go into the office for court and she wanted to stay home in bed.”
 
   “You want me to check on her?”
 
   “If you would. I should be back by four at the latest. Beau’s tied up at the lodge and Fiona and Ryder went to Wyatt’s for his annual New Year’s Eve bash at his restaurant tomorrow night.”
 
   “What about Denise?”
 
   “She’s gone. Two days ago. Some big news story breaking, although I have yet to hear what it was.” He took off his hat, fingering the brim and then shifted it back into a perfect fit on his head. “I’d just appreciate an eye out. No boys, no parties.” He gave a half-laugh.
 
   She nodded, pleased he’d come to her. “I can do that. I’m not her favorite person right now, though.”
 
   “Neither am I, so we’re even. I’ve gotta go. Judge hates people being late, his sheriff especially.”
 
   “Okay. I got this.” Some of her fluster must have gotten through, because he stopped for a moment on the cusp of leaving.
 
   “You okay?”
 
   “Yeah, usual superstar problems.” She gave him a weak smile. “It’ll sort itself out.”
 
   “Okay. I appreciate this.” Then he was gone. No kiss. No hug. No “can I see you later.”
 
   She slowly shut the door, bombarded with the notion that both sides of her life were crumbling under her feet and not entirely sure anything good was going to come from the collapse.
 
   Four long hours later, she dumped the remnants of the coffee pot in the sink and opened a bottle of water. Her nerves were fried. An intense search of the internet turned up more gossip, or she should say more than usual. 
 
   She picked up her cell phone to call Cale’s secretary for the sixth time in an hour. The phone rang in her hand. Cale. Finally.
 
   She took a deep breath so she’d sound normal, not like some strung out psycho. “Hello, Cale. Happy New Year.”
 
   “About time you surfaced.” His tone wasn’t promising.
 
   “I’ve been sick so I’m laying low and resting my voice.” One truth.
 
   “Sick? Why didn’t you call?”
 
   She rolled her eyes. “Managed it myself, Cale. That’s not what I called to talk about.”
 
   “Where are you? Let’s meet.”
 
   “I can’t do that.” She took a deep breath. “I’m at my home in Colorado. Weather’s not great for traveling.”
 
   “You don’t have a house in Colorado. So why don’t you tell me where you really are before it hits the tabloids.”
 
   “I have a home in Colorado, Cale. I bought it last fall.”
 
   There was a long pause before he finally answered. “You’re not supposed to buy anything that size without running it through me first.”
 
   His harsh parental tone ignited her temper. “You aren’t supposed to fire my band!”
 
   “We talked about that. They’ve gotten stale.”
 
   “I told you that no one fires my band.”
 
   “I pay the bills around here, Leia, and manage all the interests. You sing.”
 
   “Wrong. You wouldn’t have a job without my singing. Every single detail better be coming through me or maybe you need to find a new job.”
 
   He was silent for long enough to make guilt and regret rise to clog her throat.
 
   “Are you threatening to fire me, little girl? After everything I’ve done for you?”
 
   The derogatory tone of “little girl” popped the bubble of emotion in her throat and made her temper spike. “Define everything, Cale. You certainly didn’t sing on the albums. You certainly didn’t bring your talent to the table to exploit. You certainly weren’t along for the city by city exhausting tours. You’re supposed to be working for me not against me.”
 
   “Without me, you wouldn’t have become a household name.”
 
   “Without you, there would have been another manager to make me a household name, but maybe he’d respect my opinion. Get me my financial statements. I want them in forty-eight hours or I’ll call an accounting firm to audit.”
 
   “You’re being ridiculous, Leia. There isn’t any need for all that, honey.”
 
   “You shouldn’t have fired my band, Cale. Fair warning. Clear everything else through me or we’ll be splitting company.” She hung up on him, too furious to think straight. 
 
   Her only lawyer was Cale’s lawyer, so she couldn’t turn that direction. She wanted to pitch a fit, throw a few things and scream. She settled for slapping the counter and swearing loudly for two full minutes.
 
   Then she looked out the window and saw a piece of paper flapping on Zach’s front door. It hadn’t been there thirty minutes ago. She called Carlee’s cell phone, but the girl didn’t answer. She called Zach’s house and the answering machine picked up.
 
   “What are you doing, Carlee?” She hadn’t seen or talked to the girl since Zach left four hours ago. She didn’t want to lean over her shoulder and make the girl think she wasn’t old enough to be watching out for herself, but it wouldn’t hurt to run over and find out what the note was and see if she needed anything.
 
   She tromped to the closet and pulled on a pair of boots and a heavy coat. Grabbing a stocking cap and a pair of mittens, she bundled up and made her way across the street, struggling against a small breeze and intense cold. She stomped snow off her boots on the steps and stepped up to the note.
 
   Dad, I’ve gone to a friend’s for a while. I’ll be back home soon. Carlee.
 
   “Dammit, Carlee. You were supposed to tell me first.” She knocked on the door against all hope that the girl had already come back and just forgotten to remove the note. 
 
   No one answered. 
 
   She checked both entrances and they were locked. Which brought to mind a disconcerting question. Zach had a key to her house, but she didn’t have a key to his. Could there be any more poignant reminder that she wasn’t a fixture in his life?
 
   She strode back across the street and went inside, quickly dumping her winter garb over a chair in the living room and reaching for her cell phone. She called Carlee’s number and when she didn’t answer again, she left a terse message. She didn’t want to call Zach and admit she’d lost his child. She called the ski lodge and asked for Beau instead.
 
   “Yeah, Leia. What’s up?”
 
   “Thanks for taking my call. I know you’re busy.”
 
   “Never too busy for you. What you need?”
 
   “Well, Zach went to court and left me to keep tabs on Carlee. Only I haven’t heard from her at all. I assumed she was still at the house, only I went over and there’s a note to her Dad on the front door telling him she’d gone to a friend’s.”
 
   “She didn’t tell you she was going?”
 
   “Nope. Zach said he told her to keep me informed. I didn’t want to intrude if she wanted some alone time and she isn’t too happy with me right now, but I don’t know who her friends are to start looking.”
 
   “I’ll have my secretary make a few phone calls, see if we can find her. Her friend Hanson lives two blocks over on Eagle Circle, second house on the left. You might check there while I check the others. Did you call Zach?”
 
   “I’ll try.”
 
   “I’ll call you back if I hear anything.” Beau hung up and Leia went in search of her car keys. She struggled back into her winter garb and went to the garage. 
 
   Zach had periodically started her car while she’d been sick, item number seventy-four of the things he’d taken care of for her while she’d been sick. She hit the garage door opener and got in the car. It started on the first try and she carefully backed out into the street. 
 
   She could bring thousands to their feet with a song and her voice, but she couldn’t drive in snow. Fortunately, there were tracks that were nearly bare, so she did her best to stay in the lane. She easily found Hanson’s house, parked and went up the walk. The bell was answered on the second ring.
 
   “Oh my gosh,” the girl gushed when she answered the door. “Leia Shae.” She wore black leggings with thick neon pink socks. Leia’s face was plastered on the T-shirt that hung on the girl’s slender frame. Her smile was pure silver from braces, but her eyes flashed pure delight.
 
   Again, after all this time, she had to question why she hadn’t met any of Carlee’s friends. It was like she’d penetrated the town to a certain level, but the belonging level still eluded her.
 
   She shook off the feeling and smiled. “Hi. Are you Hanson?”
 
   The girl nodded, her head bouncing the pigtails. “I’m a big fan.” A light blush filled her face and Leia was charmed.
 
   “Well thanks for that, Hanson.” She stumbled on the sentence, a month of sickness and being out of the public eye making her skills a tad rusty. Better to get on to why she’d come.
 
   “Have you seen Carlee? Is she here?”
 
   The girl’s eyes shifted. “No, she’s not here.”
 
   “Hanson, did she call you, tell you where she was going?”
 
   She looked at Leia with pleading in her eyes. “Please don’t make me rat on her.”
 
   Leia stood there for a minute, the cold whipping around her, her stomach in knots imagining all the things the girl could get into. For all her understanding of her father’s job, she was naïve and protected and that’s the way it should be “That implies there is something to rat about. Where did she go? You have to tell me.”
 
   “If I tell you, you can’t tell her I told you.” The girl looked behind her and down the hall. “And you can’t tell my Mom.”
 
   “I don’t want to make any trouble for you, hon. I just want to find Carlee before her Dad gets home.”
 
   “Okay.” She sighed. “She went to Tanner’s.”
 
   Leia dipped her head and leaned closer. “Tanner who?”
 
   “Tanner Douglas. He’s in high school. He was having a little party and invited her to come. She was all excited. I told her she shouldn’t go. He was too old for her, but she wouldn’t listen.” Hanson bit her lip. “I’m a horrible friend.”
 
   She squeezed Hanson’s shoulder. “No. You’re a good friend. Carlee doesn’t know how good. Do you know where he lives?”
 
   “Other side of town somewhere. I don’t know exactly where.”
 
   “How did she get there?”
 
   “He came and got her. We talked for hours this morning about what she should wear. I mean he’s sixteen.”
 
   Leia’s gut twisted. Sixteen to her twelve. “Thanks, Hanson. You’ve been a big help. I’ll talk to you soon, okay?”
 
   The girl brightened. “I’d like that.”
 
   Leia scurried to her car. Once inside, she shed her gloves and started the engine to blast the heat and picked up her cell phone. 
 
   She hesitated a moment, but then realized Zach had to know. No sixteen-year-old boy hung out with a twelve-year-old girl without an agenda. Zach would have a conniption, but he probably knew where this kid lived, too. 
 
   She dialed his cell phone and waited, but it went to voice mail. Her luck today. She left a brief message for him to call her immediately and then dialed Beau.
 
   “Leia, anything?” He answered.
 
   “Yeah, Hanson says she went to a party at Tanner Douglas’s house. She didn’t know where he lived.”
 
   “He’s in high school. Football team. What in the hell was she thinking?”
 
   “She was thinking that an older boy was paying attention to her and he picked her up. Where does he live? Do you know?”
 
   “Let me think. Lives with his Mom. I’ve seen her at football games. She works at the bank. Let me have my secretary find it. Hold on a second.”
 
   She tapped her finger on the steering wheel while she waited, impatience eating at her and alternately fuming at Carlee and then blasting herself for not paying closer attention. Beau came back on the line.
 
   “Deer Hollow, 2406.”
 
   “Where exactly is that from my house?” Her stomach clenched at having to drive a long distance on the icy roads and promising herself Carlee would get a good talking to before Zach had his punishment time.
 
   “Take a left on the third road past the Hardware store and go down about a mile. Take a right on Deer Valley, then down I don’t know how far, but watch for the Deer Hollow sign.”
 
   “I’ll find it.” She turned on her GPS and programmed in the address. “I’m leaving now. I’ll call you when I find her.”
 
   “I’m leaving, coming down the mountain. But it’s going to take me a bit. They are plowing and sanding. Did you get Zach?”
 
   “No. Voicemail. Probably still in court.”
 
   “I’ll keep trying. You just find Carlee.”
 
   She promised and then hung up. The drive was treacherous in spots and had Leia’s hands shaking, but she found the house easily enough. 
 
   What she hadn’t expected was the cars, about twelve of them, parked haphazardly around the small house at the end of the dead end road around the small green house. The Christmas lights around the eaves the house were all red and flickered brightly in the cloudy afternoon light.
 
   She parked down the block and walked the distance in the cold, coughing and feeling a tightening in her lungs and ignoring it. She slowed at the sidewalk and listened to the music pounding from the house. Should she knock or just walk in?
 
   The question was taken away when she got to the door and it popped open, as if someone had been designated to be the doorman.
 
   “Well, hello,” squeaked a kid who looked about ten, but was probably fourteen or fifteen. “Welcome to Tanner’s party. You look familiar?”
 
   “I should. I’m here for Carlee.”
 
   “Carlee who? Name doesn’t ring a bell.”
 
   “Carlee. The twelve-year-old who came with Tanner.”
 
   “Oh, her. Who are you?” The kid kept staring at her and she could see him sorting through options. She wasn’t in the mood to enlighten him.
 
   Instead of answering him, she stepped up the porch and pushed past the kid and into the house. The house reeked of burned food, alcohol and pot. Disgusted, Leia began a room by room search, breaking up the couple kissing in the doorway, shifting past several people dancing in the living room. No Carlee.
 
   She snagged a girl with blonde cheerleader looks. “Where’s Tanner?”
 
   “Hey, I know you.” She gave Leia a drunken grin.
 
   Leia gave her a nasty grin. “Hey, I don’t care. Where’s Tanner?”
 
   “Upstairs I think, with goo-goo eyed girl.”
 
   Leia hissed in frustration and moved back the way she’d come. In the entryway, she looked up the stairs. Carlee was standing at the top of the stairs with a lanky kid with brown hair and killer green eyes with his hands massaging her shoulders. Carlee had a glass in her hand and glazed look in her eye.
 
   Leia marched up the stairs. While Carlee’s mouth was in an “ooh”, her face set with a deer-in-the-headlights look, Leia jerked the drink out of her hand and took a sniff. 
 
   Whiskey. Great.
 
   “Hi, I’m Tanner. You’re Leia Shae. I’m your biggest fan.” His eyes slid to her boobs, further disgusting her.
 
   Leia leaned into his face. “You are so dead meat, especially when Sheriff Murphy, her father, talks to your mother.”
 
   The boy paled, the grin sliding off his face. He dropped his arm from around Carlee’s shoulder, as if that would help the situation. Leia shoved the glass into his hand and grabbed Carlee’s arm.
 
   “I don’t want to go with you.” She tried to jerk her arm away.
 
   “Tough.” Leia had a serious mad on and didn’t release her. 
 
   The music had shut off and several kids had congregated at the bottom of the stairs to watch.
 
   She pulled Carlee down the stairs and then paused to look back at Tanner. “Don’t ever talk to her again, you understand? As soon as I get to my car, I’m calling the sheriff’s office. Put the alcohol away and get these kids sobered up.”
 
   Carlee twisted in her arm and almost freed herself. “I can walk by myself.”
 
   “Fine.” She released her arm. “But you go to the car. Go directly there and get in.”
 
   Carlee crossed her arms and flounced ahead of her, head down.
 
   Tanner had come down the stairs. “You’re not anything like I thought.”
 
   She sneered at him. “That’s what happens when you believe everything you read.”
 
   She skirted around the other kids and followed Carlee down the icy walk to the car, relieved to note that the girl had done as she asked. Arms still crossed, she sat in the car with a mulish mad on.
 
   Leia took her time, not anxious for the drive back and figuring Carlee needed time to stew before she let her have it. She reached the car and slid into the driver’s seat then fastened her seatbelt. 
 
   Carlee glared at her, but she decided to ignore her for a bit. She picked up her cell phone and called Beau. He answered on the first ring.
 
   “I’ve got her. I’m on the way back home.”
 
   “I’ll meet you at the house. I was able to reach Zach. Judge’s secretary is in one of my skiing classes.”
 
   “Okay. Do me a favor and call the sheriff’s office and report a party at this address.”
 
   “How many kids?”
 
   “About two dozen, if I saw all of them, and alcohol.”
 
   Beau sighed in disgust. “All right. I’ll call it in. See you at the house.”
 
   “He’ll never talk to me again.” Carlee’s eyes had lost the glazed look and shone with all the fervor a twelve-year-old could muster.
 
   Leia started the engine before answering her. “That’s the idea, kiddo.”
 
   Tears flooded Carlee’s eyes, but Leia hardened her emotions. She put the car in gear and backed out of the driveway, taking the drive home slow and easy.
 
   After several miles, when she thought she could calmly talk about the subject, she ventured into the silence. “He’s four years older than you and so were most of his friends.”
 
   Carlee’s position hadn’t changed and she didn’t so much as turn her head, but stared straight out the windshield. “It’s not that much.”
 
   “It’s a lot. The fact that you have no idea how far over your head you were says everything.” She turned on to Main, sighing in relief at the bare roads. She sped up a bit.
 
   Carlee turned slightly to glare. “A cute boy asked me to a party. There’s nothing wrong with that.”
 
   “A cute boy, four years older, underage, drinking with friends, no adult present and you didn’t ask your dad first. There is something wrong with that. Underage drinking is against the law.”
 
   “So is drinking and driving and my Dad arrested you.”
 
   Leia took the hit, let the hurt settle and then quietly answered her. “I mixed alcohol with cold medication and had a severe allergic reaction. You know the charges were dropped. At any rate, I wasn’t twelve-years-old drinking with an older boy.”
 
   Carlee huffed, her face turning a mottled red. “Nobody cares. It’s not a big deal.”
 
   “You’re wrong. You’re dad cares. Your uncles. Your Aunt Fiona. I care. I came after you didn’t I?”
 
   “Right. My mom bailed and my dad would rather spend time with you. That’s caring.”
 
   “You’re wrong.” Leia hurt for the girl, but tried to tamp it down. Sympathy wasn’t what was needed here.
 
   “I’m not. He’s either working or taking care of you.”
 
   “Temporary circumstances and you know it. Your dad has done nothing but make sacrifices and be there for you. Look at what you do have, not what you think you don’t. This pouting like a five-year old when things don’t go your way is tiresome. If you expect us to allow you to make your own decisions, that better stop. Your parents have lives. I have a life. We live it. We love you, but you don’t get to pull out this poor me act every time something isn’t exactly to your liking. Do you understand?” She pulled into the driveway behind Beau’s car. She put the car in park and sighed. Zach’s sheriff’s unit was parked at the curb, too. How did she explain her screw up to him?
 
   Tears started down Carlee’s cheeks. “It doesn’t matter. Tanner only invited me because he wanted to meet you! It wasn’t because he liked me!”
 
   Leia battled with the remorse. “I’m sorry, honey. I know that’s not what you wanted.”
 
   “Don’t call me, honey. You don’t know anything!” She opened the car door and quick-stepped up the driveway. Zach and Beau were walking down to meet them, but Carlee detoured and went up the walk to the front door to avoid them. Leia got out of the car and slammed her door.
 
   “Carlee, come back here,” Zach ordered. She ignored him and slammed into the house.
 
   “Let her go, Zach.” Leia slowly started toward the two men. “She needs to cry this off.”
 
   Zach loomed over her, anger and anxiety radiating off his tall frame like heat from an air vent. “Let’s go in the house.”
 
   She followed them up the driveway and into the back door to the kitchen. She refused an offer of hot chocolate and kept her coat on. She didn’t deserve the hospitality. She pulled out a chair and sat at the table.
 
   “What happened?”
 
   She laid out the facts, not even trying to make excuses. “I was dealing with a problem in L.A. I figured she was just sleeping in and I didn’t pay attention for several hours. I saw a note on the door and came over to see what it was and to check on her. She wasn’t here. She’d left without telling me.”
 
   Zach sat down across from her at the table. She looked around the room, looked everywhere but at Zach. Beau leaned against the counter near the door. She remembered the first time she’d sat in this kitchen and mourned the loss of the sense of homey family.
 
   “Go on.”
 
   Leia took a deep breath, looked Zach directly in the eye and recited the details without stopping, adding their conversation from the car. Zach’s mood went from angry to molten. A bright flush flashed across his cheekbones, his eyes growing hard.
 
   “What’s this kid’s name again?” The words uttered through a clenched jaw made Leia shudder just like she had the first time she’d looked into his eyes and realized she was under arrest.
 
   “Tanner Douglas. Apparently, he invited her because he wanted to meet me.” She threw out that last bit, needing to be the one to tell Zach so Carlee didn’t have to. It was the one fact that weighed on her, working on conscience like a sliver in a wound.
 
   Her fault. Her fault. Her fault.
 
   Would Tanner have left Carlee alone if Leia hadn’t been in the picture? The Jeopardy answer to that question was: “What is yes?”
 
   Zach was silent for a long moment, studying her face. His expression gave her no idea what he was thinking and again she was reminded about the many things she was on the outside of in his life.
 
   “Beau, can you go check on Carlee? You’re probably the only one she’ll answer the door for.”
 
   He looked first at Leia, then at Zach and shrugged. “Sure.”
 
   They both listened to Beau’s booted feet on the stairs. She refused to back down and kept her eyes on Zach’s.
 
   He finally spoke. “This can’t happen again. I won’t put Carlee at risk like this.”
 
   She closed her eyes and searched for her strength. “Define this.”
 
   “Us. You and me. It was special, we both know that. But it is hurting Carlee and I won’t have that.” He shoved away from the table and moved to the stove.
 
   “Carlee’s not a baby anymore, Zach. There’s protecting her and then there’s babying her.” She was hot, desperately needing to loosen her coat, yet feeling like a block of ice was forming in her chest.
 
   He turned to her, his face tight and controlled. “What does that mean?”
 
   “You can’t protect her your whole life and if she wants to ski competitively she is going to have to figure out how to handle these social things without you.”
 
   “A social thing? This boy convinces my daughter to lie and sneak out, knowing damn well she’s not even in high school, then pours her alcohol when both aren’t old enough to drink, all because he wants to meet you and I’m not supposed to protect her? I don’t want her to wonder if every friend is only using her to get to you.”
 
   His words were like shrapnel, tearing and ripping and hurting like hell.  
 
   “Is that all I am then? A star? I’m not your friend, her friend. I’m not someone who belongs in your life?”
 
   “I have to protect Carlee.”
 
   So they were back around to that. She rose from her chair and straightened her coat. “You know, Zach, I think you’re protecting you, not her. Ever since we slept together, you’ve been…” 
 
   She hesitated over the description until settling on one that was nowhere near what he’d done. “Withdrawn.”
 
   “That’s not what this is about.”
 
   “Of course it is. I love you.”
 
   He flinched.
 
   Her heart cracked, searing pain making it hard to draw a breath. “But that’s not what you want to hear, is it? You’d have to step outside Carlee, outside your family, outside this town and risk. You don’t love me enough to do it. Or maybe you don’t love me at all. Maybe I was just a means to scratch an itch.”
 
   “That wasn’t what it was.”
 
   “Really? I wanted to believe that wasn’t what it was. Wanted it so bad. But it isn’t going to happen, is it? I was living a fantasy that you had no intention of fulfilling.”
 
   He shook his head. “I can’t. Carlee needs me.”
 
   “What about what I need? What about what Zach needs? Or maybe Zach doesn’t know what he needs. Isn’t that closer to the truth?”
 
   Leia carefully pushed in the chair, holding herself together by the smallest thread. She walked to the door and gave Zach one last look, fighting desperately against flinging herself into his arms and begging. But she wouldn’t do that, couldn’t do that. “I don’t know who the bigger fool is, you or me?”
 
   The snap of the door shutting behind her, the bite of the cold air, the oncoming darkness—all were bits of reality that only sharpened the deepening hurt. “The bigger fool was me. For believing I could have something so far out of reach.”
 
   She trudged to her car and drove across the street and into her garage. She reached up and hit the switch to close the garage, turned off the vehicle and sat in the cold darkness.
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   CHAPTER FIFTEEN
 
    
 
   Leia forced herself off her bed at the sound of the doorbell. She reached for a tissue and blew her nose, not daring to look in a mirror and see what her two hour crying jag had done to her face. The bell pealed again and she put a skip in her step to get the door, praying it was Zach with a “what was I thinking” apology.
 
   The day had darkened, and she turned on the lights in the living room and threw open the door. A camera flashed in her face.
 
   “Leia Shae. Can you confirm you are just out of rehab and this is your house?” Heidi Bowers shoved a microphone in her face.
 
   Fury shot through her, mostly at herself. She’d gotten complacent, thinking she was safe. She should have checked the peephole. “No comment. Get off my property or I’ll call the sheriff.”
 
   The woman smirked at her. “Might let you do that. I hear he lives across the street. How does it feel to be in such proximity to the man who arrested you? You might as well talk to me, honey. I’ll be fair.”
 
   Leia snorted, her gut coated in dread. Like she believed that. “No thanks. I’ll pass.” She backed up and shut the door in the reporter’s face.
 
   “Word is your manager is robbing you blind. Last chance for a talk.” Heidi shouted from outside.
 
   She froze with her back to the door. “Thanks for the gossip. No thanks,” she yelled through the door.
 
   What in the hell was going on? Heidi might be a shark in a fish tank, but there was always a thread of truth in her reporting. This was the second time she’d questioned her financial stability. That meant she had a source and she knew something Leia didn’t.
 
   That burned.
 
   On top of worry about all that, her conversation with Zach and Carlee was pricking at her heart. She wanted to throw things or just lie down and sob again. But she couldn’t.
 
   She reached behind her and locked the door, then checked the kitchen door and set the security alarm. She yanked the drapes shut across the front of the house and went to the phone.
 
   She stood for a moment and chewed her lip, tempted beyond reason to call Zach and ask him to come over and deal with the news van that still sat at the curb. Instead, she dialed Mark Banning.
 
   When he answered, she chose short and sweet words. “I’m outed.”
 
   She heard mumbling in the background and things quieted. Banning cleared his throat. “Who? How?”
 
   She gave a moment’s consideration to what she’d interrupted, then couldn’t hold the problems in any longer. “Heidi Bowers. Spouting something about my manager ruining me. What is going on?”
 
   “I’m just the hired gun, Leia. You’re going to have to find those answers yourself. You want me to bring the jet to Denver?”
 
   She hesitated, torn between conflicting wants and needs. “I hate to interrupt your New Year’s.”
 
   “It’s why I’m on the payroll. I can be there tomorrow. Keep the doors locked.”
 
   “You don’t have to tell me twice.” She hung up and went to the hall closet to yank out a suitcase. She stopped to go peek out the large window in the dining room that faced the street. The news van was gone. That didn’t mean Heidi wasn’t waiting somewhere to ambush her again. That just made her plain damn mad. Not here. Not now.
 
   Zach’s lights were on, both up and downstairs. Gads, she felt like she was giving up and running; not her mode of operation. 
 
   She loved Zach, loved Carlee. If she had enough time, she could wait out the two of them, prove she wasn’t the risk they both seemed to think she was. 
 
   She turned a circle and walked the room, tracing her finger over every item she’d personally selected and not wanting to leave.
 
   Except she’d just run out of time.
 
   This life she was living was what she’d asked for, what she’d worked for, what she’d made a success off. The gossip was one thing, but the money rumors were enough to raise some ugly suspicions. Returning was an imperative she could no longer ignore.
 
   She paced, she packed, she fussed. She watched the lights go out across the street. She waited, like a fool, for Zach to walk over to say goodnight. Why he would after what he’d said, she didn’t know, but her heart begged, only to be denied.
 
   Morning came with little sleep and a skiff of new snow. She flicked on the television, caught a brief video on her short visit with Heidi at the door over her coffee and turned the set off in a pique. 
 
   More rumors and innuendo.
 
   She packed her car and considered whether to ask Zach to watch her house as he had in the past, but she refused to call him. Moody with helplessness and frustration, she stopped at Grannie Dunn’s and asked her to keep an eye out and to call Beau with any problems.
 
   She drove a slow and steady pace toward Denver with the radio off. She wasn’t kidding herself. With Cale refusing to provide her financial information, it wasn’t like she would walk into the office and get any more cooperation from him than she had in the past.
 
    Her future was all about doing business different, doing personal different. She never wanted to be that unhappy woman Zach arrested last spring again. She needed help, someone she could get professional advice from, someone not connected to her who didn’t remember who she was, but would listen to what she wanted for the future. 
 
   The name that popped into mind made her hesitate, emotions tearing at her like dogs at the door.
 
   “Screw it!” Next town, another small and cozy berg between Parson Corners and Denver, she pulled into a gas station, got some hot chocolate and then called Beau.
 
   “Leia, what’s wrong now?” His voice held a measure of humor and a measure of wariness. More than aware he probably knew of the argument she and Zach had, she cut to the chase.
 
   “I need Ryder’s phone number, business number.”
 
   “Problems?”
 
   “Maybe, and I may need a big gun.”
 
   “Ryder’s your man.” He rattled off the phone number. “Anything I can do to help? You know yesterday wasn’t your fault, don’t you? That one is on Carlee.”
 
   “She’s a young girl who didn’t understand what being a friend with me would entail. I don’t blame her for being angry.” Zach was another matter. “Grannie Dunn’s keeping an eye on my house. Told her to call you if there was a problem.”
 
   “I can handle that. Give them both time. They’ll come to their senses.”
 
   Leia snorted and chose not to comment. She had to push that whole thing to the back of her mind and go forward like a warrior. Her whole way of life was at stake, her music, her direction for the future. “Thanks for the number, Beau. I’ve got to go.”
 
   She hung up and called Ryder. His secretary was the usual guard at the door, but took her number and said she’d pass it on as soon as she could.
 
   Satisfied, she sipped her hot chocolate and got back on the road. The drive passed quickly, her mind on what she’d say to Ryder. The airport hanger loomed in the distance when her phone rang.
 
   Unknown.
 
   Could be Ryder. Could be a reporter. She wasn’t fool enough to believe that her cell phone number would never be compromised, especially in the case of hot, breaking news.
 
   She answered on the third ring. “Leia.”
 
   “Ryder. You rang?”
 
   She smiled for the first time in twenty four hours. “I need help of the legal variety.”
 
   “Have anything to do with what’s been in the papers?”
 
   “Well, funny you should ask that. I have no idea.”
 
   If I hadn’t been so preoccupied with singing and being sick and your brother and his daughter, I might have seen it sooner.
 
   She didn’t share that thought. “I’m listening to my gut and my gut is telling me something is wrong.”
 
   “Always trust your gut. Where are you?”
 
   “Almost at the airport in Denver. I’m on a private flight back to L.A. Where are you?”
 
   “I’m here in Denver at my offices.”
 
   “I hate to ask, but can you meet me? Better still, I can hold the jet if you want a lift. I think I’m going to need help.” It galled her to ask, but then she banished that thought. 
 
   She’d started this business as a baby. She hadn’t been expected to understand how things worked, but now she was an adult. Some of the choices she’d made and that were being made for her needed to be stopped. “I know Wyatt’s party was tonight. I can have the pilot bring you back.”
 
   “Let’s take one thing at a time. Amazingly, my schedule just cleared. I can meet you in forty-five minutes. Where?”
 
   She gave him instructions to the airfield and hung up. She pulled into a parking place by the hanger and burst into tears. 
 
   She let the waterworks last a few minutes, then sucked it up. 
 
   Help was coming in the solid form of Ryder Murphy. Only one thing was missing.
 
    Zach to hold her hand.
 
   Then she let her anger lead. It hadn’t been her choice to walk away, to do the turtle number and protect her heart. She’d laid it all out there, like she usually did, and couldn’t find reason to regret it.
 
   Banning met her at the bottom of the jet stairs and took her keys. “You look better.”
 
   “Shows what pissed as hell does for a girl.” She dropped her suitcase for him to handle. “We’re going to have another passenger. We need to wait for him.”
 
   Banning raised his brow. “Anyone I know?”
 
   “I don’t think so. Ryder Murphy. Entertainment lawyer.”
 
   He gave her an approving grin. “Now you’re talking. Hollywood’s going to be a madhouse.”
 
   “That’s a polite term for it.” She slipped out of her coat and settled in a seat while Banning notified the pilot of the delay and took care of her luggage and car.
 
   She forced herself to stay still in her seat, to breathe and relax, to close off the parts that were hurt and angry and frustrated and began to think and plan like the superstar she was. She hadn’t gotten to where she was by being a timid, quivering mouse. 
 
   She knew a lot about guts. Took guts to deal with the press, to step out on a stage with thousands of people watching, to fail in front of a national audience and have to apologize. This was just one more fight.
 
   By the time Ryder appeared at the steps, she’d talked herself into strength.
 
   She rose and smiled at him. “Welcome to the war.”
 
   “I brought my sword, milady. Just tell me who I need to slash with it.” He gave her a serious, shark grin. He dropped a bag near the door and shook hands with Banning after a quick introduction.
 
   “Security? Private flight?”
 
   “Ambushed by Heidi of Hollywood at my front door last night.”
 
   Ryder winced. “Bet Zach loved that.”
 
   “He doesn’t know yet. I’m sure when the press flocks to town, he’ll figure it out. I won’t be there, so hopefully they’ll depart quickly and leave him alone.”
 
   Ryder settled into a seat and fastened his seatbelt. “I heard about yesterday. Zach hasn’t figured out yet that Carlee’s growing up. This won’t be the last time something like this happens. You shouldn’t blame yourself. Carlee’s pretty headstrong. Zach…well, he’ll put two and two together and get rock star, sister dear. Give him a minute or a week.” He winked at her, then smiled like she was already family. The action brought tears to her eyes.
 
   Leia gave him a rueful smile. “I wish I believed that. I admit for a minute I wondered if Denise helped spread the news, but that’s not my problem at the moment. My problem is my gut is telling me that my manager has screwed up.”
 
   “Tell me about it.” He sat back and with a relaxed easy pose, invited her to talk.
 
   The plane took off, rose in elevation and streaked across the sky. By the time they landed in L.A., Ryder knew as much as she did. She handed over a dollar bill to officially hire him and they sketched out a course of action, one that included an audit and confronting Cale, in office, with lawyer at her side. She liked it. She liked it a lot.
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   The buzz and noise from four secretaries in the main office stopped when Leia stepped through the door. She could only surmise it was because of the gossip or because of the six-foot handsome man at her side. 
 
   Cale’s secretary didn’t even bother to use the phone to alert him. She efficiently opened the door and announced the visitors. The welcoming smile on Cale’s face would have made Leia pause and waver in her decision, if she hadn’t seen the tabloids spread across his desk.
 
   “Leia, darling. Finally you are back in town.” He started around the desk.
 
   She gave him a glare that stopped him before he hugged her. “Cale, this is Ryder Murphy.”
 
   The men shook hands, each sizing up the other.
 
   She finished her introduction. “Attorney at law. Entertainment attorney.”
 
   Cale’s smile died and he took a step back.
 
   She gave Ryder a go-ahead look.
 
   “Cale Bishop, your services as Leia Shae’s manager are no longer needed. Please step away from the desk and vacate the premises.”
 
   Cale paled. “Leia, what is this?”
 
   “I asked. You ignored. I asked again. You still ignored. I’m finished with the games. You’re fired. Simple.” She looked at the freshly-cut hair, the tanned skin, the expensive clothes and knew all had been done on her dime. Which would have been fine, except after talking it over with Ryder she realized he’s probably gone further than that. Damn him.
 
   He laughed in disbelief. “Honey, you can’t run this empire. I built it and know all the ins and outs.”
 
   “My talent built this empire, so I’ll learn fast.” She softened a bit. “You should have cooperated the first time I asked for the accounting information. It’s time for changes, Cale, and I pray to God I don’t find what I’m afraid I will.”
 
   Ryder stepped near. His solid presence comforted, reminding her of where she wanted her future to go. He dialed his cell phone.
 
   “Are you in place?” The answer came and Ryder gave her a nod.
 
   She crossed her arms and shook herself, not believing she had to take this step. “Mark Banning, you remember him? He’s my head of security and he is in place in the accounting department to ensure cooperation and that all records are left as they are now. He will oversee an audit by an independent auditing firm. All of my interests will be reviewed. All of them, Cale. So if you have anything to say for yourself, say it now. Otherwise, get out.”
 
   Cale’s face flushed, his lips smashed together, his eyes nearly glowing. “We have a contract, one we’ve had for years.”
 
   Leia shook her head. “We had a contract. You’re fired. Ryder will offer you a compensatory separation package after the audit.”
 
   He retreated behind his desk. “There’s a clause in that contract and this is my office. My building.”
 
   Leia opened her mouth with a snarky reply, but Ryder beat her to the punch. “Do you want to work in this town again?”
 
   Cale was silent.
 
   Ryder put his hands on the edge of his desk and leaned in. “I can challenge this little old contract. Might make Leia a tad bit less inclined to be social in any settlement. Understand? The title of this building is listed as belonging to a corporation that is Leia’s. So, technically no. It’s not yours. You hire the staff too or are they being paid on Leia’s dime?”
 
   The smugness edged to wariness. “You can’t do this.”
 
   Ryder smiled, full teeth and no compassion. “I just did.”
 
   Leia looked at Ryder. Sadness overwhelmed her. Her mother had put such trust in Cale.
 
   Cale stood for a moment, openly defiant, then opened a desk drawer. “I didn’t take a dime that I wasn’t entitled to.”
 
   “Then you won’t mind leaving with just your wallet, cell phone and keys. Leave everything else here until this is sorted out. We’ll return what rightfully belongs to you.” Ryder’s tone was hard and irrevocable.
 
   “I hope we find nothing out of order, Cale. But even if it is, I no longer want you managing me. I tried to live up to your expectations and it landed me in the hospital. We have differing opinions on how to proceed with my career. While I was out of sight, you fired my band and as near as I can tell are doing nothing to quell or stop any of the rumors.”
 
   He swept a hand across his desk, knocking the tabloids to the floor in a flurry of newsprint. “You sold the most CDs ever after being arrested. Rumors sell CDs, something you never understood.”
 
   “Talent sells CDs. Or it should.”
 
   “Good luck with that, little girl.” He showed his keys, wallet and cell phone to Ryder and walked out.
 
    She expected a slamming door. Something to punctuate the end of years of association. 
 
   Instead, there was silence. Even the outer staff weren’t talking, as if waiting for an explosion.
 
   Tears welled in her eyes, emotion clogging her throat.
 
   Ryder rubbed her shoulder. “Now we start looking and hope we don’t find anything.”
 
   Hope warred and lost to the bite of reality. “Absolute power corrupts absolutely.”
 
   “That’s what they say,” Ryder agreed. “No changing what it is now, but we can make the future better. You want me to send all of them home?” He pointed out the door to the curious staff gathering.
 
   “Yes.” She walked to the window and stared out over the buildings, the gray of the day and the threat of rain matching her mood.
 
   Tearing asunder. Trying for different, more, real. But with current circumstances, not necessarily better. Not without Zach.
 
   Only one other moment in her life had hurt this bad—burying her mother.
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   New Year’s Eve brought the usual headaches for Zach and he was glad he’d decided to play it low-key and not drive to Denver for Wyatt’s usual bash. Carlee was mad, but given her disobedience and attitude, he had no problem changing their plans and spending a quiet holiday at home.
 
   For the moment, the workforce at the office was full-strength, so he enforced a few days off for himself. Being grouchy and short-tempered was not the way to encourage office team work, anyway. 
 
   So here he stood, having not slept again, sipping a cup of coffee and staring across the street at a dark, abandoned house. He rubbed his temple and took another sip of coffee. His head was so full of what ifs and should haves, he couldn’t think.
 
   With the sun just peeking above the horizon, the morning was awash in quiet and gold. He should have been basking in the simple joy of good coffee and a new day, instead of just noting it and chasing his thoughts around his brain again. He’d had regrets about what he’d said in the kitchen, and they were working on him like regrets tended to do. 
 
   Had Leia been right? Was he just protecting himself? Was he afraid to take the true and real steps with her that would keep her in his life?
 
   He hadn’t talked to or seen her since she walked out of his kitchen six days ago. She hadn’t made any attempt to argue with him again or wait him out. She’d chucked life in Parson Corners for the bright lights and he really couldn’t blame her. 
 
   What was really here for her? The town was full of honest, hard-working people with simple lives and a core value of hard work, help your neighbor, and love your family. He must have been smoking something to think Leia could fit into all that. She’d have to live two lives and occasionally those worlds would collide. Like now. 
 
   He was avoiding the television, avoiding the tabloids ever since he’d seen the news truck across the street days ago. He’d braced himself, waiting for the onslaught, but it hadn’t happened. No other reporters appeared.
 
   He went back to the kitchen and refreshed his chilling coffee and vowed to stop thinking about it. He wasn’t wrong. 
 
   He picked up Carlee’s socks and sweatshirt, took the popcorn bowl and soda cans to the kitchen, and collected the remotes to the entertainment center and put them in the basket.
 
   He looked out the window again and saw someone heavily bundled against the cold trudging up the road.
 
   Grannie Dunn.
 
   What was she doing out this early in the morning?
 
   She walked to Leia’s mailbox and took out her mail and then struggled around the snow banks and up to the front door. What was she doing?
 
   When the door opened, he realized she had a key and was checking on the place. Hurt flashed through him. That was his job. Why hadn’t Leia asked him to watch her house?
 
   Because she wasn’t speaking to you, you moron. You’d just turned your relationship with her into a pile of rubble.
 
   She stayed inside long enough to water the one lone plant and to check the heat and the water. Then she came back out and trudged back down the street to her house.
 
   Anger put a vise on his chest and squeezed. She wouldn’t be back. It wouldn’t be long until the for sale sign was back in place and his life would go back to the mundane and ordinary. He was good with that, wasn’t he?
 
   He went to the kitchen and unloaded the dishwasher, wiped counters, swept the floor—anything to keep his hands busy and his mind occupied until Carlee got up. 
 
   Well, his hands busy, anyway. 
 
   His mind, already scraped and raw, shied away from more thoughts about Leia and was making a list of things Carlee needed for school, then for her skiing trip. When those thoughts ran out, he started a list of repairs that needed to be made.
 
   He vacuumed, sure that would bring Carlee down for breakfast. It didn’t.
 
   He cleaned the fireplace and carried in wood so they could have a fire later, and resolutely banished the memories of the last fire he’d tended every time it bounced into the front of his mind.
 
   When the phone rang he was happy to talk to Fiona for a bit. Avoiding his feelings was exhausting.
 
   “Dear, you and Carlee should come for lunch.”
 
   “We were just there yesterday, Fiona. You’ll get sick of feeding us.”
 
   “Never. New recipes. I need some input.”
 
   “Wouldn’t Wyatt be better?”
 
   “He’s gone to New York and Ryder’s gone to L.A. That leaves you and Beau and Carlee.”
 
   Zach dropped the sponge by the faucet. “Why did Ryder go to L.A.?”
 
   “He’s helping Leia. I thought you knew.”
 
   “Helping Leia with what?”
 
   “Oh dear, I guess I shouldn’t have mentioned it. I thought she would have told you.”
 
   Remorse and a tad bit of anger crowded into his throat. “What happened?”
 
   “Well, all I know is she fired her manager and Ryder’s helping her with an audit.”
 
   “She’d talked a bit about how frustrated she was with him. I didn’t realize it had come to that.”
 
   “Well, come for lunch we can talk about it. And stop at Tiny’s and pick up my bread.”
 
   He’d agreed and hung before he realized how she maneuvered him. It wasn’t any hardship to drive to Fiona’s for meals, but he always tried to keep them as a family unit and do ordinary meals together.
 
   He rubbed the back of his neck and walked to the front window. When had things blow up with her manager? Why hadn’t she talked to him about it?
 
   Maybe she thought you wouldn’t listen. Maybe she thought you didn’t think much of that life and wouldn’t be sympathetic. Maybe she would have been right.
 
   Bright sunlight skipped off the snow, blinding and refreshing. There’d be lots of skiers today and lots of people out stocking up. He could make time to stop at the hardware store and get a start on a couple of those house repairs. Leia’s problems shouldn’t matter. He’d told her to leave and she’d listened to him and done just that.
 
   He forced himself away from the window and went up the stairs into his room. He stripped the bed and pulled the hamper to the door. But his hands weren’t busy enough to overpower the bounce house that was his thoughts. 
 
   He missed her. Badly. 
 
   Now he was worried, too.
 
   If he had a choice, he’d start over with her, make her understand how important she was to him, but those ideas and pining like a love sick fool, didn’t mean that the problems weren’t still there and he had no idea how to work that out. She’d stepped back into her world and confronted her problems regardless of the cost and he’d pulled back and buried himself.
 
   He sat heavily on the bed. He wasn’t sure he was man enough to face the fear that was stopping him. He didn’t deserve her if he couldn’t do that.
 
   “Dad?”
 
   He looked up to see Carlee leaning on the doorframe. “Good morning, honey. How’d you sleep?”
 
   She came into the room and sat beside him, leaning against him. “Fine, I guess.”
 
   Surprised, Zach put his arm around her. She was grounded for another three weeks and still pretty mad about it, so he wasn’t sure whether this was a signal for fair weather or a momentary need to be cuddled.
 
   “We’re going to Fiona’s for lunch and I have to stop at the bakery and the hardware store. You up for that?”
 
   “Sure, Dad.” She sounded unenthusiastic, but he took her yes at face value.
 
   “Let’s get out of her then. Go get dressed.” He gave her a quick hug.
 
   “Do I have time for a shower?”
 
   “Sure. I’ll get the laundry sorted.” He watched her walk out, and noted how tall she’d gotten. She had a skier’s body, all arms and legs and angles. She was filling out and becoming a beautiful young woman. That sixteen-year-old moron had an understanding of the appeal of his little girl and that both appalled him and made him proud. In just a few short years, she’d be moving forward with a life of her own and dear old dad would be alone with his need to protect himself.
 
   When did he forget how to risk?
 
   When had he forgotten how to love?
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   CHAPTER SIXTEEN
 
    
 
   Zach left Carlee in the truck with the heat running and dashed into the hardware store. He breathed a sigh of relief when Carlee came downstairs in jeans, boots and a normal sweater, no grunge in site, ready to go to Fiona’s for lunch without an argument. She wasn’t happy, and stayed silent with her music player plugged into her ears, but her temper apparently was mellowing.
 
   Inside the store, he took a moment to shuck his gloves and review his mental list. Grannie Dunn was just coming away from the cash register and stopped in front of him.
 
   “Sheriff.”
 
   “Grannie.” He raised a finger to his hat.
 
   “Supposed to snow tonight, then get real cold again.”
 
   “So I heard.”
 
   “Leia has one of those new-fangled computerized control pads for her heat. Don’t know if she set it to keep the house from freezing.”
 
   “I’ll go over and take a look.”
 
   “Why didn’t she just ask you to look after the house like always? You do something to make her mad?”
 
   Something.
 
   She gave him a recriminatory stare and he squirmed in his boots like he was a teenager caught in the backseat with his hands in an inappropriate spot on the girl.
 
   “She’s a good girl. You should grab her. She’s pretty, talented, smart, and has a heart of gold. What more do you want?”
 
   Her tone implied he was crazy and maybe he was. She brushed past him without making him reply.
 
   “Let me know what you figure out.”
 
   He managed to find his voice. “I will.” But the door had already closed behind her.
 
   He looked up to find Gena Parsons bearing down on him. “What can I help you with Zach?”
 
   “Need some plumbing supplies. Kitchen faucet’s leaking. Need to recaulk the tub.”
 
   “New faucets or just washers?”
 
   He followed her to the plumbing aisle. “New washers to start with.”
 
   She stopped in front of the washer section. “You heard from Leia? I have the indoor/outdoor carpet she ordered for her back porch.”
 
   “Uh, haven’t talked to her, but I’ll pass it along when I do.”
 
   She cocked her head and gave him a prying stare. “Grannie said there was a news van over there. You chase them off?”
 
   “Didn’t have to. Leia did that.” Then she left.
 
   “Don’t like them sniffing around her here. She’s happy. They should leave her alone.”
 
   “Free country.”
 
   “Yes, it is. Wish they’d come in here so I could give them a piece of my mind.”
 
   Zach pulled back and looked at her, struck by the notion that the town would want to defend Leia. “Town could do without their interference, that’s for sure.” He fingered through the supplies until he found the washers he thought would fit.
 
   “I’d like to call a press conference of my own and call them all a bunch of liars. She’s the sweetest thing. Doesn’t deserve all this press.”
 
   Zach didn’t know quite what to do with Gena’s temper on the subject. “Feeling a tad protective?”
 
   She blushed. “Yes. You should be, too. She’s one of us now.”
 
   She’s one of us now.
 
   Of all the things, he’d never expected that sentiment. He slid his purchases across the counter, and handed her the dollars and accepted his change, skipping the rest of his shopping list.
 
   “I’ll hold her carpet in the back. Just let me know.”
 
   “I’m on my way to Fiona’s for lunch. I’ll stop by on the way back and get it.”
 
   He walked out of the store, got back into the car and eyed Carlee.
 
   “What?” Her defensive tone made him shrug off what he’d been about to ask.
 
   “Nothing.” He pulled out and drove down the block, glad to find a parking place to the Curly Q right in front.
 
   Carlee put her music player on the dash and followed him in, never in the mood to turn away one of Tiny’s sweet concoctions. The baker was at the counter talking with Miss Stolt, the first grade teacher.
 
   “What can I get you, Zach?”
 
   “Fiona’s order and whatever Carlee wants.”
 
   But Carlee wasn’t behind him. She’d stopped by the paper racks by the door and pulled out a couple of the tabloids. “Dad?”
 
   He turned to look and found Leia’s face plastered over both papers in the rack.
 
   “You don’t believe none of that now,” Tiny called.
 
   “Certainly not,” Miss Stolt added. “Why some of that is the worst hogwash I ever heard in my life. That girl never hurt anyone.”
 
   But Carlee was already reading the front page. He went to her side and read over her shoulder.
 
   “Rock Star bankrupt. Money woes halt album production. Manager fired.” He read the headlines out loud, the words as much inflammatory as the visual headlines. 
 
   The picture showed a tired and harassed Leia with one security guard behind her, elbowing through the crowd. The sight made Zach’s stomach tighten with concern, guilt, and a whole lot of needing to hold her. Times like this called for family, for a town being behind you, for the man who loved you to not be such a chicken.
 
   “Dad? You think it’s true.” Carlee’s eyes were flooded with tears.
 
   “Maybe. Ryder’s there with her.”
 
   She looked as miserable as Leia. “We’re stupid, Dad. We should be there, too.”
 
   God, he missed her. He wanted her beside him, strumming her guitar until forever. He didn’t want to walk away and not know what happened in the next chapter. He’d had a lot of time to think over what he’d said and was ashamed of himself for blaming Leia for a teenage incident that would happen again and again, because that’s what happens with kids when they grow.
 
   He was pissed for trapping himself in a way of life that was for Carlee’s benefit and not making either of them happy. He didn’t want to hang onto any of those old hurts that trapped him like a rusty pair of handcuffs.
 
    In a moment of clarity, he accepted that life was in front of him, Leia was in front of him and would love with her whole heart. She’d be an adventure, a risk, but wasn’t it time he took one?
 
   He lifted the paper from Carlee’s hand and put it back in the rack. He had to clear his throat before he got the words out. “Yeah, we should. Let’s go.”
 
   He took Fiona’s order from Tiny and hurried to the truck with Carlee right behind him. He waited until she’d fastened her seatbelt before he spoke. “I love Leia, Carlee. This whole mess has been my fault. I should have never let her leave. I thought I was protecting you, protecting this town when I was really protecting myself.  I want her in my life, our lives for years to come. Can you understand that?” He turned at looked at Carlee to see if she understood what he was trying to say.
 
   “I said some horrible things to her, Dad. I didn’t mean any of them. I was just mad at Mom and I didn’t like being used.”
 
   “Nobody does, honey. But that wasn’t Leia’s fault.”
 
   She looked down at her boots, tears on her cheeks. “I know. I love her, too. She was my friend and I blew it, too. We need to say we’re sorry. Think she’ll talk to us?”
 
   Uncertainty swept through him, but he stifled it. He clenched his jaw, feeling things settle inside. “We’ll make her understand.”
 
   They drove to Fiona’s and with a few phone calls arranged for the Family Murphy—Zach, Carlee, Fiona, Beau, and Wyatt, to join Ryder in helping Leia. They were her family. They stood behind her, good or bad. More importantly, Zach was her man and it was time he started acting like it.
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   The conference room was quiet for the first time in hours. The long sleek table with the glass top looked like it belonged in the mansion, not the office, but it was currently their war room for figuring out how bad off she was. Coffee cups and fast food discards littered the table. The windows along the front side of the room shone out over Los Angeles, framing the tall buildings and the smog-filled sky.
 
   “I wish I had better news.” Ryder slapped the legal papers on the table, startling Leia out of her misery.
 
   She’d chewed her lip raw and couldn’t stop. If she did she’d just open her mouth and scream. “So the truth is, according to his contract, he didn’t really rob me blind. But he took advantage of every loophole and robbed me blind.”
 
   Ryder grimaced. “He dipped into your pot frequently to support his lifestyle. Your mother gave him a lot of leeway and you had no reason to question it.”
 
   “Polite way to say I was stupid. I’m broke.” She rose and walked to the window, not wanting Ryder to see the tears on her cheeks.
 
   “Not by a long shot. Just short of usable cash. Sell the Beverly Hills house, cut your staff by twenty percent to reduce your payroll, pay for your next album from the proceeds, hire a new manager and then renegotiate your music contract to include a higher percentage for secondary products, and do a tour. Should go a long ways toward working things out.”
 
   She felt crushed by the sheer volume of work involved in those simple statements. She just wanted to go back to her house in Colorado and bury her heartache in Zach’s arms. Was that too much to ask?
 
   She had to know. “Have you talked to Zach? Told him?”
 
   “I’m your lawyer, Leia. Confidential. I haven’t told Zach anything. That’s up to you.”
 
   She turned away from the window and let him see her misery. “He let me walk away.”
 
   Ryder leaned back in his chair and rubbed the bridge of his nose. He’d been working tirelessly, but the whole situation was taking its toll. “Our parents’ deaths left a pretty big void. Then Denise screwed with his head. But he’s smart and I’ve seen how he looks at you when he thinks no one is watching. Be patient. He’ll figure it out.”
 
   “You’re so sure.” She turned back to watch the sunset.
 
   “He’d be a fool not to want you, problems and all. Call him.”
 
   Her breath seized in her throat and she coughed. Ryder brought her a glass of water, but she didn’t answer him.
 
   She couldn’t pull Zach into this. She didn’t have that right. He’d hate it, and end up opposed to her life even more. No, that wasn’t the way to convince the man he could be a part of who she was. She didn’t know how to convince him now. This was going to take months to sort out. During those months, the tabloids weren’t going to leave her alone.
 
   “I think we should quit and go to dinner. Then we can review the notes for the morning press conference.” He rose and straightened the papers to put in his briefcase.
 
   She plastered a fake smile on her face and turned. “Oh boy. Thanks. Press conference. Check. Following that, a meeting with my record company. Won’t that be fun?” She couldn’t help the sarcasm dripping from her tongue. “Then I have to kiss my band’s feet to make amends and then tell them they won’t be getting paid for a bit. After that, I get to return to the office and replace most of the hierarchy in the organization who was loyal to Cale and put out some feelers for a new manager. Right. And in between I’ll write another number one song, eat cake and get my nails done. No problem. I got this.” She collapsed into a chair.
 
   He grinned at her. “You’re something else. I’ll be here for you. Don’t worry.”
 
   It wasn’t really all that she was worried about. It was the having to pretend she wasn’t stressed and miserable. 
 
   It was the torment of the very real question of whether to just give up her entire career so she could have Zach or to keep going and have bitter regrets.
 
    Both ideas ripped her in two.
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   The Los Angeles Grand Hotel had become Leia’s home away from home. The urban chic, spacious rooms offered comfort and privacy, two things high on her list. One of their plush suites gave her enough room for her clothes, jewelry and guitar. The rest of the furniture, books, and family items from her Beverly Hills mansion would be put into storage in the next few days to set up the house for sale. Ryder had discovered that Cale’s secretary was efficiency on wheels, making many things easier to deal with.
 
   But she stepped out of the shower, loath to start her day. She was exhausted emotionally and physically and barely hanging on. She pulled a fluffy towel off the rack and rubbed it across her skin, staring at herself in the mirror as she did so. She’d lost weight and not in a good way and couldn’t find the spark inside to even care. Zach hadn’t seemed to care either as he’d kissed and licked his way across her body.
 
   A shiver of remembered passion flushed through her followed by the quick stab of pain. She shrugged into a plush, white hotel robe and padded into the bedroom, trying to escape her thoughts. 
 
   She didn’t have time for this. Maybe by next weekend, she could go home for a few days, but not now. Depressed and melancholy was not the mood to be in when facing the press. Ryder coached her through what he wanted her to say at the press conference, pounding home upbeat and positive, steady and civil.
 
   To that end, she’d culled her clothes and come up with a gray striped suit she didn’t remember ever wearing and a burgundy lace blouse, modest and yet sexy. She’d hesitated over the combination, definitely not her normal style, but she was a business woman now in charge of her career and the livelihoods of dozens of people. She had to look like someone who had things under control, even though she was floundering in a big sea of insecurity. 
 
   She lay back on the bed and battled the urge to call Zach, to hear his voice, to beg for him to come and be with her, to lend her his solid strength. It was a futile dream. He didn’t want any part of this world, her world.
 
   The press conference was being held in the hotel’s Marquis grand ballroom on the second floor in two hours. Ryder would be up from his room in an hour. She’d told her assistant not to come until closer to time. She planned to do her hair, makeup and dress on her own. She was tired of people fussing over her, even though that was their jobs.
 
   The knock on the door startled her. Was Ryder early?
 
   She shifted off the bed and tightened her belt. As the knock came again, she looked through the peephole. A dark-haired man in a green room service uniform stood on the other side.
 
   She pitched her voice to be heard through the door. “I didn’t order any room service.”
 
   “No, ma’am, you didn’t. Mr. Murphy did.”
 
   Ryder ordered her breakfast? Geesh. Was it engrained in every Murphy male to feed her?
 
   She released the chain and lock, hesitantly opened the door and sucked in a shattered breath.
 
   Zach and Carlee stood beside the room service waiter.
 
   “Oh, oh, oh…” She couldn’t get anything else out before she burst into tears. She didn’t know whether Zach reached for her or she reached for him.
 
   “Shhhh, we’re here.” Zach pulled her against him, arms enfolding her, holding her tight.
 
   She couldn’t speak, couldn’t get any words around the knot of emotion clogging her throat. So she kissed him instead.
 
   If she’d had a moment to think, she might have protected her heart, but her defenses were down. 
 
   Zach took over and kissed her as if he was starving.
 
   Carlee giggled.
 
   She broke the kiss and looked over. Carlee and the waiter’s faces were plastered with ear-to-ear grins.
 
   Zach rubbed a thumb over her lips, open hunger in his gaze. “Let’s get out of the hall.”
 
   She reached for Carlee and hugged her tight while Zach helped the room service waiter bring breakfast into the suite. She walked with Carlee to the table, while Zach tipped the man and shut the door.
 
   He walked up behind them and put his arms around them both, pulling them back against him. His lips caressed her temple.
 
   Her mind stumbled over the implication of the two of them here, now. The only way to be sure of what she was seeing in their eyes was to ask. “What are you doing here?”
 
   Carlee leaned into her and spoke before Zach could. “We came to say we’re sorry. We were stupid. We said and did a bunch of things that we shouldn’t have. Please forgive us.” She pulled away from the hug and separated herself from Leia. Zach put his other arm around her and held her tight cradled against him.
 
   Carlee stood in front of her and chewed her lip. “At least that’s what I want to say. I was mixed up mad. Everybody forgets that I’m old enough now to understand more than you’re telling me. I needed you to level with me. You and Dad should have said something.”
 
   “We would have, Carlee. But it was fresh and new for us. We hadn’t even talked to each other about what was happening, let alone anyone else. Timing was unfortunate. I’m sorry.” She stroked Zach’s arm, still not sure this was real.
 
   “Well, it doesn’t matter anyway. It all got mixed in with Mom leaving and breaking a couple of promises to me and I was a brat. I adore you. Dad adores….”
 
   Zach cleared his throat, interrupting her. “Let me speak for myself.”
 
   Carlee shrugged. “Okay.”
 
   “You have breakfast. Leia and I are going to talk alone a minute.”
 
   “Can I see what’s on pay-per-view?”
 
   “Knock yourself out.” Zach pulled Leia through the living room into the bedroom and shut the door. She kept her fingers laced with his, afraid if she let go, he’d disappear.
 
   “I’m not dreaming, am I?”
 
   “If you are, I am, too. Don’t wake me up, okay?” He slipped an arm around her and sat on the sofa, pulling her into his lap. His mouth found hers and Leia gladly let herself sink into a haze of passion. Zach feathered kisses along her jaw, across her eyes and back to her mouth.
 
   “I’m an idiot. My parents died and I locked down my emotions. It’s a wonder Denise even had anything to do with me. It only got worse after Carlee was born. I’ve hung on to my town, to my family, to Carlee, thinking that they anchored me. When I met you, my feelings shifted. One part of me wanted to reach out and grab you. The other couldn’t let go of my secure little world, was afraid to unbury myself and risk losing again. Do you understand?”
 
   She gave in to the need to slip her fingers through her hair. “Things happened so fast and we never really talked and gave ourselves time to work through things. I was too sick and afraid you were just being nice to me. I was afraid if I pushed, you’d realize I needed you more than you needed me.” She choked up at the end, her eyes flooded with tears that slipped down her face.
 
   He reached to wipe the falling tears with his thumbs, stroking her face, his eyes full of remorse. “I love you. I need you.”
 
   Leia sucked in her breath, not expecting him to say it that easily, without months and months of coaxing. The cascade of joy froze into shards of ice shattering her happiness. “My life is a mess, worse now than ever. I can’t ask you to step into that.”
 
   Zach shifted her closer. “You didn’t ask. I’m here. I’m telling you it doesn’t matter. We’ll work it through. All that matters is….” He gave her a hard kiss. “I love you. I need your wild creativity, your risk, your laughter, your successes and your failures. You’re mine. I need all of you and I’m not letting you go.”
 
   She dropped her head to his shoulder and released the storm of emotion trapped between her breasts. She finally spoke against his throat, breathing in the heady scent of him. “God, I missed you. I’ve needed you so much. I need you to anchor me, too. I live in a crazy world and I need someone who isn’t crazy in it. Does that make sense?”
 
   He coaxed her head up, cradling the sides of her face. “I’ll be whatever you need. I will be your strength, your protector, your lover, your husband.”
 
   “Husband?”
 
   Hurt flashed in his eyes. “Did you not believe me when I said you were mine?”
 
   She closed her eyes for a moment and let his words sink in, settle. She took a deep breath and opened her eyes, placing her hand over his heart. “I love you, Sheriff Zach Murphy and…” She choked on her words and had to wait a minute until her throat cleared. “I will be your wife, if you’ll be my husband, my heart.”
 
   He tipped her chin up and kissed her, his lips sending a rush of tingles through her body. He broke the kiss and touched his forehead to hers, staring deep into her eyes. “We have lots to talk about, lots to learn about each other, but know this. Once I make a commitment, I don’t walk away.”
 
   “Are you offering me forever, Sheriff?” She smiled, joy erupting from deep inside.
 
   “Forever to be mine,” he vowed. “Sounds about right.”
 
   She laughed, squirming closer. “Sounds like a great song title.”
 
   He chuckled and kissed her again. “Next time I do or say something stupid, just kiss me and wait for me to get over it, okay?”
 
   She answered by kissing him.
 
   Two hours later, with Zach and Carlee’s by her sides and Ryder in front of her, she walked out of the elevator on the second floor, nervous, but sure and ready to handle the press. When Ryder stepped aside, she gave a small gasp. Fiona, Wyatt and Beau were waiting near the side door to the ballroom.
 
   She squeezed Zach’s hand. “What are they doing here?”
 
   “This is how we Murphy’s roll. Get used to it.”
 
   She hugged each of them and was comforted and filled with so much love and belonging, she felt as if she had a shield and could leap tall buildings. She kissed Ryder’s cheek and stopped in front of Carlee. “How do I look?”
 
   “You look great.” Carlee kissed her cheek. She’d talked Leia out of the outfit she’d chosen, convincing her she should look like the rock star she was, not some corporate exec. Carlee had then walked to her closet and picked a black sheath with a red belt that shaped her curves, yet was subtle and sexy. She’d proceeded to rummage for shoes and jewelry and made hair suggestions. 
 
   Zach had propped himself on her bed and watched with amusement while Carlee helped her. His private hot looks, when Carlee wasn’t looking, settled deep inside, making her long for time to be alone. This was the Zach she wanted for the rest of her life.
 
   Zach cupped her face and tenderly kissed her lips. “Focus. Knock ‘em dead. I’ve got you. We’ve got you.”
 
   She stepped into the ballroom, facing two hundred reporters, light bulbs flashing. She stepped to the podium. The Murphy family lined up behind her.
 
   Confidence filled her. Her career and her life were hers to rebuild and shape. Parson Corners was hers. This family was hers. Zach loved her enough for her to be who she was, enough to marry her, enough to promise forever.
 
   This was one moment, one event and she was a Rock Star and a soon to be wife. With all the love at her back, she started to speak.
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   Four Months Later
 
    
 
   Leia woke slowly. Zach’s warmth next to hers in bed made the nest the most comfortable spot on the entire planet. The spacious suite was elegant and simple, just the way she liked it—nothing fancy but all the comforts. They’d arrived late last night in Houston, Texas— the first stop on her concert tour. 
 
   Carlee had flown to New York with Fiona and Wyatt to watch the filming of Fiona’s new cooking show on the Food Network. They were flying to join them later this afternoon, along with Beau and Ryder.
 
   The entire family would be in the VIP section. Butterfly dive bombers attacked her stomach. These nerves were bigger than her wedding day—a wedding Fiona had arranged mere weeks after Zach’s proposal. She’d worried they were moving too fast. He’d convinced her that more time wasn’t going to change who and what they were, that any problems they had they could work on married. The event was attended by the entire town and no press. How Fiona managed that, Leia had never been able to ascertain.
 
   She’d followed the wedding by releasing her new album, with a new song Anchored in Forever. These nerves were bigger than wondering if the success of that would stabilize her professional life.
 
   This would be the first time Zach and her new family had seen her perform. Exciting and nerve-wracking; but that still wasn’t why she was nervous.
 
   She was nervous because she’d spent hours in the studio remaking an old classic love song dedicated to Zach. Nerves didn’t even begin to cover the sheer love, sheer adoration, and sheer terror of putting her feelings for Zach out there in public view.
 
   She took a few deep breaths and set all that aside. There’d be time for nerves later. She was naked in bed with her husband with nothing but time.
 
   She slipped on top of Zach and kissed his eyes, his jaw, his throat. A familiar, yet new thrill shot through when he cracked an eye, and reading her intent, took her mouth with warm lips and lazy strokes of his tongue.
 
   “I like how you think, Mrs. Murphy,” he whispered, slipping his hands to her butt and pulling her tight against his hardness. In the darkness, his breath mingled with hers. 
 
   She took her time, reveling in every kiss, feeling every sigh. His big hands shifted to massage her breasts, his mouth teasing each nipple until her breath was a fractured pant. 
 
   She used her tongue on him, to touch every muscle, to feel every inch of skin, and when she finally reached the heart of him, she drove them both mad with need. When they joined, the sheer rightness of him stroking through her liquid heat made her tremble.
 
   “I love you, Zach.” She took his mouth, desperately trying to convey with her body more than the words could say.
 
   He set an easy rhythm that celebrated and savored. His hands stroked and teased and she returned the favor. His groans met hers. The pressure built until Zach rolled with her, placing her beneath him. 
 
   She wrapped her legs around him, desperate need forcing her to lift her hips to match his driving thrusts. The darkness narrowed her focus to their bodies dancing together, the heat of their skin against each other, their lips meeting and tasting. Her tongue tasted the salt and male of him. His fingers reached to tease her sensitive core while increasing the power of his thrusts. 
 
   She exploded with a flash that lit up the darkness. Zach followed her, groaning as she tightened around him.
 
   “Mine,” she whispered against his ear, then drifted off to sleep, replete and warm.
 
   She woke up several hours later alone.
 
   Grumpy, she sat up and shoved her hair from her face. “Zach, where are you?” She had to yell to make herself heard through the closed door.
 
   The bedroom door snapped open. Zach walked in, dressed in jeans, a yellow shirt, and his cowboy boots, and carrying a room service tray. “Right here, with breakfast. About time you woke up.”
 
   Leia smiled. “I love you so much.”
 
   Zach grinned. “I love you, too. Happy anniversary.”
 
   Leia scrunched her face and stared at him. “Anniversary?”
 
   “One year ago today, I arrested you.” His eyes were alight with amusement.
 
   She lay back in bed and laughed. “Best day of my life.”
 
   “Mine, too.” Zach set the tray in front of her. The aroma of fresh coffee made her moan.
 
   She leaned up for her morning kiss and noted he looked oddly content. “What have you been doing?”
 
   He handed her the glass of orange juice. “I talked to Carlee. They were at the airport boarding the plane. I talked to Ryder and confirmed that he and Beau were on the way to the Denver airport. They are.”
 
   She finished the juice and set the glass on the tray, suddenly starving. She lifted the lid off the plate and stared. “Oatmeal?”
 
   “Breakfast is the most important meal of the day.” Zach settled back in the armchair beside the bed, looking too damn innocent.
 
   “I can start that important meal with donuts. “ She tucked the sheet tighter around her.
 
   “Yeah, I know. Tiny told me.” Zach had the gall to laugh at her swearing. “I also had a long conversation with Adrian. Fifteen cities in three weeks? I thought we talked about slow.”
 
   Adrian Darwin was her new manager. She and Zach had interviewed and hired him together.
 
   She pointed her finger at him. “You? Talked to Adrian?”
 
   “Yeah.” He crossed his arms, too confident, too pleased with himself.
 
   Leia looked at her breakfast, then back at Zach. “He’s not going to make me eat oatmeal too, is he?”
 
   Zach smirked.
 
   Damn.
 
   Zach leaned across the bed and kissed her. “He is the only person I will trust to take good care of you when I’m not with you. You have to be careful with that voice and with your health.” He kissed her again. “And yes, on the oatmeal.”
 
   “Zach!” Leia barely kept her tone under a wail. She needed her sugar. “I can eat donuts and still live.”
 
   Zach moved to the other side of the bed and shucked his boots. He sat down with his back to the headboard and put an arm around her. She laid her head on his shoulder and basked in the warmth of him by her side.
 
   He reached for her hand. “You scared the hell out of me in that hospital last Christmas. I thought I was going to lose you. I’d never make it without you. You’re my everything, baby, so we do this my way.”
 
   Leia melted.
 
   She reached for the spoon and dished up a bite, turning the spoon to feed Zach first. “I promise that’s never going to happen again.”
 
   Zach took the bite and swallowed. “You’re damn right it’s not. If you’re a good girl and eat all the rest, I’ll make it worth your while.” His low sexy tone brought back their lovemaking during the night and sent shivers over her body.
 
   She raised a brow and gave him a saucy grin, letting the sheet fall from her naked breasts. “If you help me eat this, I’ll make it worth your while.”
 
   Zach’s hot gaze took in the view, but he didn’t move or touch her. Damn man was so controlled.
 
   She ate more than Zach did, bite after bite, because he pulled out the big guns.
 
   “I love you, baby,” he whispered over and over after every bite.
 
   The bowl empty, he stroked, licked and caressed her body until she was sated in love.
 
   That night, in front of a packed stadium, her nerves melted away. Her rendition of the old, loving classic made her steady, sexy sheriff cry.
 
    
 
   THE END
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   ~~Leia Shae's Born Again Playlist~~
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   For your enjoyment, I've put together a playlist - songs that inspired me as I wrote about rock star Leia Shae in The Rock Star's Sheriff. Music is critical in fueling the inspiration for many of my stories, but never more so than in this book with a successful music career at its center. Inspired by singers like Leann Rimes, Mandy Moore and Christina Aguilera, here is a list of my favorite girl songs.
 
    
 
   Party in the U.S.A.  Miley Cyrus  
 
   Since U Been Gone  Kelly Clarkson 
 
   According to You Orianthi 
 
   Who Says Selena Gomez  
 
   Over It  Katharine McPhee  
 
   Call Me Maybe Carly Rae Jepsen 
 
   Who Knew  P!nk  
 
   A Thousand Miles  Vanessa Carlton 
 
   The Game of Love  Michelle Branch w/Carlos Santana  
 
   Before He Cheats Carrie Underwood  
 
   How Do I Live  Leann Rimes  
 
   The Voice Within Christina Aguilera 
 
   Candy Mandy Moore 
 
   Hot N Cold Katy Perry  
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   ~~Where A Town Comes From~~
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   When my kids were growing up my husband's family bought a house in Kellogg, Idaho. Kellog is the home to Silver Mountain Ski Resort. The house was used as a rental most of the year. But Thanksgivings were reserved for the family, and we met many times there for good food, skiing, games and laughter. Of course, the house was sold shortly before the Army moved us from Washington to Alabama, but the memories linger. (I also grew up with Schweitzer Mountain Ski Resort just miles from my home in Bonners Ferry, Idaho. So small town details are in my blood. No, I don't ski. Just FYI.) As a writer, that's a really good thing. It means there are lots of good details to pull from my brain to use in my storytelling and this memory was no exception.
 
   How any idea is born, I have no clue. Sometimes I just wake up and it's there. Sometimes it's from a picture or a bit of music. In the case of Parson Corners, the rock star idea came first. I have always loved Mandy Moore, ever since "Candy". Come on. Admit it. You know I'm not alone.
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   That idea percolated, mixing with Silver Mountain until I needed a new idea for a new town. It wasn't as simple as pulling all that out and viola, there it was. No, took a little more mixing than that. We'd moved to Texas by then and were making visits home by jetting across I-40 into Colorado and thru Denver. I love Colorado's scenery. I'd just published the first two Echo Falls, so I didn't want another Texas small town, so I went looking in Colorado. A cruise of the internet turned up the San Juan Mountain Range and South Fork, Colorado.
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   It was after I saw all these pictures that the ideas began to roll together. A look see on the Colorado map devised the name of Parson and the rest is made-up history. Of course, who hasn't seen headlines about this rock star arrested or that rock star's life is a mess - well, the natural conclusion for any romance author is to brainstorm, well, a romance. So seemingly random bits of information unite to form a strong idea.
 
   The result was The Rock Star’s Sheriff, which you just read. It was a fun write and with four Murphy brothers, you know there has to be a sequel. Not to mention there is a whole bunch of town folks to discover.  Next will be Secret Daddy, a story about Leia's security chief, Mark Banning, coming in early 2014. And Wyatt's story -Five-Star Wife. Who would have the audacity to challenge brother Wyatt's chef genius? Find out in late 2014.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    [image: ] 
 
   Thank you for joining me in Echo Falls, Copper Canyon, and Parson Corners.  If you would be so kind, please visit your favorite bookseller or Goodreads and leave a review.  Every review helps other readers find Echo Falls and I’d love to hear what you thought.  Thanks.  
 
    
 
   Patti Ann
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   Patti Ann Colt lives in Arlington, Texas. She enjoys having her handsome grandson underfoot and her three grown children nearby. A life-size cutout of John Wayne stands near her desk and supervises her writing. When she’s not working, she’s hanging out with assorted extended family, playing with five bed-hogging dogs, cooking something scrumdillyicious, engrossed in The Walking Dead, sewing, researching genealogy, and, of course, reading!
 
   Where you can find her:
 
   Website: http://www.PattiAnnColt.com
 
   Blog: http://thecleverwriter.com
 
   http://worthadamnfood.com
 
   Facebook: Patti Ann Colt
 
   Twitter: Patti Ann Colt
 
   Goodreads:  Patti Ann Colt
 
   Shelfari:  Patti Ann Colt
 
   Library Thing:  Patti Ann Colt
 
   Wattpad:  Patti Ann Colt
 
    
 
   Email to:pattiann@pattianncolt.com
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   Books by Patti Ann Colt
 
   Homespun Stories of Family, Adventure and Romance
 
   <<<<>>>>
 
    
 
   Echo Falls, Texas
 
   A Hometown Romance Series
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   The Daddy Spell
 
   Five-year-old sisters Boo and Lindy want a daddy -- and anything goes in their quest, including a secret spell known only to the twins. On a lonely country road, Chad Applegate appears out of nowhere to help the girls and their mother rescue an injured dog. Robin Harmon's stubborn independence and breathtaking curves mesmerize the handsome pumpkin farmer, and her daughters charm him. In turn, they are fascinated by his tales of pumpkin magic. Despite Chad's captivating blue eyes and tender kisses, Robin cannot believe his happily-ever-after promises. Experience has proven those kinds of dreams never come true. Will Robin deny the possibility of forever or will her daughter's daddy spell work its magic?
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   The Sweetheart Dance
 
   Although Echo Falls high school teacher Meg Applegate aches to belong to Bret Cara body and soul, he maintains a hands-off policy. She is wife material and violates his no relationship philosophy based on years with combative parents. But when a practical joker spikes Meg’s drinks at the Valentine’s Day Sweetheart Dance, Bret comes to her rescue—and she astounds him with a hot, sensual kiss. Assisting the police department in tracking teen felons, Meg takes the opportunity to snag the handsome cop’s attention and they launch an affair based on Bret’s ‘no strings’ rules. But each searing encounter conflicts with her beliefs and dreams. She cannot maintain their bargain forever, but despite making love he seems no closer to giving her what she needs. When Meg’s conscience demands more from him, will Bret walk away or deliver his heart?
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   Kiss Me Goodnight
 
   Summer LeFey blazed to the top of the art world with her painting genius. When she returns to Echo Falls, Texas for her grandfather’s funeral, she collides with her childhood crush—now a sexy cop. He snares her heart with romance and passion, but falling in love isn’t enough. To have him, she must return to a place she never wanted to go. Tom Applegate is a dedicated police officer, relishes hometown life, and longs for the happiness his parents have. When he reunites with Summer, he thinks he’s found the missing piece of his dream, but falling in love only complicates matters. To have her, he must give up the home of his heart. Friends, career, family…will one make the ultimate sacrifice for love?
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   Echo Falls Short Story: Christmas Magic
 
   Robin and Chad's wedding day has arrived, but a new obstacle confronts them. Will they make their happily-ever-after come true?
 
    
 
   [image: ] [image: ]
 
   Echo Falls Short Story: A Winter Romance
 
   In 1941, a young Olivia Carnahan meets Thomas Applegate. Their mothers are matchmaking, and the two are determined not to cooperate. When the Pearl Harbor bombing occurs, Thomas's leave from the Army Air Force is cancelled. Will Thomas be able to convince Olivia that love is stronger than war?
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   Echo Falls Short Story: Boo & Lindy’s Matchmaking Adventure
 
   Boo and Lindy Applegate are worried about the sadness in their first grade teacher's eyes. Banned from using pumpkin magic, they ask Santa for someone special to be Miss Day's friend. Kissing her would be good, too.
 
    
 
   Fireman Adam Caldwell moved back home to be near his family and serve the Echo Falls Fire Department. A loss in the fire station poker game places Adam in charge of answering the towns’ “Dear Santa” letters. All the requests prove simple to answer, except one. In a dilemma, Adam sets out to learn more about “Miss Day.” A chance encounter with Boo and Lindy fosters Adam’s need to befriend the teacher.
 
    
 
   Juliette Day's fiancée abandoned her at the altar and disappeared with her sister. Now Juliette's off the commitment market until she can heal from the pain and humiliation. But she is enticed by Adam and their charming Christmas date. Over the next few months, his faithful presence, thoughtful courtship and steamy kisses push her to rethink her decision to stay alone. How can she resolve her deep-seated anger over the betrayal and give Adam the unfettered forever love he’s asking for?
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   [image: ] [image: ]
 
   Echo Falls, Texas
 
   The Daddy Spell, Christmas Magic, and Boo & Lindy’s Matchmaking Adventure in one volume!
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   Echo Falls, Texas Boxed Set
 
   The Daddy Spell, The Sweetheart Dance, and Kiss Me Goodnight – all the Applegate family stories in one volume!
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   Echo Falls, Texas Short Story Collection
 
   Christmas Magic, A Winter Romance, and Boo & Lindy’s Matchmaking Adventure in one volume!
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   Trina would rather look anywhere but the past. The past is all Matt wants to see… 

Discharged from the Marines, Matt Parker returns to Echo Falls, Texas and becomes a rookie cop. But his hometown is not the utopia he remembers. In his absence, a cancer of drugs and gang activity has invaded the Canyon. Determined to serve and protect, to return Echo Falls to the ideal of his heart, Matt focuses his quest around a spicy yet guarded single mom, a fallen homecoming queen. Charity quickly turns to dedication when Matt falls in love with the tempestuous young woman and her son. 

Trina Murray’s crown slipped during youthful rebellion, leading to pot, poverty, and pregnancy. Sober now, she struggles to succeed enough to escape her judgmental family. When her baby’s father is released on parole, Trina is desperate to protect her son and accepts Matt’s offer of shelter, not expecting to fall for the dedicated cop. But his fix-it solutions won’t support her plans to run, instead tempting her to dream of an intimate family that she’s sure is out of reach. 

When crime increases, bringing theft, graffiti, drugs, and violence, a strong community resolves to clean out the town…with Matt and Trina caught at the center, for better or worse. 

Full novel: 92,000 words 
Rating: Explicit Sensual Intimacy
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   Parson Corners, Colorado
 
   A Hometown Romance Series
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   The Rock Star’s Sheriff
 
   Pop diva Leia Shae ventured forth from small town America and made herself a superstar. After fifteen years of stardom, she’s hollow and lost – so lost that her clash with the law outside Parson Corners, Colorado launches her into a quest for a place to belong.
 
   Sheriff Zach Murphy has a pre-teen rebellious daughter, a meddling family and a wary wounded soul. When Leia crashes into his life, she batters the walls Zach’s built to protect himself. When his former flame and the media descend on his town digging for scandal on the rock star, how will Zach choose? Should he protect his hard-won stability or dare he stand by sexy, loving Leia and risk his heart?
 
   Coming Soon from the Parson Corners Series
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   Copper Canyon, Texas
 
   A Hometown Romance Series
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   Cowboy’s Heart
 
   JESS O'HARE has loved Amy Rose Adams since high school. He may be a successful rancher in Copper Canyon, Texas, but a shiny new truck and a new cowboy hat doesn't change the dirt under his nails. Standing in the way between him and his sweetheart are her wealthy, overbearing parents. Their dictatorial expectations lay a path for their daughter that leads away from him to the family law firm in Dallas.
 
   Law graduate AMY ROSE ADAMS has followed her father’s mandates her entire life. Only with Jess, and in Copper Canyon, can she be herself. But for three years, she's been taking the path of least resistance to hold the balance between her parents and Jess. When a fight with Jess leads to an ultimatum - his road or her father's - it echoes a similar fight with her parents.
 
   The best choice for her future is severing her relationship with her parents. But how will she make that step if she can't tell the man she fiercely loves that she's carrying their baby?
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   Pastry chef KENDRA DAWSON moves to Copper Canyon, Texas to rebuild her life after her millionaire father is arrested for embezzlement. Her raw wounds won't let anyone past her professional persona, even a sexy talking man.
 
    
 
   Fireman Shane O'Hare quit rodeo after a devastating accident crippled a friend. Unable to accept his role in the man's injury, Shane exists in a self-imposed lonely place. Once the beguiling Kendra falls in his path, he reconciles to lone wolves needing sweets, too. But he shields Kendra from his nosy family, who will spill his cowboy truths.
 
    
 
   When Kendra lands a dessert contract with his family's bar, Shane faces the need to trust her and resolves to divulge his guilty story. Wildfires, dodging family, and intimate nights keep him silent until a simple errand blows his secrets.
 
    
 
   Shane's lies desolate Kendra, who retreats to her kitchen to nurse now deeper wounds. With no choice left, Shane reveals his past, despairing she will ever understand his failures. Her love would be the sweetest pledge. Can this cowboy win back his sweetheart's fragile trust?
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   Copper Canyon Cowboys
 
   Cowboy’s Heart and Cowboy’s Sweetheart together in one volume!
 
    
 
   Coming Soon!
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   On Morgan Bay
 
   A Free Hometown Serial Romance
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   On Morgan Bay
 
   Season One: Truth or Dare
 
   Free on Wattpad
 
   The Story has Begun!
 
    
 
   Welcome to Morgan Bay, Texas.
 
   Pull up a deck chair and talk to your neighbors.
 
   Grab your family and meet by the lake.
 
   Start the conversation, smell the fresh mowed grass and sweet flowers, eat the best barbeque anywhere, and enjoy the big ole Texas sunset.
 
   Listen closely. Learn secrets. Fight for the underdog.
 
   Join this All-American Town and fall in love.
 
    
 
   Visit PattiAnnColt.com for a full release schedule on each series.
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