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			Chapter One

			Hannah…

			I sit next to “Joe from Houston” on my flight to Dallas. Joe, a midthirties guy who might be nice enough if he didn’t use the gap between his teeth as a resource to spew inappropriate remarks in my direction. In the hours since we boarded the same flight in Los Angeles, his efforts to acquire my phone number have gotten less and less restrained, his crude remarks making it quite clear that’s not all he wants. I’m not sure what that says about where I’m at in my life right now—probably not much—but starting over at twenty-eight, well, that’s another story. One I don’t wish to live, but I am. 

			The wheels hit the runway, and I stare out the window, wondering if Texas still smells like queso, margaritas, and hot cowboys to me, as it once did. I fear not, though. I know not. The day I moved away to Los Angeles, I stepped beyond those distractions and others. Distractions like Roarke Frost, the man who ripped out my heart and shattered it, and did so at a time when I needed him more than ever. 

			But I didn’t need him, I remind myself. I made it on my own and quite well, at least until now. Now my plane has just pulled up to the gate, and as soon as the pilot winds down the engines, I’m in knots, wishing I were back in Los Angeles. Maybe that makes me a coward, hiding from the past, but nevertheless, that’s what I feel. Only there’s nothing back there for me. My famous photographer boss is in trouble, and I’m blacklisted right along with him. My dream job is no more. And since the cost of living in L.A. is more nightmare than dream, and my studio apartment above his studio is now under siege by the bank, home sweet home is all there is for me. 

			It’s time to deplane, and my heart thrums in my ears. Joe from Houston is speaking to me, but I don’t hear many of the words coming out of his mouth. “You make cowgirls look good,” Joe says, and yes, I heard that and what follows. “How about that number? I can show you how good over dinner.” 

			This will be my first time on Texas soil in six years. I’m not spending one night with this man. “I’m on my way to Whataburger,” I say. “And that’s a religious experience that requires I go alone.”

			He blinks. “Religious experience?”

			“Joe from Houston, if you’re from Texas and don’t know that Whataburger is a religious experience, you and I should break up before we ever get together.” We’re now deplaning, and he stands up. I do the same, grab my purse, and dart forward in front of him, praying I can escape him as we exit. 

			Nervous energy overtakes me, and I slide the strap of my purse across my chest because I do. Because it’s something to do as I wait my turn to exit. Soon, too soon, and somehow not soon enough, I’m walking up the ramp and darting in between people to avoid Joe from Houston. This mission actually aids in my mental state, keeping it focused on the task at hand, not the past, not the return to a home that is no longer home. I clear the waiting area and turn left with one goal: the bathroom, but I make it a few more steps and stop. My camera. Oh my God, I left my camera on the plane. A really expensive camera. My only really expensive camera. I can’t afford to launch an event-planning business, as I hope to, and replace that camera. 

			Panic ensues, and I race back toward the plane, running right into Joe. “She came back. I knew she would.”

			“Move, Joe. Move now or I swear I will knee you for every woman who you ever talked to the way you talked to me on that plane, and I am so not joking right now.”

			His eyes go wide, and he quickly releases me. I take off running, rounding the corner, dashing through the gate seating area where I find myself bumped and cursed, but I’ve lived years in Los Angeles. Crowds don’t bother me. Bumps don’t bother me. Losing my camera, my way of earning income, that would destroy me right now. Finally, I manage to work my way to the entryway to the ramp. “My camera,” I announce at the door. “I left it on my seat.”

			“Which seat, honey?” says the flight attendant, a nice Texas woman with a big blonde hairdo and a vocabulary of “y’all” and “fixin’” that I know all too well.

			“11A,” I say. “Can I just go look?”

			“No, I’m sorry, it’s against regulations. But I’ll go check.” She retreats down the ramp as I’m left there to wait.

			I all but lose my patience, but thank God, the attendant returns, walking toward me with my camera. My relief flows out with appreciation, and it’s not long before I’m back on my way to baggage claim, wondering where my head is that I’d leave my precious camera, one that had taken me years in L.A. to afford, behind. “Back in L.A.” is the answer. I want to be back in L.A., working my way through and up the fashion world chain of command. 

			But I’m not, so I refocus on an old mission that, minus Joe, is now one-dimensional. I hunt for a bathroom while my cellphone rings, and I don’t have to look at the number. I answer with a greeting. “Hey, Linda,” I say, knowing this will be my best friend from college who is now a rather accomplished photographer in her own right. She’s also my ride.

			“You’re here! I can’t believe you’re here. You’re home, honey, and just in time for the holidays to ramp up in three weeks. Though good gosh, it’s going to be a hot season. It’s still ninety outside today.”

			“Three weeks from now is Halloween, and yes, my birthday, neither of which is a holiday, and home is not Dallas, it’s Sweetwater. And just to be clear, it gets cold for about a day or two the week of Halloween every year in Texas, if you can call the first time it gets to fifty degrees for the season ‘cold.’”

			“You’re from Texas, which makes this home. Furthermore, your parents don’t own the ranch in Sweetwater anymore. They moved to Indianapolis, but you chose to return to Dallas because it’s familiar. Just another reason you’re home. End of topic. Next up. Your birthday most definitely is a holiday, as is Halloween. Good grief, woman. I have work to do on you. It’s a good thing you are home. I’m out front,” Linda continues, “and a really rude police officer just threatened to tow me, so you need to get here now.”

			“Oh God.” I hustle my pace. “You, woman, are always getting in a fight with someone.”

			“You don’t get in enough fights as far as I’m concerned, or you wouldn’t have been blacklisted along with your boss for his mistakes.”

			“He was blacklisted for something that didn’t happen.”

			“He should have protected you.” 

			“He can’t even protect himself right now.” And, I add silently, reminding myself to stay focused, I have skills, not just with a camera. I coordinated many a huge event through him. I can put those skills to use. 

			“Oh God,” Linda groans. “I have things to say about your boss, but the jerky officer is at me again.” There is the sound of what I believe to be knocking on her window. “I have to go. Hurry! Get to me quick!” She disconnects, and ugh, so much for the bathroom. I see the sign but pass it by. I can’t have Linda getting towed or, worse, spouting off like she does and getting in bigger trouble. Thankfully, Dallas Love Field is rather compact, and the walk is short—or it was, way back when. It’s remodeled, and nothing is as it was or where it was. I navigate here and there and pass through the security exit to find Linda standing there, her red hair piled haphazardly on top of her head.

			“He directed me to a parking spot,” she says, hoisting up her boobs, which might not be bigger than mine, but she bravely displays her assets today with a deep V of cleavage cut into her T-shirt. “These helped.”

			We burst into laughter and then launch ourselves at each other, hugging fiercely before she pulls back. “I only have ten minutes. Let’s get to baggage claim.” She tugs me forward, and I groan with how full my bladder is. 

			“I have to pee, like, now. I have to. This is non-optional.”

			She grabs my arm and drags me forward. “This way. I know where a bathroom is.”

			This motivates me, so I step up my pace all too willingly, and it’s only a minute before her phone is ringing and she stops. “This is important. It’s about a job. I have to take it.”

			“Bathroom?”

			She points. “That entrance on the left. They just changed the signs, and they’re hard to see, but that’s the women’s restroom.”

			That entrance is not nearby, and I really can’t linger to wait on Linda. I hurry forward, and my phone rings now, too. Afraid it’s the real estate agent who’s supposed to show me rentals, I dig for my phone, grabbing it only to find it’s Linda calling. My brows furrow, and I look behind me to find her motioning wildly, but I don’t have time for this. I have to go to the bathroom. I round the wall to the entrance as she’d directed and smack hard into a body. A man’s body. A man in the women’s bathroom. 

			“Wrong bathroom, woman,” the grumpy man snaps, giving my well-filled-out T-shirt a once-over. 

			“Are you serious right now?” I demand.

			“Get out of the way.” The man literally grabs my arms and sets me against the wall. 

			“Are you crazy?” I demand, ready to call security, but he’s already walking away. 

			I drop my bag that’s killing my arm, push off the wall, and face the bathroom, looking for a sign, certain that man was a jerk to hide his embarrassment for going into the women’s restroom. Instead, the sign reads Men, and I want to crawl into the hole my embarrassment is digging in the floor. 

			I turn to make a rapid departure, grab my bag, and proceed to run into another hard body. “Oh God. I’m sorry. I—” My gaze lifts, and I gasp at the familiar man now holding my arms, touching me for the first time in six years. I’m touching him, too, my hands curled on the black tee that stretches over a chest that proves to be more impressive than ever. He’s a man now, but then Roarke Frost was always all man. “Roarke,” I whisper, as if the name in my mind isn’t enough confirmation. I need it on my lips, the way I once needed him on my lips.

			“Hannah,” he breathes out, his voice low and rough. His brown eyes are still that warm milk chocolate, but I was always the one who melted in the heat of any moment spent with this man. 

			“Oh my God, I’m so sorry,” Linda gushes, appearing beside us, huffing and puffing. “I was stuck on the call, and I couldn’t reach you and, well, as you know, I directed you to the wrong bathroom.” She’s rambling, her attention turning to Roarke, who is still holding onto me. Who is still focused on me and me alone. “Sorry,” Linda repeats. “Sorry—she went the wrong way because I told her wrong.”

			“I’m not sorry at all,” Roarke says, his eyes warming with the words. “I can’t believe you’re here.”

			“In the men’s bathroom?” I joke, trying to get off the topic of why I’m in Dallas. “It’s a game we play in L.A.” I cringe at the stupid comment. 

			His dark brows dip. “Game?” 

			“That was a joke that’s going nowhere. There is no game.”

			The air thickens between us, memories pushing and pulling, pushing and pulling. I want to push him away. I want to hold on to him and pretend nothing ever went wrong. “You look good, Hannah,” he says finally. “Your hair is longer, and I swear your eyes are a little greener.”

			Anger bristles inside me. My hair. My eyes. That’s all he has to say after—well, everything that happened? “Why are you here?” I ask.

			“I’m on my way to Kentucky to work with a horse,” he says, which isn’t a surprise. His family always trained horses, but he’s taken that to a whole new level. He’s now a YouTube sensation, the Horse Wrangler. Which I know because I’ve been watching the videos that I will never admit to watching. “Are you home to visit?” he asks. “Aren’t your parents in Indianapolis now?”

			“I’m here for work,” I say, because it’s not a lie. I am here for work and for a place to live, but that’s beside the point. “A fast in-and-out trip.”

			A man clears his throat, and Roarke grabs my bag and motions me toward the wall, and when I nod, he catches my hand the way he used to catch my hand. It’s familiar. He’s familiar. So is the heat rushing up my arm and across my chest. No one makes me feel what this man makes me feel, and this makes me angry. He betrayed me. He hurt me. He hurt me. 

			“I get back Friday night,” he says. “We need to talk. We’ve needed to talk for a long time. Can I see you?”

			Of course he returns Friday, I think. Of course he wants to talk now when he hasn’t tried once in six years. “I leave Friday morning.”

			An announcement sounds for a flight, and he grimaces. “I’m late. That’s my flight, and I have to head through security. Damn it. We need more time.” He scrubs his jaw, a good three-day dark shadow there, dark like the hair on his chest where my fingers used to play often. But that was then and this is now. “There are things I’ve wanted to say to you for a long time.”

			“It wasn’t meant to be,” I say. “Let’s just leave it at that, Roarke.” And the truth is that there is nothing he can say that would change anything. 

			His gaze lingers on mine and then lifts skyward before lowering. “I have to go. Hannah—”

			“Go, Roarke. That’s what you told me years ago. That’s what I’m telling you now. Go. Because it’s what’s right for you and me. And you’re holding my hand.”

			“Yes, I am, and I don’t want to let it go.” 

			“But we both know you will. Just like you did before.” The words burn out of me, anger in their depths.

			His jaw clenches, and he lifts my hand, kissing my knuckles. “Goodbye, Hannah.” He turns and walks away, bypassing the bathroom by necessity, no doubt. He’s leaving. Even when I left, it was because he’d checked out. I lost him before I lost him, or what went down would not have gone down.

			Linda steps in front of me. “You know the Horse Wrangler? Oh my God, I need details.” She glances over her shoulder. “That man’s butt in jeans. That’s part of what makes him an internet sensation, you know? Women love him.”

			I grimace. Yes. Yes, they do. Just one of the reasons I’m not going to share details of a longtime crush on my next door neighbor that became a summer engagement gone wrong. 

			“The way he was looking at you,” she continues. “Did you and he—” She joins two fingers. “Did you—”

			“Bathroom,” I say. “I need a bathroom before I can properly decline to share details. Now all you get is a grunt.” 

			She grimaces and motions me forward. “After the bathroom.” 

			I grab my bag, and we start walking. And yes, I get my bathroom escape, but Linda gets nothing on Roarke. That’s a closed subject, just as it’s a closed chapter of my life, and yet, when I lay down in her spare bedroom that night to sleep, I can almost smell that man’s cologne: an earthy, rich scent that is all man. The wrong man for me. 

		


		
			Chapter Two

			Hannah…

			Two weeks later…

			“Hannah!”

			At the shout of my name, I rush out of my newly minted office and into the lobby of Linda Moore Photography where I’m now renting a space (okay, borrowing an office) to find Linda on the floor. “Oh my God,” I gasp, rushing toward her. “What happened?”

			“I fell off my own heels,” she groans. “I know. I’m stupid, but I think I broke something.” She starts panting. “I think I might be sick.”

			Pain so bad she’s going to be sick. That’s not good. “Let me call an ambulance.”

			“No.” She grabs my arm, peering at me through a crazy mass of red curls, the rich red color a dramatic contrast to my light-brown alternative. “I have to be at a photoshoot for the Rangers today,” she announces. 

			I blanch. “As in the professional baseball team?” I ask, certain that can’t be the case. Granted, despite being old friends, I’ve only been back in Dallas for two weeks. I’ve shared this office with her for a week of that since I officially opened Spring Event Planning. 

			“Yes. Yes, I do all their photography. I can’t miss this event.” She rises up on her elbows. “Jason Jenks, their new pitcher, is launching a kids camp. That’s why I’m in heels on a Saturday. It’s a high-profile event. And Jason is a really big deal right now. He just returned from retirement to pitch again.”

			I know who Jason is all too well, but I keep that to myself. “You have to be seen by a doctor first. Where do you think you’ve broken something?”

			“My hip. It hurts too damn badly to be bruised, but I can just push through this.” She sucks in air and tries to stand, only to cry out. “Okay, this isn’t happening. My doctor lives next door to me. Can you grab my phone from my purse on the reception desk? I need to see if he can come here.”

			“Of course.” I stand up and run my hands down my black jeans, even as I rush to the desk, find her cell, and return to squat next to her. “Let me get you some Advil.”

			“Thank you,” she says. “The stabbing pain is easing, but it’s still bad. I can tell it’s bad.” She punches in a number, and I hurry to my office, grab a bottle from the drawer, and snag a water from the fridge in the break room. 

			By the time I return, she’s leaning against the receptionist’s desk, and there’s a white ring around her lips. Pain. She’s in pain. I rush forward and kneel in front of her, setting the water down to pop the bottle open and shake four pills onto my palm. “Take these. Did you reach your neighbor?”

			She accepts the pills and downs them with the bottle of water I open and offer her before answering. “He’s on his way. I need you to do this job for me. I have a team of shooters meeting me here in fifteen minutes to head to Globe Life Park. That’s where the event is taking place. It’s an announcement and then a party. I’ll introduce you to our team, and you can take charge of the shoot.”

			My eyes go wide. “What? Me?” 

			“You worked for a fashion photographer in L.A. A famous photographer.”

			“Right up until he got caught up in the Me Too movement and went down for it,” I remind her. “I’m attached to his reputation. I don’t want to do that to you, especially with a big-league operation.”

			“No one is going to know.”

			“Not a normal everyday person, but this is the big leagues, quite literally.”

			“You’re amazing. You’ve shot some of the world’s biggest celebrities.”

			“Yes, but—”

			“Please. I’m begging you. I can’t lose this contract. I need them to know that when I couldn’t make it, I sent someone better.”

			I swallow hard. She’s been generous enough to offer me an office for half the rent anywhere else would cost. She even found me an apartment two blocks away. The truth is that right now, with this job for the Rangers, she’s delivering all over again, by way of an opportunity to build credit outside the disaster that stole my career in L.A. I owe her. I owe her big-time. 

			“Look,” she says, still making her case, unaware that I’ve already made it for her. “Jason is a super-nice guy and—” 

			“I know,” I say. “You don’t have to tell me.”

			She blinks. “You know?”

			“We grew up together, as in he babysat me. We lived on neighboring ranches in Sweetwater.”

			She blanches. “How did I not know that you’re that close to Jason Jenks?”

			I wave off the connection. “We haven’t spoken in years,” I say.

			“Did he become a big-shot snob?”

			“Jason?” I laugh. “Oh good gosh, no. Jason is not that way. Life just got in the way of our friendship.” And so did his best friend, Roarke Frost, but I’m not going to talk about my dirty laundry and Roarke. “We aren’t close,” I add of Jason and me, “but country family is always family. And you’re family now, too. I’ll shoot for you.”

			“Thank you so much. This is great. This is going to soften the blow of my not making it. I’ll call now and tell them you’re coming.”

			“I’ll go pack up my camera,” I say, pushing to my feet and heading to my office. 

			I’m not going to run into Roarke, I tell myself as I pack my camera bag. I’m not. Roarke will not be at an event at the Rangers’ clubhouse. Besides, he’s probably traveling again or in Sweetwater. 

			I grab my purse and my camera bag and glance down at my black jeans, boots, and T-shirt, which, as an outfit, works just fine for crawling around and taking good shots. I’m not changing. I have no one to impress with anything but my photos. I exit into the lobby to find a man in his midthirties, with dark hair and glasses, kneeling next to Linda. “This is Mark,” she announces. “He’s a newly minted doctor who lives next door to me. We have no chemistry, but hey, I’ll fix you up with him if you like.”

			Mark laughs and gives me a quick inspection, his eyes warming with approval. He’s cute. Actually, he’s really good-looking, but I feel nothing. Nada. Nope. It’s not happening. But then, the name Roarke always has had a way of destroying any warm fuzzies I might feel for anyone. 

			“I think the first thing you need to do,” I say, “is get better.” I glance at Mark. “What’s the prognosis, Doc?”

			“I’m going to get x-rays,” Linda replies before he can. “Right after I send you and the team off to play with the hot ballplayers in tight white baseball pants. Lucky you.”

			Lucky me. 

			As long as the only person from my past I see today is Jason, not Roarke, then yes, lucky me. 

			…

			Linda’s team consists of four shooters, two who are highly experienced and two who aren’t, none of whom require much supervision. Once we’re at the stadium offices, we’re set up in a private room that is decorated for some sort of Christmas photo op even though Christmas is still a few months away. We sit down on chairs dressed like Santa Claus, where we each set up our cameras. We’re then handed maps while being briefed about the party in the clubhouse and the speech to follow on the field in roughly an hour. 

			As we’re left to our jobs, I divide up my team, motioning between Liz and Mike, both college-age photography students. “I need you to just randomly shoot whoever and whatever you can get on film. I don’t want one thing at this event not on our film.” They both nod eagerly. “Weave and shoot,” I add. “Follow the crowd but become shadows. Don’t make anyone feel uncomfortable. If they don’t want to be in a photo, quickly move along. I’ll walk down with you.”

			My attention turns to Mary and Kate, both experienced shooters. “Head out to the field. Shoot there now. I don’t want one second missed out there, including the setup. I’m going to walk the party and then meet you out there.” I open the door, and they eagerly head out. 

			Liz and Mike follow them out, and the three of us head to the club, which isn’t a short trip at all. We travel a long hallway and finally find ourselves showing press passes at the entrance, the packed room just beyond security. Once we’re past the entry point, the room is bustling with people in casual wear, drinks in hand, the swell of voices, and clinking glasses all around us. I split Mike and Liz left and right to begin to shoot. 

			I’m about to start working the room myself when suddenly I’m standing face-to-face with Jason. He blinks down at me. “Hannah? Holy hell, Hannah. It’s really you.” 

			“Yes. It’s really me.”

			He pulls me into a hug, a bear hug. “I can’t believe how long it’s been.” His hands go to my arms, and he gives me a keen inspection. “Beautiful as ever. Are you here to stay?”

			“Yes. I’m back.”

			“And you didn’t call me?”

			My cheeks heat. “I just got back.”

			“You mean you were avoiding Roarke. I’m not Roarke, woman.” 

			“Jason?”

			With the female query, a pretty brunette has appeared by his side, and he quickly wraps his arm around her. “Jessica, baby, this is Hannah. She grew up in Sweetwater. I used to babysit her, believe it or not. God, I feel old. Hannah, this is Jessica, my fiancée, who runs the new Flying J bakery with my grandmother. My grandmother is here somewhere.”

			“The cookies being served are the new launch cookies for the Flying J bakery,” Jessica adds before shaking my hand. “And nice to meet you.”

			“I heard Martha had cookies and a cookbook,” I say. “I saw her and you, Jessica, on the news. And you, too, Jason. I’m so glad to see you back on the mound.” I leave out any comment about what drove him away: the plane crash that killed his parents. 

			“It’s all been loads of fun,” Jessica says. “Martha and Jason deserve this attention.”

			“What about you?” Jason asks. “I remember you went to L.A. to work for some big-name fashion photographer. I’m surprised you came back to Texas.”

			“Who was the photographer?” Jessica asks eagerly. “I love fashion.” She glances at Jason and gives him a smile. “And ugly cowboy boots these days.” They both laugh at what is clearly an inside joke before she glances back at me, eagerly awaiting my reply. 

			“Tobie Manning,” I supply reluctantly, and considering I’m here professionally, I steel myself for any knowledge she might have of the scandal.

			Her eyes go wide. “The Tobie Manning? Oh my God. He’s ridiculously famous. What a dream job.” 

			“It was,” I concede and decide it’s best to address this head-on when I can direct the content of the subject. “But then,” I add, “he got caught up in the Me Too movement and I got blacklisted with him. That’s L.A. for you.”

			“Oh no,” Jessica says. “Did you get harassed?”

			“No, he likes men, but honestly, he’s not guilty, or I wouldn’t have stayed with him so long. There were plenty of guilty people that deserved to be booted, but he just wasn’t one of them. This is all about him firing a group of models who were causing havoc on a set. It’s pretty brutal to see this happen. They used a good cause for the wrong reason.” 

			“So if he beats this, will you go back?” Jason asks. 

			“No,” I say. “It’s time to do me. I coordinated so many events for him in L.A. that I’ve opened an event-planning service in Dallas. I’m sharing an office with the photographer for this event, and she got hurt, so here I am.”

			“Event planning?” Jessica asks. “Wait. Wow. I’m looking for an event planner. We’re holding a Christmas event to launch the kids camp we’re announcing today. It works out perfectly because it’s during Jason’s off-season, but truly, with only a month to go, we have nothing worth mentioning done for this thing. We need you. Please. Say you’ll help.”

			I blink. Me? She wants me? I’m still trying to get my head around this idea when she insists, “You have to do it. It’s a great opportunity to establish your new business, and we need someone Jason doesn’t feel will use us for the press.” She eyes Jason. “A friend who’s worked with celebrities. She’s perfect.”

			“You are perfect for the job, Hannah,” Jason agrees as a man appears by his side, leaning in to whisper in his ear before hurrying away. Jason refocuses on me. “I need to go deal with a few things here, but you and Jessica should exchange numbers. We’ll get you a check and details tomorrow.” He hugs me. “Glad to have you back.” And then he’s gone. He walks away as if this is settled. I’m doing this job for him.

			“I need to run, too,” Jessica says, holding her phone in her hand. “What’s your number? I’ll call you tomorrow.”

			I recite my number, and she hugs me. “We’re a friendship in the making. I know it. Talk to you tomorrow.” And then she’s gone, too. I inhale and tell myself this is good. This is great. I’m launching my business in a big way. This isn’t my past. It’s my new future, and if Roarke somehow shows up in the middle of the event, it doesn’t matter. He means absolutely nothing to me anymore. He can’t hurt me. He can’t touch me. My dread is simply about dredging up a past long ago forgotten. So why is my heart racing? 

			I turn and start walking fast, really fast, without even seeing where I’m walking. I blink, and I’m in the hallway, walking back toward our setup room. I stop and eye the bathroom sign, darting inside. I’m halfway to the stalls when I spy the urinals to my left. Holy crap. This time, I really went into the men’s bathroom. I turn and all but run for the door, rounding the entry hallway only to plummet into a hard chest. Again. Good Lord, what is happening to me, besides Texas?

			“Sorry. I’m sorry, I—” My words falter as I find myself staring into the warm chocolate stare of Roarke Frost. 

			His fingers flex on my arms, the swell of heat between us instant, burning me alive. I don’t want to feel this, not with this man. “Roarke,” I whisper, hating how good his name tastes on my lips. 

			“Hannah,” he says softly, his voice somehow silk and sandpaper on my nerve endings, and his mouth, that damn mouth I know on my mouth all too well, quirks at the edges, amusement in the depth of his stare. “Why exactly are you in the men’s bathroom again?”

		


		
			Chapter Three

			Hannah…

			Why am I in the men’s bathroom? I bristle with that question, which should embarrass me but really just angers me. Really, truly, I bristle with just about everything to do with this man, and I’m not a bristler, and yes, that’s a word. Look it up in the awkward ex dictionary; it’s right there with about ten other words and/or phrases that I can’t speak out loud. But back to bristling. It’s not me. You can’t bristle in the fashion industry in L.A. without getting run over. You can’t bristle over your ex jerk of a fiancé without getting run over, either. You certainly can’t think about all the times you were intimate and naked with him without just being plain stupid. I’m not going to be stupid with this man. Been there, done that, which brings me back to why am I in the men’s bathroom? Inside the very stupidity of that action is a bit of a poetic explanation and a warning. 

			Roarke is every reason I’ve ever been stupid. 

			“I blame you,” I say, pushing away from him, his hands falling away from me, and I tell myself that’s what I want. Away from Roarke, with him no longer touching me, but I’m cold everywhere I was hot seconds before. “You’re the reason I’m in the men’s bathroom.”

			“You thought this was the place to speak alone?”

			“There is no place for us to speak alone, Roarke. I ended up here, in the wrong bathroom, with the wrong man, because I was flustered, and you know why I was flustered? Because I just saw Jason. I just agreed to do some work for him, and while that’s great and generous of him, I couldn’t revel in the career opportunity he gave me because I knew, I knew, that job leads to you. And here you are.”

			“Hannah.” He takes a step toward me. I rotate and walk away, exiting the bathroom into a group of four stunned men about to enter. I don’t explain why I’m in the men’s room. I use them, darting around them even as they block the bathroom doorway. They’re my shelter, my escape, and maybe that’s cowardly and everything my father—a man as tough as nails—would hate me to be, but I can feel the build of something cutting and vulnerable inside me. Something I don’t want to feel. Something I can’t afford to feel and be here in Texas. Something that I haven’t let myself feel since Roarke tore me apart years before. 

			I dash down the hallway and all but trot to avoid a full-out run, thanking the Lord when Mike rushes toward me, assuring there will be no alone time with Roarke. “We have a problem,” he announces, panting as he reaches my side. 
A problem I can handle. Well, any problem that isn’t Roarke. “What’s happening?” I ask. 

			“Nikki Miller, and yes, I said Nikki Miller, the movie star, is here. I thought that was camera-worthy, so I shot photos of her. She got pissed and took my camera. Like, literally yanked it from my hands, and then her security people took it.” 

			Roarke steps between us. “I know Nikki. I’ll get your camera back.” 

			Of course, he’s here to be Superman. He’s always Superman for everyone around him but me. Of course, he knows Nikki. For all I know, she’s his girlfriend, the kind he wanted when I wasn’t enough. And, of course, he’s followed me to relieve some nagging guilt from his shoulders. Or maybe he was just walking this way. Why would I think he has a nagging anything where I’m concerned?

			“You’re that Horse Wrangler, aren’t you?” Mike asks, and with that, I’m done. 

			“I’ll let the Horse Wrangler help you,” I say. “We have one camera shooting right now with Liz. I need there to be two.” I walk around Mike and away from Roarke, and this time, Roarke doesn’t follow. This time he’s forced to let me go to offer his promised aid to Mike, but then, he’s good at letting me go. The past proves that and proves it well. 

			Hurrying forward, I make my way back to the party and waste no time getting to work. I start shooting, wondering when Roarke will reappear, but he doesn’t. I try to be pleased about this—I am pleased—but damn him, there’s a clawing sensation in my chest, right where my heart he’d once shattered beats a little too rapidly. 

			…

			A good forty-five minutes later, Roarke is nowhere to be seen, and I’m shooting the banners for today’s event when Jessica appears beside me. “We’re about to head down to the field.” She hands me a badge. “They added an extra level of security. Make sure your team is wearing these.” She hands me three more badges. “I have extras, and if I see them before you do, I’ll make sure they have them as well.”

			“Okay, thanks.” My brows furrow. “Is there a security alert of some sort?” 

			“Jason returning to baseball has the press going a little nuts. I’m sure you know he’s a private person.”

			I nod. “Yes, he always was,” I agree, and it’s ridiculously comforting to recognize at least one person from my past as the person I knew then and now, but then I never knew Roarke. I only knew his public persona. “And I get it. It’s a personality trait but a necessity in his high-profile lifestyle.”

			She squeezes my arm. “We know you get it. That’s why we’re both feeling lucky that you’re back and available to help us with these projects.” 

			I open my mouth, about to ask about the plural nature of that statement, assuming she means today and the Christmas event, but I never get the chance to clarify because someone calls Jessica’s name. She lifts a hand. “I need to find Roarke. You know him, right?”

			“Yes,” I say tightly, wondering why I can’t escape that man tonight. “We grew up together.”

			“Of course, you did. That was a stupid question. Can you help me find him and get him to the field? Jason needs him, and I’m being pulled in a million directions right now.”

			“Happy to help,” I say, and I am. I just need to get past this Roarke thing, and perhaps exposure is the best way to desensitize myself where he’s concerned. 

			“Thank you for helping.” Her eyes light up. “I can’t wait to talk about the camp’s holiday event. Text me if you find Roarke before me, will you? And I’ll do the same.”

			“You bet,” I say, and already she’s swooping in to embrace me with a quick hug before she fades away into the crowd.

			I press my hand to my face. Good Lord, I just promised to go hunt down Roarke, the very man I justified running from less than an hour ago, but that wasn’t exactly a mature move. Desensitizing is my new strategy. The control is mine. I own my emotions. I own how I allow them, and him, to affect me. 

			Settling my camera across my chest, I start weaving through the crowd, and it’s fully five minutes before I break through a cluster of a half dozen people to spy Roarke, but he’s not alone. There are not one but two stunning women, one blonde and one brunette, both angling in his direction, to ensure he’s suffocated with the view of their boobs. Their very big, perfect boobs that make my what-I-sometimes-feel-are-pretty-decent boobs look like a chalkboard with two thumbtacks. There you have it. Just another reason I’m not with this man. He can’t even ignore me with one other woman anymore. It’s two. 

			I grab my phone from my front pocket and text Jessica: I got him. 

			Great, she replies. Tell him to hurry and come with you. I have Mike, Liz, Kate, and Mary. You might want to grab a jacket. It’s chilly. It’s finally starting to feel like the holidays! 

			It’s sixty outside and that’s chilly? Not that L.A. was much better. I sigh and stick my phone back inside my purse as yet another woman joins the entourage Roarke is forming. Of course, he’s all tall, dark, and a Horse Wrangler, so what did I expect? He’s good-looking and charming, always has been. The guy every guy wants to hate but can’t because he’s so damn nice and lives to save needy animals. Right. Saver of animals. Breaker of hearts. I might break his toe with my heels if I were wearing them. But fear not, all those with miserable exes, Fashion Week in New York City, and a creepy B-list actor did remind me of the value of a well-placed knee. Wisdom I might have to share with Roarke and soon.

			Empowered by this thought, I close the space between him and me, stepping to the open spot in front of him. A flicker of surprise touches his handsome face, and when our eyes lock, the collision of the past with the present is a wicked hard jolt. A jolt that fades into white space as the room, the people, fall away, except for him, my ex-fiancé. My ex–best friend. My ex-everything. I revolt against the memories assailing me and open my mouth, which is never a good idea.

			“I’m supposed to take you down to the field,” I say flatly, and then that open mouth speaks for itself, “but clearly you have escorts who can help you better than my camera and I ever can. Jason is waiting on you.” I turn and start walking, my heart racing despite my desire to remain unaffected by that man and his women. 

			I am unaffected. Screw him and his horse-wrangling, womanizing self. I looked him in the eyes. I handled him and me. Perhaps the comment about his escorts wasn’t perfect, but it’s done. We’ve been done for a long time. Nothing about a few bathroom and boob-infested meetings changes this at all. 

			Exiting to the hallway, I head down the stairwell I’d been directed to take to reach the field, letting the heavy door slam behind me, slamming a mental door on Roarke as I go, visualizing, as a yoga instructor told me some years back. In hindsight, though, if I’d gone to more than one class, maybe I wouldn’t hear the door above open and assume it to be Roarke. Yoga was just too much posing when I’d rather be behind a lens, letting someone else pose for me. 

			“Hannah, wait.”

			At the sound of Roarke’s voice behind me, I don’t freeze. I’ve decided to desensitize. I’ve decided to face him, and us, and take control, when up to this point, I’ve done the opposite. “It happened. It’s been years. I don’t need you to talk me off some cliff I’m not on. We both have lived lives outside of each other.”

			“We lived a lot longer in a world where we were together.”

			“We were friends. Everything else was fast and over.”

			“We still are friends,” he says. 

			Friends. I can’t be his friend. Friends are people you trust. I don’t trust Roarke. “Jason’s waiting on us.”

			He walks down a few steps, and I could back away, but that wouldn’t be taking control. That would be giving him control. And so, this time, I don’t run. I stand my ground and let him approach. I let him because that says you don’t scare me, while every encounter since my return with this man has said the opposite. 

			It seems like a smart move until he’s standing right in front of me, towering over me, which would be easy to do no matter what, considering he’s six foot two and I’m five foot two. He’s also close, so very close that the scent of him rushes through my senses, stirring hate and lust, and I don’t even know what to do with those things. “What are we doing right now, Roarke? What are you doing?” And why am I not turning and leaving?

			“Those women up there ambushed me. I don’t know them. I don’t want to know them.”

			“You don’t owe me an explanation. I’m not yours. You’re not mine.” 

			“There’s a lot about that statement I could argue with.”

			“I don’t even know what that means,” I say. “There’s nothing about that statement that can be argued.” 

			“You’re wrong,” he assures me. “You know it. I know it.”

			The door from below opens, and Jessica shouts, “Roarke, we need you now! You, too, Hannah.”

			At the sound of Jessica’s voice, Roarke grimaces, and this conversation is over. She steps to our sides and looks between us, her eyes narrowing with a keen appraisal. “Everything okay?”

			“Yes,” I say, and I mean it. I look at her and add, “Being home is good.” I look at Roarke. “I’m not leaving this time.” 

			His brown eyes narrow, and where they are normally warm, now they burn with something I don’t understand, but then, I never understood this man. I just thought I did. “Good,” he says. “This is where you belong.” 

			“Yes, it is,” Jessica says, and just when I’m feeling in control, really in control, she adds, “This is really rather kismet. Jason and Roarke, the baseball whisperer and the Horse Wrangler, together for one camp, with you back to help us find its full potential. Let’s get to it.” 

			The floor falls out from underneath me. Jason and Roarke are doing this together? As in, I’m coordinating the festival for Jason and Roarke?

			“Hannah,” Jessica continues, “can you get some shots of Jason and Roarke together and alone after the announcement for promotional material?”

			“Yes,” I say, trying not to sound like I’m not presently suffocating in a big bubble of Roarke overload. “Yes, of course.”

			She laughs. “Great, and I’d say shoot Roarke first with his horses before they have time to create a new poop mound on the field, but I think getting some shots of him riding right here on the baseball field could be amazing. We’ll need to do that last after the field is cleared.”

			In other words, I’m working overtime, alone with Roarke.

		


		
			Chapter Four

			Hannah…

			It’s not long before the field is filled with famous personalities, with Jason and Roarke in the center of it all. And the horses. Roarke has four magnificent stallions with him, their coats glistening with beauty. And as angry as I am with him, even I can admit there is something magical about that man and his horses. I send my team to the outer edges of the field, capturing the crowd and the panoramic views. I take the field, the close-ups, and do so despite my reservations about how close this places me to Roarke. He doesn’t get to push me into the shadows. I shoot the horses and resist my desire to touch them and talk to them. They’re in a crowd, and I don’t know their temperaments, but shooting them takes me home again, back to the ranch, back to that summer with Roarke.

			Jessica begins testing a mic at the podium setup in the center of the field, and one of the horses is not pleased. I’m close, and I know what fidgeting like that means. “Roarke!” I shout, backing up, but he’s already there, pulling me behind him as he soothes the beast. 

			“Easy, Mr. Rogers.”

			I’d laugh if I wasn’t still feeling the sting of his touch, and “sting” is a loosely chosen word. It doesn’t sting. It’s more like a tingling warmth that has spread up my arm and across my chest and might now be climbing my neck. The horse jumps in the air, and my God, Roarke gets close, too close for comfort. I shake myself and pull my camera into position, trying to stave off my fear for him by way of staying busy. The camera becomes my outlet, and with it, the shots are incredible. Roarke works the horse, and Mr. Rogers settles down. Two men who I assume work for Roarke rush forward, feed Mr. Rogers a carrot, and then lead him toward an exit. The crowd erupts in cheers. I lower my camera, and Roarke isn’t looking at his admirers. He’s focused on me, quickly closing the space between us, and then his hands are on my shoulders. “Are you okay?” 

			No, I’m burning alive with your hands on me, I think, but what I say is, “Outside of you scaring me? Screw this Horse Wrangler junk, Roarke. You got too close. He could have killed you with one kick.”

			“You of all people know I know how to handle a horse.”

			“I know a lot of things about you, Roarke,” I say, and I can’t stop the crack of a whip in my voice. “Too much.”

			His hands fall away, his jaw sets hard. “Not as much as you think.” He steps around me and walks toward the podium. Clapping erupts again, and I rotate to watch him raise his hand to acknowledge the crowd, my camera automatically lifting, the shots coming fast and furious, but even so, his words stay with me: Not as much as you think. Asshole. I get that. I found that out. I thought he was the greatest man I’d ever known. That’s what young love does to you. It makes you stupid and romantic. I’m not that girl anymore. 

			Jessica tries the microphone again but not without checking with Jason first. Once he waves her onward, she announces Jason, who joins her, now wearing his team jersey. “Welcome, everyone. I can’t wait to talk about a very special kids camp, and who knew Mr. Rogers—that’s the horse—would have allowed me to show you why this is so special?” He motions to Roarke, and Roarke joins him. “Did you see how calm this man was, how cool? Well, let me tell you, those are the batters who every pitcher, myself included, hates to face. Those are the pitchers who batters fear. Together, Roarke and I are going to teach these kids how to focus, how to stay calm, how to embrace the moment instead of fearing it. Skills that reach beyond the baseball field. And yes, we’ll have some animals on board to help, with supervision, of course.” He pats Roarke’s arm. “This man is more than the Horse Wrangler. He’s an amazing vet, with a zoo of animals the kids can enjoy.”

			My mind travels through a history of witnessing that man save animals, and it’s one of the things I always loved about him. It’s one of the things that made him seem too good to be as bad as he was to me. I shake off that thought, and for the next two hours, I follow the event and take photographs, checking in with my team and staying busy. There are occasional brushes with Roarke, but for the most part, we keep our distance. Until we can’t. 

			The crowd begins to dissipate, and Jessica catches up with me. “Do you need any shots of the group together?”

			“I got plenty,” I say. “I got some incredible action shots outside with Jason and Roarke.”

			“Let’s get Roarke and the horse and then game-plan on what you need for Jason. We need to get the horses off the field.” She waves at Roarke. “Roarke!”

			Roarke looks up from a conversation he’s having with a man I don’t know and waves back before saying something to the stranger and heading this direction. “What’s up?” he asks, joining us, and while I can feel his eyes on me, I stay focused on Jessica. 

			“We need to get some shots of you riding and training the horses. I’m about to clear the field for you and Hannah. I’m going to let you two talk it out while I handle the clearing.”

			Roarke gives her an incline of his chin, and she squeezes my arm before hurrying away. Roarke shifts his stance to give me his full attention. Now I have to look at him, and the impact is pretty much like a wrecking ball. This man’s stare slams into me, and I can barely catch my breath. “I’m all yours, Hannah,” he says softly.

			It’s the wrong thing to say to me. “For now,” I reply and motion to the horses. “I need you riding whatever pretty thing over there you want to ride.”

			He grimaces. “Hannah—”

			“Don’t say whatever you want to say,” I warn. “It will piss me off, and I’m not as gently pissed off as I was back in the day when you initially pissed me off. Go ride, Roarke.”

			He doesn’t go do anything. He just stands there, staring at me. I think he’s going to speak. I want him to speak. I want him to yell and give me a reason to yell, but that’s a safe fantasy because that’s not Roarke. Roarke is Mr. Cool and Calm. That’s who he is, and clearly, that hasn’t changed since I left. I used to like that about him. I used to think it spoke of a man in control, a man who couldn’t have his buttons pushed by anyone. Now, it’s irritating. I want him to react. I shouldn’t, but I do, and I tell myself that’s called being human. It’s also called looking for self-worth in a man, and that’s a problem. And if he stands here one more second, I’m going to say something we both might regret. 

			Almost as if he read my mind, he turns on his heels, and I ready my camera, which may or may not have the lens land on his butt. I may or may not notice through said lens that said butt still looks perfect in jeans. Okay, I do, but it’s a fashion thing, from the fashion industry now inbred in me. I must assess how clothing looks and fits. The butt, and the man attached to that butt, stops beside a black stallion with a gorgeous mane. He reaches up and strokes the stallion’s neck, all long and luxuriously, something he does in the intro to his videos, not that I watched more than a couple here or there. I wonder how many women—not me, of course—have seen that intro and thought about him stroking them. At least they weren’t stupid enough to let him actually do it, like I did. 

			He climbs onto the horse’s back, and I fire away with the camera, but not without a pinch in my chest at the memories of my youth that man on a horse delivers. God. This isn’t home. Dallas isn’t home, but this man, he is home. He was a part of my life from birth until I left for L.A. Shoving aside such thoughts, I race forward and lift my hand, motioning with my finger for him to ride. He waits on me, and when I’m close enough to run with him, he begins a trot—that’s how easily we’re in sync. We begin what is a game of him performing with the horse and me following along, lines, circles, prances, and poses, until I send him on a fast run away from me to return. Once he loops back, I step directly in his path, gobbling up every moment with my camera. I don’t even realize how in his path I am until, suddenly, he and the horse are right in front of me, but I don’t get run over. 

			The horse, at the man’s direction, bows in front of me, bringing Roarke eye level with me. I’m standing there with two magnificent beasts in front of me. My eyes meet Roarke’s, and I see the message in the depths of those brown eyes that I know so well. This is the apology I wouldn’t listen to earlier. The problem is that I can forgive, but I can’t forget. 

		


		
			Chapter Five

			Hannah…

			I’m still captured in Roarke’s stare and in the spellbinding moment of him on that horse, kneeling in front of me, a prince before his princess. I was, but I’m not now, and I can’t ever be again. I share another look with Roarke, understanding what he wants. This is a piece of our past. This is a routine I helped him with, so I give in because the horse worked so hard to give me this moment. I bow to him now and stroke his nose. He neighs and stands at the same moment I do.

			I don’t know how it happens, but some of the ice around my heart melts, and Roarke and I smile at each other. And my God, I feel that moment. I still feel him. No wonder I have no social life. I never got over this man, and that statement has so many layers, and they aren’t the kind that keep you from eating a cake. They’re the kind that drag you into the mud and you can’t stop sinking. 

			That’s when the sudden explosion of what looks like white snow all around us, followed by the flash of cameras, jerks me out of the world where, for a few moments, it was just me, him, and the stallion. “Did you get that?” Jessica shouts at someone. “Tell me you got that.”

			“I got it!” Liz shouts. “That snow was brilliant!”

			“Me, too!” Mike chimes in. “That’s a great Christmas promo shot for the camp! What a great idea, Jessica.”

			Jessica steps to my side, glowing with her brilliance. “They had it in some party room,” she says, “and I thought: we’re having a festival at the holidays. A Christmas festival would be magical. That means we can’t pass up a shot with snow on the baseball field.” She laughs. “Who cares if it’s Texas and it barely ever snows? It’s all about the kids and the holidays.”

			I glance around at the little beads of white all over the field and then at her. “I think the idea was to get the shot with Roarke, though. Is there more of that material I can use to shoot with him alone?”

			“Are you kidding me?” she asks, moving closer. “That was incredible, too magical for a do-over. Did you and Roarke train the horses together back in the day?”

			“Yes,” I say. “We did.” 

			Roarke dismounts and joins us. “Old habits don’t die,” he says, giving me a nudge. 

			“I had no idea you two knew each other this well,” Jessica says. “I mean I guess I should have. Sweetwater is a small town.”

			“He babysat me and made me clean horse poop,” I say. “Needless to say, I have a lot of shit memories.” I glance up at him. “But I still like the horses.”

			Jessica glances between us. “Well, you two are pretty magical together. I couldn’t stop watching you. I think this is all going to come together beautifully.”

			Someone shouts for Roarke, and he glances over his shoulder and back. “Are you done with me?” he asks. “I need to manage the horses.”

			“Yes,” I say without looking at him. “I am.”

			“Me, too,” Jessica says. “Dinner tonight, Roarke. Eddie V’s. Eight o’clock.” 

			“Got it,” he says, giving a nod and disappearing from our little circle. He doesn’t speak to me. It bothers me, and I hate that it bothers me. 

			“Can you join us for dinner?” Jessica asks. “We can game-plan the campaign and then set up a time for you to come see the camp and shoot there?”

			Dinner and more Roarke. No. No, I can’t do that. I have to say no. I can’t say no. “I, ah—yes,” I say. “Sure. Dinner. Great.”

			She narrows her eyes at me. “Is the ‘shit’ between you and Roarke a problem?”

			My eyes meet hers, and I breathe out. “No. I’ve shoveled enough shit in my life to know how to put it in a box and leave it alone so that it doesn’t stink things up.”

			“Good. I’m super excited about your involvement.” She hugs me. She’s a hugger, which is fine. This is Texas, not the L.A. fashion business, where a touch became a grope far too often. It’s interesting to be back in the world of old but not the old me. “I’ll text you the restaurant address,” she says, and with that, she hurries away. I can’t help myself—I turn, my gaze seeking the man who might have been my husband, just in time to watch him disappear off the field with a horse. My heart squeezes just thinking about those shared moments with him today. Maybe we can be friends or maybe that would kill me, but I’m an adult. He’s an adult. We can make this situation work. I hurry forward toward the exit, and suddenly, my foot has squished in something, something extraordinarily gross. 

			I look down, and my foot is in horse shit, Roarke’s horse’s shit. Somehow, this feels like a teaching moment. I need to remember the past. I need to remember that even gorgeous beasts have a shitty side. 

		


		
			Chapter Six

			Roarke…

			I manage to get away from the stadium without questions I’m not in the mood to answer, but they’re inevitable. They’re coming. Which is exactly why I enter the hotel I’m staying in and head for the bar, a cozy dim-lit spot with lots of leather and wood, otherwise known as my safe place. There’s also a staff member putting up a tree in the corner, because apparently no one believes Halloween is a holiday, like I do. It’s also Hannah’s birthday. And obviously, the Irish whiskey in my hand intended to whisper sweet nothings in my ear and calm my nerves isn’t working. Hannah’s on my mind, and the past is burning a hole in my belly. All I see is her beautiful face framed by all that long brown hair, while her bright-green eyes bleed from the pain I’ve caused her. 

			“Somehow I knew I’d find you here.”

			At the sound of Jason’s voice, I glance to my left to find him claiming the stool next to me. “I thought you’d be with your fiancée at that fancy apartment you rented for the season.”

			“It’s next door,” he says. “You didn’t really think you’d escape me by hiding out here, did you?” He motions to the bartender and points to my drink, holding up two fingers, before he adds, “I didn’t even bother to go to your room.”

			“You didn’t get enough of me at the announcement?”

			“Nope,” he says, accepting the drink set in front of him and taking a sip, while I down the rest of mine to be ready for the refill. “You were occupied by Hannah.” He glances over at me. “What did I miss? Because when I left for college, she was a kid, and there was nothing between you two.”

			I cut my stare and sip from my whiskey. “The summer I finished med school, I came home and so did she. At that point, she was twenty-one and I was twenty-seven. She was all grown up.”

			“And?”

			I glance over at him. “We came together hard and fast, no looking back, or so I thought. She was trying to launch her photography career while helping me with the animals. She traveled with me. She took every opportunity to fill her portfolio with damn good work.”

			“Of the horses?”

			“Of everything, but the animals, the horses, they were her ticket to success, I thought. Of course, she ended up in fashion of all things.” I cut my gaze. “We were engaged.” 

			“Holy hell,” Jason says, knocking on the bar. “How the hell do I not know any of this?”

			I shrug. “You were having that shit season you had and on the road. I would have told you when you got a break. I just never got the chance. We ended badly.”

			“Define badly?” 

			“I loved her.”

			“Holy Mother of God,” he says. “That’s not an answer, but it’s a wake-up call for me on where we’re at on this. You’ve never said that about any woman.”

			“Because they weren’t Hannah.”

			“And yet you let her go?”

			“She thinks I cheated,” I say. “I didn’t. She wouldn’t listen.”

			“Why?”

			“Too hurt. Too emotional. Too ready to run.”

			“Sounds about right for Hannah. She recoiled when things went badly for her. Not to mention, she was always stubborn.”

			“Yeah,” I say, offering nothing more, even though there is more. There’s a reason I didn’t fight harder to prove her wrong, and Jason’s father was involved in ways Jason doesn’t know about, and I’m not telling him, either. His father is dead. His mother is dead. It’s taken him three years to get back on the mound and start living again. I take another drink. 

			“I didn’t know, man,” he says, “or we wouldn’t have set her up for this job, but I hate to pull it from her. I get the impression she really needs this launch for her business. Hell, I think we need her to launch this camp. She knows us. She knows our town.”

			“She does and we do. I don’t want her to lose the job,” I say. “I’ll keep my personal business with Hannah personal and at a later date.”

			“You’re going to have to talk this out and clear the air.” 

			“And I will. When the time is right. There are things I need to say to Hannah and some things I’ll never say to her, but I won’t risk making things worse. It’s waited years. It can wait a little longer. Hell, maybe it can all wait forever. She hates me.”

			“She doesn’t hate you. I could see that even from a distance. She’s hurt. She’s not recoiling any longer, but she’s still protecting herself. Don’t wait. Fix it.”

			Fix it.

			If only it were that easy, but it’s not. Because this is about more than me being set up with Hannah to look like I cheated. This is about my father’s connection to her father and how her family ended up in ruins. 

		


		
			Chapter Seven

			Hannah…

			I part ways with Linda’s staff at the stadium and hit a drive-through nearby, where I order a large fry and a chocolate shake—comfort food—which is necessary at the moment. It’s also a perk of being out of the fashion industry, where everything that went into one’s mouth was judged. I hated that part of that world. Honestly, I hated a lot of that world, except for learning from an amazing photographer. And the clothes. I did love the clothes. 

			While waiting on my order, I try to call Linda, who doesn’t answer. Why did I agree to dinner tonight? Why? Eddie V’s is ridiculously expensive, and that’s not the only thing expensive tonight. The emotional baggage I lug with me while Roarke is around comes with a price, and it’s not cheap.

			My order is ready, and I pull onto the road, throwing enough salt on the fries to salt a small town before testing my shake. It’s vanilla. Ugh. I do not need anything new that is vanilla in my life right now. That’s pretty much the excitement level of where I’ve landed: vanilla. Some might find a vanilla existence a safe, comfortable one, but I don’t. Roarke sure doesn’t, either. He’s gone from veterinarian to Horse Wrangler and baseball coach. There’s nothing vanilla about that man, and clearly, one woman was too vanilla to fit his lifestyle.

			Thanks to the Dallas traffic, I have an hour on the highway to think about that fact and every moment with Roarke at the event today. He made me perform with him, and that was all about trying to remind me that we were good together. Or I think it was; I feel it was. He wants to just forget the past. That’s not going to happen. I might be vanilla, but I am not a fool. I was never a fool, which is why I walked away. 

			By the time I head into my new loft-style apartment a few blocks from my new office in Linda’s space, I’m starting to worry about her. What if the break was bad? What if she needed surgery? Because I only have about forty-five minutes to shower, dress, and get back on the road, I leave her an urgent message and climb into the shower.

			Thirty minutes later, I’ve managed to shower, dry my hair, and do my makeup. Another ten minutes later, and I’ve tried on five outfits. I’m back to just my underwear and a bra when Linda calls. “I’ve been worried sick about you.”

			“Ugh,” she murmurs, sounding drugged. “I broke my leg, and my blood sugar and blood pressure are off the charts. They say it’s the pain, but I don’t know. I might have diabetes. I’m trying not to be depressed. No chocolate? No cake? No donuts? I think I might rather die.”

			“Does it run in your family?”

			“Yes, it does. I’m screwed, which is why I panicked and why they drugged me and I’ve been knocked out. I’m going to be here at least overnight. I’d ask how the shoot went, but I can’t seem to care right now.”

			“It went well, and I booked a job organizing Jason’s new kids camp, which I can explain later. I got the job because of you, so we can split the fees. I’m meeting them for dinner, or I’d be there with you.”

			“Nonsense,” she says. “You take care of business and you keep the business. You saved my ass today, and I want you to stay in Dallas. Keep the job to launch your company.” She groans. “I’m hurting. I need to go. I’ll torture you with questions at some point, I’m sure. Just not now. Kisses.” She hangs up.

			I grimace, worried about her, and decide I need to be at the hospital first thing tomorrow morning. For now, I refocus on the outfits on my bed. The burgundy dress is pretty, but it feels like I’m trying to impress Roarke. I am most definitely not trying to impress that man. The black dress pants and emerald green tank win.

			…

			I arrive at the restaurant just on time and check in with the hostess, who immediately leads me through the dimly lit space. Our destination is a private room in the back of the dining area with sliding wooden doors, allowing privacy. The hostess opens one door for me, and I slip inside, only to have the entire room pause in conversation to stare at me, but I see just one person. Roarke is directly across from me, next to an empty seat. My seat that will be between him and Jessica. 

			“She’s here!” Jessica exclaims. “So happy you made it.” She pushes to her feet, looking lovely in a pink dress. In a few steps, she’s hugging me, and Lord help me, my eyes meet Roarke’s over her shoulder. The connection punches me in the chest, and I quickly lower my lashes, fearing he’ll spy my reaction. Fearful I’ll hand him that power. 

			“I hope you’re hungry,” Jessica says, pulling back to look at me. “Because the food is so darn good here.”

			“Starving, and I haven’t been to Eddie V’s in nearly a decade.”

			“Well then, let’s order,” Jason chimes in. “Welcome, Hannah.”

			Jessica releases me, and I suddenly realize that the table is for four. There are only four of us. Jessica and Jason and Roarke and me. My God, how had this happened? Jason and I exchange hellos before I head to the opposite side of the table. Roarke stands to pull out my chair, and I let him. What am I supposed to do? Kick him in the shin? That would be satisfying but unprofessional. I’m not unprofessional. 

			Once I’m settled in my seat, my purse on the arm of the chair, the waiter is immediately by my side asking for my drink order. “We opened a bottle of wine,” Jason offers. “Help us indulge?”

			“Yes please, but a small glass,” I say. “I have a decent drive home, and I’m not what you would call a good drinker.” It’s a statement that slips out before I considered the first time I slept with Roarke was after consuming a bottle of wine. 

			I swallow hard and focus on the waiter, who fills my glass, a long pour that should be short. I need the long pour, though. I’ll take it. I sip the sweet red liquid and then drink deeper. I’m aware that I haven’t looked at Roarke. I’m fairly certain we’re all aware that I haven’t looked at Roarke. Jason’s cell phone rings, and he glances at the caller ID and then leans in to whisper to Jessica. 

			Roarke leans closer to me, a spicy masculine scent teasing my nostrils. It’s not the same cologne he used to wear. Good. I don’t need any more reminders of the past. “Is this how we’re going to do this?” he asks softly.

			I inhale a small breath and then set my glass down. “I’m certain I don’t know what you mean.”

			“You haven’t even looked at me since you sat down, Hannah.”

			Steeling myself for the impact, I cut my stare and meet his eyes, the punch of awareness between us trembling through me, but it means nothing. It’s not a mutual feeling. It’s simply his impact on me and who knows how many other women. “Happy now?”

			“Not for a very long time,” he says, and before I can question that statement, the waiter returns to take our orders. 

			I try to get away with a salad and potato, but Roarke isn’t having it. “I know how you love a good steak.” He eyes the waiter. “Rib eye, well done, no pink or she’ll send it back.”

			I want to reject the order, but I can’t. I don’t eat meat that has any pink at all. Jason laughs. “Because she got so damn attached to the animals,” Jason teases before he and Jessica order, but that distraction doesn’t last. Jason comes right back to the topic at hand. “There was this one cow,” he tells Jessica. 

			I wave a fork at Jason. “Don’t go where you’re about to go.”

			“Bessie,” Roarke supplies. “She named her Bessie and—”

			I whirl on him. “You need to stop. Stop talking about Bessie. That has nothing to do with how I eat my steak.”

			Roarke laughs, a deep rumble of sexy laughter. “We better stop, Jason,” he says, but he’s looking at me. “She didn’t eat meat for a year after naming that cow.”

			He’s trying to remind me of just how well he knows me, but he knows less than he thinks he does, just as I knew less of him than I thought I did. “You save animals. How does it not bother you to save one and eat it the next minute?”

			“I don’t eat the animals I save, and animals help us understand the food chain.”

			“Okay, no steak for me,” I say. “Seriously. That will be wasted money.” The waiter pokes his head in the door, scanning the table to check on us. I lift my hand. “Can you cancel my steak? Just a salad and a potato.” I have a quick conversation about my order, and as soon as that’s behind me, I down a big swallow of wine. “Tell me about the festival,” I say. “It sounds exciting.”

			“Yes,” Jessica says. “Let’s talk about the festival. I think it has to be a one-day event because Sweetwater can’t handle a crowd of overnight visitors. In general, that’s an issue. We’re building cabins for the campers on the ranch.”

			“Wait,” I say, my voice coming out rather choked, while my pulse is now thundering in my ears. “The festival is in—it’s in Sweetwater?”

			“It is,” Jessica confirms, “and why did you just turn ghostly on us? Is that a problem for you?”

			Yes, I think. Yes, it’s a problem. It’s the place that used to be home. It’s the home that doesn’t exist anymore. It’s good memories. It’s bad memories. It’s everything I ever was and wasn’t with Roarke, but if I let him or the past drive me away, he wins, and I lose the opportunity to restart my career. That can’t happen. “No problem,” I reply, lifting my glass and finishing off most of my wine before adding, “planning a festival in Sweetwater is a dream come true.” 

		


		
			Chapter Eight

			Hannah…

			My statement hangs in the air, and to Roarke’s good credit, he bites back a reply, or maybe Jason just beats him to it. The two men share a look and Jason snorts. “A dream come true,” he replies dryly. “Come on, Hannah, this is Roarke and me you’re talking to. We’ve had our share of crap at the ranch. No one dreams of a festival in Sweetwater, especially when they grew up in Sweetwater. I call foul.”

			I ignore Roarke’s burning stare to my right and scowl at Jason. “They do when that festival is high-profile and can launch their new business,” I say. “So you strikeout on that call of foul.”

			He laughs. “You can’t strikeout on a foul.”

			“I didn’t say you were striking out on a foul,” I counter. “I said your call of foul was a strikeout. Or perhaps you’d rather me just say wrong. It was wrong.”

			He laughs all over again. “You still got that quick mouth, don’t you?”

			“I was thinking the same of you,” I retort, without missing a breath.

			Two waiters appear with the bread to be dispersed, saving me from further battle but not from the man sitting next to me, not from Roarke. The truth is, over the past few years, it’s become pretty clear that where Roarke is concerned, I can’t be saved. Every man is compared to him, and considering what he did to me, they should win, but they never do. Maybe it’s time that I stop trying to be saved. Maybe that’s my problem. Maybe I need to just accept the past as exactly that: the past, and then leave it there instead of using it to define the future. 

			As if he’s just heard that thought, Roarke leans in close, his voice low, for my ears only. “Sweetwater misses you.”

			Sweetwater misses me. I hate that I want that to mean that he misses me, and even if it does, I remind myself that it doesn’t mean much. We all feel nostalgia at times, and as for Roarke and me, we’re a part of that town, a piece of each other’s history. We were all friends, a part of a small community, an extended family, that in the case of Roarke and me, became so much more, too much more. “It’s been a long time,” I say softly, daring to look at him. “It’s exciting to see the town come to life in new and exciting ways.”

			“It needs new life,” he says. “After an extended drought, the locals are hurting. We need to help them, and we need you to help us do that. We have good ideas about the camp and the festival, but we’re stretched too thin to realize our potential. And that doesn’t just mean the town’s potential. It means the potential of the kids attending the camp. We’re going to help those kids face their fears.”

			My brow furrows. “I thought you were helping them chase their dreams?”

			“Fear is the primary reason that people don’t chase their dreams. You were meant for this project. Not only are you from Sweetwater, trusted by all of us, but fear didn’t hold you back. You got on a plane and went to L.A. You were brave. You chased your dreams.” 

			He thinks I was brave? Is he really that clueless, that checked out of how badly we ended? I got on a plane because I was running from heartache he created, and even now, just thinking about the moment I stepped on the plane guts me. “It wasn’t easy to leave,” I whisper, reaching for my wine, but my hand doesn’t make it to the glass. Roarke catches it, and I might as well have fire searing my skin. Shock and heat rush through me, and I jerk my stare to his. “Roarke,” I whisper, tugging at my hand.

			He holds it easily. “This town and every kid in it, they’re us, Han,” he says softly, using his old nickname for me. “They have the world at their fingertips, and we can show it to them. Sweetwater turned out pretty well for all of us. It can for them, too. Don’t let what happened between you and me stop you from being a part of this.”

			In other words, he does know how broken I was when I left. I pull my hand from his, and this time, he lets me. “Some might say that leaving Sweetwater is what made it all turn out for us. I left. You left. You traveled the world. You still do.” It’s out before I can stop it, an accusation in those words, my knowledge of his history that didn’t include me. He left all right, and that path never led him to me. He never came for me. He didn’t fight for me. 

			He leans closer. “It’s not that simple. You know it. I know it.”

			“They both travel too much,” Jessica agrees, “but no worries there, Hannah.”

			With my name, I lean back in my seat and as far away from Roarke as possible. “We do need them for the festival,” I say, following where she’s leading, eager to redirect the conversation to work. 

			“They both cleared their schedules until the camp sessions are done for the year,” she assures me. “Of course, Roarke does have emergency medical care he provides, but we’ll work around that. The animals come first.”

			“It’s off-season for me,” Jason brags. “The team is backing the program, and with the recent good fortune of all involved, all of the proceeds are now going to the children’s hospital.”

			This perks me up and excites me. Not only is it a great way to market the festival, it’s an amazing project to take part in. I reach for my wine again and begin eagerly asking questions. 

			“When does camp start?” I ask as we pin down details on who I should speak with for support at the charity itself. 

			“We have several camps planned,” Jason says. “The first is three weeks in November. The second is two weeks in December.”

			“And two weekend camps in between the other two,” Roarke adds.

			“We can’t really launch the camp with a festival in two weeks,” I worry, setting my fork that I barely remember picking up back down. 

			“We had the idea of the festival come about a bit late,” Jessica concedes. “We’re aware of the timeline challenges.”

			“It’s a challenge,” Jason says, “but I heard Roarke explain the economic situation in the town. We need to make this happen now and in the future. Our hope is that the festival can become more of an annual event than just a camp launch.”

			No one understands the struggle to survive in a small town more than my family who didn’t, in fact, survive. I already wanted to help, but my eagerness just notched up higher. “If we do this November first,” I say, “we won’t be able to do it right.”

			“Which is why, as I mentioned at the field, we’re thinking about a Christmas festival on December first with the launch of the second camp,” Jessica replies. “Unfortunately, this is an idea we came up with so late in the game that we couldn’t announce it at today’s event.”

			“Two days ago,” Roarke says dryly. “And the only thing we know for sure is there will be cookies.” He lifts his wineglass. “To the new cookie empire that’s already creating jobs in Sweetwater even before the camp and festival. We have Jessica to thank for that.”

			Jason and I follow suit and lift our glasses. “Ironically,” Jessica says, lifting her own glass, “we have my jerk of an ex to thank for that,” she says. “Had he not cheated with his secretary, I wouldn’t have left my law career behind and taken a sabbatical in Sweetwater.” She laughs, and one by one, she clinks her glass to ours. “To lousy exes who lead us to bigger, better, and sweeter places.” She turns her gaze to Jason. “Like you.”

			The two of them huddle up, and I just sit there watching them, refusing to look at my ex. My ex who isn’t lousy. He’s a good guy. He saves animals. Animals love him. He just didn’t love me. I down my wine and set down my glass.

			“Hannah,” he says, easing closer. “Let’s go take a walk.”

			Thankfully, the doors to our private dining area open and the first of our food arrives. My hero this night isn’t a man saving me from heartache. It’s a side salad, but even it wants more. It’s begging for dressing, which is set beside me before the waiter, strategically it seems, steps between me and Roarke to fill my now-empty wineglass. He’s given me space to breathe, and I change my mind in that moment. A man is my hero tonight, and per the tag on his shirt, that hero’s name is Ralph. I think I love Ralph right up until the moment he leaves, but I’m strategic as well. 

			I pick up my fork and shove a big bite of salad in my mouth, only to realize that Ralph’s hero skills do not include replacing glasses in proper places. My glass is right at my elbow, and it’s too late to stop what comes next. It tumbles in Roarke’s direction. I drop my fork and reach for it, but I end up catching it too late. Roarke turned to grab it as well and, in doing so, made the glass in my hand a target. I try to pull it upright, but the wine splashes forward and all over him, almost as if I’d intended to throw it at him. 

		


		
			Chapter Nine

			Hannah…

			The wine splatters onto Roarke’s face and pretty much plops onto his lap. “Oh god,” I say, setting the stupid glass down and grabbing a napkin. “That was an accident.” I don’t think. I react. I wipe his face. “I would never do that on purpose. You know that. You know me. I wouldn’t do this.” 

			“I know,” he says, my hand and that napkin landing on his leg. The muscle beneath my palm—his muscle—flexes, and suddenly, I’m aware of my legs pressed to his legs, my hand on his powerful thigh. Our faces close. His brown eyes staring into my eyes.

			“I don’t—”

			“I do,” he says softly. 

			I want to ask what that means. I need to know what that means, but I don’t get the chance to find out. 

			“How bad is it?” Jessica asks. “Do you need to go to the hotel and change?”

			Roarke takes the napkin from me and glances at his pants, while I quickly scoot back, placing distance between him and me. “I’m wearing black jeans,” Roarke replies. “No harm, no foul.” He glances at me. “Let’s drink the next round.” The waiter reappears, quickly attending to the mess, and a few minutes later, it’s as if nothing happened. 

			“Back to our salads,” Jessica says. “And not to tease you, Hannah, but considering all my mishaps since leaving the city for the country, it’s nice to know a born country girl can have a few mishaps herself. You have no idea how many I’ve had.”

			She goes on to tell me about how she came to Sweetwater, fell in the mud, fought with Jason, and generally became a perfect mess of the perfect woman for him. We are all laughing when the waiter delivers more bread to the table, and I’ve decided I adore Jessica. Her story was to make me feel better about the wine because she doesn’t know how many mishaps I’ve had around these two men, and they me. We grew up together, and I settle into those memories with comfort instead of pain. I want to be a part of this festival. I’m the right person to make this special.

			“We can make December first work for the festival,” I say, bringing us back to that topic. “It’s going to be tight, but that would make for a fun holiday event, too. I’ll need to work around the clock and hire some help, but we can do it.” 

			“This is great news,” Jessica says, motioning to the table. “Everyone eat. The main course will be here, and our salads will be untouched.”

			Obediently, we all grab our forks, and somehow, my leg collides with Roarke’s again, the force of that connection jolting me. I suck in a breath, and while I don’t look at Roarke, he’s looking at me. I can feel his stare, but fortunately, Jessica saves me. “Bread, Hannah?”

			Setting my fork down, I reach for the bread. “Yes, please.” Unfortunately, the table is wide, and I can’t quite reach the basket. 

			Roarke solves that problem by snagging it for me, setting it between us. My eyes meet Jessica’s, and there’s awareness in the depths of her stare. She knows about Roarke and me, or at the very least, she feels the push and pull between us. “Thank you,” I say, glancing at Roarke. 

			His lips hint at a smile, and I can’t help but remember how they feel on my mouth, on my body. I’ve never been kissed the way this man has kissed me, and if I were asked to explain what that meant to someone else, I think I’d decline. It’s simply too personal. “I remember how much you love your bread,” he says softly, and while this comment, about bread of all things, shouldn’t feel sexual, apparently his knowledge of my love of bread feels that way to my body because I’m warm all over. 

			“Let’s talk about the parade,” Jessica says. 

			That kills the mood. My gaze whips around and lands on Jessica. “Parade?”

			Roarke chimes in with, “Wait. A parade?”

			“That’s right,” Jessica says. “A parade could allow each town store to have people camped out at their location.” She perks up. “What if we had an elf at every store?”

			I need to reel her back, make this more doable. With that in mind, I say, “We have a short window. What if we hold the festival at the campgrounds with vendor booths? Then there’s some sort of prize for going to each participating store’s booth. We could launch a parade next year if that feels important after this year. Maybe have the old camp members be a part of the parade.”

			“Okay, that’s brilliant,” Jessica says. “Really brilliant. When can you come to the ranch?”

			When can I come to the ranch? Of course I knew that had to happen, but nevertheless, butterflies explode in my stomach with the promise of memories, so many memories, both good and bad. “When do you want me?”

			“Tomorrow!” Jessica laughs. “But that’s not realistic for any of us. How about the day after tomorrow?”

			“I can do that,” I say as more food arrives. 

			The four of us chat about what the festival might look like, and the conversation and laughter flow as easily as the wine. I don’t mean to drink as much as I do, but every time Roarke and I share a laugh and a smile, the pinch in my heart has me lifting my glass. It’s not something I do often, drinking liberally, and at some point, I resolve to just enjoy the wine and Uber to my apartment, but that’s okay. It’s the responsible thing to do, and I pride myself on being responsible. 

			When it comes time for dessert and coffee, I happily order a brownie ice cream sundae, eager to soak up the wine with the starch in the brownie while restoring my wits with caffeine. It’s also a treat a dinner in the fashion world would shun, but screw them. I’m not in L.A. anymore. I’m sitting next to my ex, who cheated on me, and I’m going to eat the sunday. I dig in and enjoy every bite. I eat it all, and I don’t care who might judge me, but that’s the thing about these people, about being home; no one even thinks about judging me.

			We’ve all finished up our desserts when I feel the calling of wine and coffee driving me to the bathroom. “I better find the ladies’ room,” I say, pushing to my feet and sliding my purse over my shoulder. 

			“I’ll join you,” Jessica chimes in, standing as well. 

			“Good thing,” Roarke teases. “I was about to offer to escort her to the proper door.”

			The wine gets the best of me, and I sit back down and turn to face him. “That was your fault.”

			He leans in closer. “I made you go into the men’s bathroom not once but twice?”

			“Yes,” I say. “You did.”

			“You didn’t even know I was around the first time at the airport.”

			“Obviously I sensed you were near because I only do stupid things when you’re around.”

			“It’s all my fault?”

			“We both know it’s your fault, Roarke.”

			His expression tightens. “Hannah—”

			“Don’t say whatever you’re about to say.” I stand up, and that’s when I realize that Jason and Jessica are staring at us. I try to think of something brilliant to say, but I have booze and Roarke on the brain. “I walked into the men’s room not once but twice in a couple of weeks and not by intent, which might or might not make that sound more reasonable. Of course, Roarke was present to witness both occasions.” I look at Jessica. “In light of this information, considering I’m well wined and in Roarke’s presence, I’ll accept an escort to the ladies’ restroom, if you’re offering.”

			Jessica glances between us and smiles before stepping to the end of the table and offering me her arm. “Girl trip.”

			I accept her arm, and together, we head for the door. I don’t look back at Roarke, but damn him, I hear and feel the deep rumble of his laughter. I scowl but head out into the main restaurant with Jessica. “Would you like to talk about you and Roarke?” Jessica asks as we walk toward the bathroom sign.

			“Not unless you’re worried about our past affecting the festival.”

			“I’m not,” she says, and once we round a corner and then cut down another hallway to wait for the sealed bathroom door to open, she halts and turns to face me. “I know you’re a professional. I know you care about the town, and I don’t know what happened between the two of you. I promise. I know nothing, but matters of the heart I do know. I just—I know. If you need me, I will be there for you, and if I need to kick Roarke’s pretty little ass, I’ll do that, too.”

			I laugh. “Oh no. You don’t get to take that fun from me. If he needs it, I’ll do the kicking.”

			She smiles. “Or we can do it together.”

			The bathroom opens, and a woman exits. I motion Jessica forward, eager to gain a few minutes to myself. “I’ll be fast,” she promises, hurrying into the one-person room. My head spins from the wine that just won’t be defeated by chocolate and coffee or sheer will. I plot my escape, eyeing the exit sign. I’ll go to the bathroom again as we all part ways and have an Uber wait for me. 

			Jessica exits the bathroom. “All yours,” she says. “I’ll wait for you.”

			“That’s okay,” I say. “I’m good. I’ll be right back to the table.”

			“You’re sure?”

			I nod. “Positive.”

			“Okay then. See you in a sec.” She hurries off, and I dart into the bathroom. Locking the door, I pee and wash my hands. I check my makeup and don’t allow myself to think about how I might look to Roarke. My lipstick isn’t on my nose. Good enough. I open the door and gasp as I find Roarke standing there. “Wrong bathroom,” I say, recovering quickly. “Do you need an escort?”

			“No,” he says, pushing off the wall and stepping in front of me. “But you do. I know you. I know how you reacted to the wine. I’m not letting you drive back to Dallas tonight.” 

			“I’m fine, and Jessica and Jason—”

			“Left. I sent them on their way. We need to talk.” He catches my hand in his. “Come with me.”

			Heat rushes up my arm, over my chest, and settles low in my belly, and that’s when I know I’ve made a mistake. An Uber can save me from drinking and driving, but it can’t save me from Roarke. 

		


		
			Chapter Ten

			Hannah…

			I don’t know what part of me is reeling more, my emotions or my body. Either way, the friction Roarke’s touch is creating in my body isn’t helping. I tug at my hand. “You can’t grab me and order me to go with you, Roarke.”

			“I’m not ordering you around, Hannah,” he replies, releasing my hand as if burned. “You know that’s not me.” He catches the doorframe, holding it instead of me, and I hate that part of me wishes he would have held onto me a little longer. “You know me.”

			“I don’t know anything where you’re concerned.”

			“You know me like no one else but Jason knows me.”

			“If that was the case, we wouldn’t have ended the way we ended. No. We wouldn’t have crossed the lines we crossed.”

			“Is that what you call being engaged to marry? Crossing a line?”

			“It’s the line that left us here.” I fight the urge to push him out of the way, which would require touching him. “You’re blocking me in the bathroom.”

			“Blocking? Where the heck is that coming from, aside from your need to run, and you can’t run right now?”

			“Run? I’m here tonight. That’s not running.”

			“After running to another state.”

			“At the table, I was brave,” I fire back. “Now I was running? You’re still standing in front of me.”

			“Because we still need to clear the air, for us and everyone else involved in this project.”

			He’s right. Of course he’s right, but I’m suffocating from this man right now. “What are you going to do? Tell me everything I think I know about the past is wrong?”

			He cuts his eyes, seeming to struggle a moment before he levels me in a stare. “There’s a lot you don’t know, Hannah,” he says, “but right now, right now we need to focus on now. We need to find out how we move forward, and that won’t happen if we’re living in the past.” He takes several steps back, offering me space I both crave and despise. “But this is your decision. Start a new future or live in the past and torture everyone around us, as we do.” 

			I force air into my lungs and slowly push it out. “You’re right. You’re completely right. So—back to the table?”

			“No,” he says softly. “We need to be alone, Hannah. To my hotel. I’m not letting you drive home.”

			“Your hotel?” My heart is officially beating too fast. “Roarke—”

			He presses a hand on the doorframe next to me but only one hand. He’s close again, but he hasn’t blocked me in. I wish he would. I wish he’d piss me off. “I’ll get you another room if you don’t want to stay with me.”

			I blanch. If I don’t want to stay with him? What is he saying? “Is that an invitation?” I ask before I can stop myself. I turn to him and hold up a hand. “Don’t answer. I don’t want an answer. I’ll get a room, my own room.”

			“As long as you don’t drive, Hannah.” He offers me his hand. “Come with me.” He pauses for effect. “Please.”

			The please gets me, and not because it’s out of character for Roarke. It’s not. Roarke isn’t a man who backs away from that word. He’s not a man who demands unless we’re naked, and that’s a different ball game. That’s the balance that is this man. He’s an alpha. He’s in control, and yet, he makes me feel like I’m in control. He makes the animals he works with feel they’re in control when it’s him with the control. That’s what he’s doing to me right now, both giving and taking my control. He’s given me a choice to go with him or to refuse, but in truth, if I accept his offer, he’s won. No. No, that’s my anger at him talking. He always makes sure everyone wins. That’s the balance part of this man again. We both win if I say yes because we get to the other side of us in a more positive way. 

			And now comes my move, my choice. 

			I could withhold my hand, but I think about his words, about stepping out of the past into the future. If I hold back, if I act as if I’m afraid to touch him, then that past owns me. He owns me. And he’ll know it. He’ll know how much he affects me. A man who didn’t even come after me doesn’t get to own me.

			I press my palm to his palm, the connection tingling up my arm, and it’s not just sexual chemistry, though we’ve always overflowed in that area, a volcano of pure, hot lava. This now, though, is far more scary, far more impossible to control. This is like sliding back into a second skin, into a familiar feeling, and that feeling of belonging with this man I can’t fight and I don’t even try. We do belong together; we’re a part of each other’s lives, just not as husband and wife. That was where we went wrong. 

			My gaze lifts to his, and we stare at each other, those intelligent eyes of his searching my face the way I’m searching his, looking for answers, though I wonder if he knows what answers any more than I do. “I’m parked near the back door,” he says, pushing off the wall and straightening. “We can get your car in the morning. If you’re agreeable.”

			I nod without argument. It’s all logical. It’s all a smart choice. “Yes. Yes, that works.” He gives my hand a small tug, urging me forward, but he turns as I near, laces his fingers with mine, and guides me toward the door. 

			I’d call our handholding inappropriate if the floor didn’t feel unsteady, and I think he knows this. I just hope he believes it’s all about the wine. I wish that was the case. 

			We exit into the parking lot, into a dark, humid Texas night, no signs of fall this October evening. There are no stars in the sky, but the restaurant is smart and safe, with plenty of artificial lighting. Roarke motions to the right. “That’s me,” he says, and I’m not surprised when I see a sporty black pickup truck waiting on us. Roarke is comfortable in life. He was even before his recent fame, thanks to his veterinarian skills, but he’s not a man who laps up luxury. He’d rather buy a horse a stable it might not have than buy himself a BMW. Every man I dated in L.A. would have picked the BMW. I’d rather watch him care for a horse than ride in a BMW. We made sense right up until the point that we didn’t. 

			Roarke leads me to the passenger’s side of the truck and opens the door. It’s a big step up, and I know a truck and know it well, but I also dress for the country when I’m in the country. This truck is country. This man, he’s far more complicated. Right now, we’re complicated, and considering how complicated, I thank the Lord that I wore slacks. I place my high heels on the ledge and hike myself up, but my heel catches on a hole somewhere, and it’s not pretty. I start to tumble, yelping as I do, only to have strong, familiar arms catch me. “I got you,” Roarke murmurs, and the thing is, there was a time when I believed he did, when I believed he always would. 

			That time is now gone. 

			In this moment, with his hard body holding me, I don’t remember anything but need and pain. It’s a powerful feeling. It’s every question I’ve wanted answered since I left, that only he can answer. It’s an ache that seeks comfort, one no other man has soothed. And yet Roarke is the reason it exists. 

			He inhales, drawing in the scent of my hair, I think. He always loved my shampoo, and I want to scream at him to stop. I want to scream at him to never stop.

			He sets me down on the ground, one of my heels staying behind. Roarke turns me and allows me to grip the door. He’s close, his body big, hard, heat radiating off him and smashing into me. He leans down and pulls my shoe from a hole between the step and the truck itself. “Sorry about that, Han,” he says softly, setting it down on the ground next to my naked foot. I quickly slide it into place, but when he stands up, towering over me, I’m aware that I’m naked in almost every possible way with this man. That’s a problem I need to fix. That’s a vulnerability I need to erase, and there’s only one way to do that.

			I have to prove to myself, and him, that he’s no more to me than I was to him. And that’s never going to happen when I want to be naked with him this badly. 

		


		
			Chapter Eleven

			Hannah…

			“Obviously it’s time to break out the cowboy boots again,” I say. 

			His lips, his really beautiful lips—I’ve always thought his lips were beautiful—curve. “And get back on the horse. There’s more than a few waiting on you in Sweetwater. How long has it been?”

			“Too long,” I say, “it’s been too long,” and this time, I’m not just talking about a horse. I’m talking about so many things. It’s time I get a grip on every part of my life that’s been causing me pain, affecting who I am and how I interact with others. And the truth is that Roarke and Sweetwater represent those things. This festival is a blessing. 

			He offers me his hand again. “Need a hand?”

			I don’t hesitate this time. I’m taking control and that means of everything, including what’s going on between the two of us. That means I don’t melt at the idea of touching him. I place my palm against his, and before I can even weigh my body’s reaction, it sways; I sway. Okay, I’m taking control after the wine stops taking control. 

			He catches my waist, his touch scorching. Lord help me, my nipples pucker. When was the last time I was that sensitive to a man’s touch? The answer is simple: the last time I was with him. We stand there, our heads low and together, our breathing the only sound between us, but there is so much more expanding in the thick Texas air: history, so much history. And friendship. This man was my best friend, and it would be a lie to say that I don’t miss him. Control isn’t lying to myself or even him. It’s owning what I feel and how I respond to what I feel. So yes. I miss him. I miss the him I knew before the him who hurt me. 

			“Let’s get out of here,” he says softly.

			“Yes. Let’s.” I rotate and face the truck again, stepping up on the ledge, but not before I check my heel. The minute I hike myself upward, Roarke is right there, holding onto me, making sure I get inside this time. 

			Roarke doesn’t linger. He shuts me inside. Maybe he needs a breather, too, because Lord only knows, I’m suffocating from him and all the history, all the damn feelings. Control is my goal, and suffocating does not get me there. He’s slow to round the truck, but finally, he opens the door and climbs inside. The air thickens, and the cab light slowly dims. There was no slow dim for us. There was no slow start for us. It might have seemed that way to some. We were friends. We were neighbors. I was too young for him, six years his junior. I always had a crush on him, but then I was home for a summer, and college just seemed to erase the years that divided us. 

			He starts the truck, the sound jolts me back to the present, and that’s a good thing. I was about to go down a rabbit hole of locked lips and passion with this man. No. I was about to go down a rabbit hole of emotion. Sex is not emotion. He taught me that lesson. 

			“Where’s your hotel?” I ask. 

			“The Ashton, a few miles up the road.” He doesn’t look at me. He doesn’t say anything more. 

			I sink lower into my seat, and I wonder now if he’s regretting the decision to take me to his hotel. If he dreads the confrontation he’s invited? He probably does. He probably thinks I’m still that into him. My behavior has said nothing less. I’ve shown him that he still has that much control over me. And he’s right. Or he was. He did. Tonight, that ends. Tonight, I get my closure, and so does he. 

			It’s not long before he pulls the truck into the hotel parking lot. I don’t sit there all awkward. Maybe it’s the power of wine, but my leash is off. I open the door and climb out of the truck, and my heel doesn’t even think about getting stuck this time. Trucks are my history, and no pair of high heels, and certainly no man, no matter how hot, no matter how sexy all his dark hair and dreamy eyes are, gets to take that or anything from me. Even my damn boss took my career. Maybe I should have stayed and fought harder. Or maybe I just needed an excuse to come back home. 

			I slam the door shut, and Roarke is already standing in front of me, his handsome face hidden by shadows. He catches the fingers of one of my hands and walks me to him, the charge between us electric, just like it always was. Even before we were an us, before we were engaged, in love, and planning a damn wedding, when we still denied we were more than friends, the current between us was alive. This time, though, I’m not looking for a Prince Charming. This isn’t another Cinderella story.

			“When we go inside,” he begins.

			“Let’s just go inside,” I say, because I want him to know that I’m not running as he accused. I don’t need to run from anyone or anything.

			His eyes narrow, his expression unreadable, but his reaction is without further delay. Still holding my hand, he folds our arms at the elbow, aligning our bodies and placing us in motion. There is no question that we are, in this moment of time, ex-lovers, still burning alive for each other, but there is also no question that for me, this is about burning it out. No. It’s about burning it out my way, not his. Whatever happens when we walk in that hotel, I’m going to own it when I walk out; it will be my decision. 

			We enter the lobby, and Roarke doesn’t even pause, nor do I want him to pause. His pace is steady, our pace is steady, and he leads me to the elevator. I find that I’m not nervous. Why would I be? I’ve known this man my entire life. In fact, I’m more alive right now than I have been in a long time. Anger begins to take shape, a ball in my belly that grows and flows through my body. Yes, I’m angry. I’m really angry with this man, and I realize now that I have never allowed myself that emotion. I felt pain after his betrayal. I felt hurt, but I never let myself be mad. It’s a liberating emotion, rather than defeating like everything else I’ve engaged in since our breakup. It’s freedom, too. I’m not to blame for the past, and while he might owe me answers, why would I ask for them? What do answers solve? Nothing. Nothing he can say will change what happened. Nothing he can say will turn back time. Nothing he can say will make me put a ring back on my finger. And that’s okay. For the first time since I left, that’s really okay. 

			We reach the elevator, and he jabs the button. The doors open, and he doesn’t let go of me, like he believes I’ll run away. The more I think about that accusation on his behalf, the more that anger bubbles inside me, a kettle of built-up thoughts and feelings, waiting to boil over. He simply turns us and walks me backward into the elevator. He swipes his keycard and punches in a floor. I don’t know if I want to yell at him or push him against the wall and kiss him. I don’t do either. The doors shut, and we face each other, our hands and elbows still joined. And we just stare at each other, and that’s when I feel the push and pull of emotions, his emotions. He wants to try to explain the past. He needs to try to explain. But that’s not what I need. That’s not what I want. That is not where I find my zen, whatever that really even is—my center, I guess. 

			The elevator halts, and as we wait for the doors to open, I feel the tension rising inside me. I don’t want to hear his reasons why. I don’t want to revisit what I felt back then. I will not listen. I pull my hand away from his and turn to the door. It opens, and I’m in the hallway in an instant. Roarke steps to my side and motions down the hallway. I’m going to his hotel room. I could ask for my own. I could ask, or even insist that we go downstairs, but those things don’t work for me. I know what does. 

			We reach the door, and he swipes his card, pushing open the door. Without hesitation, I enter the room, and I don’t even see the space before me. I whirl around to face him, and when he shuts the door and locks it, I’m right there waiting. The minute he turns to face me, I’m standing in front of him, pushing him against the door. “I don’t want to hear why. Ever. Do not open your mouth and give me a reason because it will only piss me off. It’s done. That part of us is done. We are—”

			He catches my hips and turns me. Now my back is against the wall, and his powerful thighs cage mine, his hands cupping my face. “We are anything but done,” he says, and then his mouth is on my mouth, his tongue licking past my teeth, caressing deep. 

			I moan with the taste of him, wicked and wrong and yet oh so right. I want this. I want him, but this has to be on my terms. I shove on his chest, tearing my mouth from his. “This means nothing. You aren’t forgiven. We aren’t us again. We aren’t—”

			“We never stopped being us, Hannah. If that’s not obvious to you, it is to me. I’ll show you.”

			“Don’t show me. Just—just kiss me.” 

			“I don’t need to be told twice. Not where you’re concerned.” And then he’s kissing me again, and I don’t stop him this time because if I do, I’ll think too hard, and that’s not an option. I don’t want to think. I don’t want to talk. I just want to feel this man close, one last time. That’s all. 

			One.

			Last.

			Time.

			A proper goodbye.

			The one I never had. 

			The one we never had.

		


		
			Chapter Twelve

			Hannah…

			I have never wanted anyone the way I want this man. If I have ever questioned the truth in that statement—and I did, of course—I don’t now. The taste of him, the feel of him next to me, his hands sliding up my back, molding me close, is fire while the past is ice, and that somehow only makes me need that heat all the more. I don’t hold back. I need this. I need him. No, my body needs him. Because that’s what this is. Sex. It has to be sex because sex is all there is for us. I will not love this man again. 

			I tug at his T-shirt and press my hands beneath it, the feel of hot, hard muscle beneath my hands, almost punishing, he feels so good. 

			“Take it off,” I order, letting the purse on my shoulder fall to the ground. 

			He doesn’t argue. He pulls his shirt over his head, and before it hits the ground, before I can study the stallion etched on his arm, his hand is under my hair, at my neck, dragging my lips to his. “I didn’t think I’d ever kiss you again,” he says, “and that was torture.” 

			And yet he didn’t come for me. That’s my thought. “Don’t talk, Roarke,” I order because I’m angry again. I’m hurt again. I need to stop thinking. I push to my toes and press my lips to his, and when his hand comes down on the back of my head, when his tongue presses to mine again, it’s heaven. It’s relief and fire and passion. It’s forgetting. It’s memories. I can’t explain what kissing him feels like, but I just need more of it, of him. 

			“I missed the hell out of you, woman,” he murmurs against my mouth, ignoring my command for silence, but his tongue strokes deep, and that counteraction to his words drives everything else away.

			I make the decision right then that I’m not going to fight wanting Roarke. I want him. I have always wanted him. He’s right. I ran, and denial is what will make me run again. I’m done with that. I’m not hiding from this or him anymore. I’m not giving him that power. I want. He wants. That’s as real as it gets. That’s as honest as we ever were or ever will be again. I don’t hold back. I sink into the kiss. I let my hands slide over the hard lines of his body. 

			He catches the hem of my blouse and tugs it upward. I don’t even think about stopping him. It’s over my head and gone in a blink, but I’m focused on him and him on me. His gaze rakes over the swell of my breasts beneath black lace, my skin heating, sex clenching. Already his fingers are snapping open the front hook of my bra and skimming it off my shoulders. “God, woman,” he whispers, his lips brushing my neck, finding my ear. “You’re beautiful,” he adds, and no man saying those words to me has ever mattered, but they do now. They do with Roarke. He’s always mattered, too much. He’s always mattered too much, as proven by the power I gave him to hurt me.

			I can’t do that again; I won’t. His hand is on my breast, and I cover it with my own as if that somehow makes me in control, but there’s an explosion of my senses that rules my body right now. And Roarke is the reason for that explosion. As if proving that to be true, his teeth nip my bottom lip, and no sooner do I yelp than he’s licking the offended lip, then cupping my backside and lifting me. 

			My legs wrap around his waist, heels falling to the ground, fingers diving in the long silk of his dark hair. My fingers have always loved his hair, and why wouldn’t they? I spent years of my life fantasizing about doing just this before that summer when I finally could, when we finally stopped fighting what was between us. 

			Roarke settles me on my back on the bed, the mattress caving with the weight of our bodies together, the sweet weight of his body on mine. I can’t breathe and yet, somehow, I can finally breathe again. His lips press to mine again, his kiss deep, drugging, consuming, and I both hate and love him. My fingers remain in his hair, and I’m rough, tugging, pulling, that anger inside me burning a hiss of energy through me. 

			I catch his leg with my leg and arch into him. His hand slides under my backside, molding me to him, the thick ridge of his erection pressed to my belly. I moan, and his lips are gone, his mouth traveling down my body to my neck, my shoulder, and my nipple. My leg falls from his leg. His hands find my hips, his mouth, my belly. 

			Roarke’s eyes collide with mine, and Lord help me, I feel him inside and out; I feel him all over. My heart squeezes with emotions I don’t want to feel. “Why are you still dressed?” I demand, trying to return to someplace safe, someplace that’s just sex. He kisses my belly again, and then he’s unbuttoning my pants, the zipper following. His hands, God his hands that have not touched me like this in so long, slide under my waistband, and he carries them down my bare legs. I’m panty-less, a habit I developed in L.A., where panty lines were sins that might get you fired. His mouth finds my sex, kissing my clit before he gives me a lick. I arch into the gone-too-quickly touch of his tongue. He’s gone, too, now, dragging my pants down my hips and legs. 

			He tosses them aside, and I sit up. He’s already pulling off his boots. My eyes go to the stallion on his arm—Mercury—the horse that was his everything growing up, the half sleeve that is so a part of this man, and yet I’ve only seen it once, the night I left him. He got it that day. I was with him.

			I shut my eyes, trying to block out the past, but my mind starts to replay that day. He lost Mercury the month before. That tattoo was a way to heal. I drew it. I created the image. I was always sketching him and his horse. And I was his best friend. At least, I thought I was, but—

			“Hannah,” he says softly. 

			The minute he says my name, I rotate and scoot to the edge of the bed. This is crazy. It isn’t giving me back control. It’s cutting open a wound to let it bleed out again.

			I stand up, and he’s there, in front of me, completely naked, thick and hard at my hip, his fingers splayed between my shoulder blades, his other hand in my hair. 

			“Don’t do this,” he orders softly. “Don’t make this about then. This is now.”

			I’m angry again, damn him. “Why aren’t you kissing me?”

			“Hannah—”

			“Kiss me or let me get dressed,” I whisper fiercely. 

			He kisses me, and when our tongues touch this time, I’m not the only one angry. He is, too. I taste it, lying there on my tongue, and this infuriates me. What does he have to be angry about? But just as sure as I taste that anger, there’s a desperate quality to him, a possessive need that is so raw and real that I can’t deny it or him. That’s my trigger. That’s the pop of restraint that is no more.

			Suddenly, we’re wild, kissing, touching. We’ve been lost. We’re found right here, this night, and it doesn’t matter what that means or where this goes. There is just now. I don’t even remember how we got down on the bed or how our legs got wrapped together, the thick ridge of his erection pressed between my thighs. We don’t talk about birth control. He’s the only person in this world who knows that I can’t have kids. For just a moment, that stirs up thoughts again, about talks of adopting, about that small window of time when I wanted so many things. But he presses inside me, stretching me, filling me, and this moment is all there is. The new wave of wildness between us. 

			We kiss. We touch. We arch into each other. We have these moments where our lips part, but we just breathe together. Then we unleash again. I don’t want it to end, but his hands and his body and—I can’t stop the burn that builds, the edge that becomes a ball of tension. He drives into me, pulling me against him, arching my hips against his, and with a swipe of his tongue for added effect, I tumble into orgasm. I bury my face in Roarke’s shoulder and the wave of pleasure trembles through me. 

			He cups my butt and my head, and with another thrust, he lets out a guttural moan, one that I feel like a vibration throughout my entire body. He quakes into his release, and for a few moments that feel eternal and yet so very fast, the world doesn’t exist. There is just the two of us. Every imperfect moment evaporates. There is just how perfect we are right now.

			We collapse into each other, and we don’t move. We just hold each other, but the longer we lie there, the more reality seeps back into the picture, the more I don’t know what to do next. How does one act after sex with your ex-fiancé? It all seemed so simple when my pre-sex bravado was in place, but it’s not easy to find your bravado while naked. 

			It’s Roarke who moves, pulling back to look at me, stroking hair from my face, and there’s such tenderness in his touch, in his eyes, that my chest tightens with emotion. “I’ve missed you,” he whispers, which is everything I want and everything I don’t want from him. 

			“It’s not that simple,” I say. “This isn’t—”

			His cellphone rings, and he grimaces, his forehead touching mine. “You know—”

			“That your patients matter. Yes. They matter to me, too.” It’s an easy statement to make. I know how much the animals mean to him. It’s part of what makes him a special human being. It’s part of what made me love him. It’s part of what still makes me like him as a person. “Take the call.”

			“I’ll be fast,” he says, kissing my temple and then pulling out of me to roll away. 

			I grab the tissues on the nightstand and manage to wrap a throw blanket around me when I hear Roarke say, “Banamine, Trental, and Amoxicillin. I’ll be there as soon as possible. Call me in an hour with an update.”

			He has to leave. There it is. This is over. It’s that easy. He disconnects his phone and grabs his underwear, pulling it on before grabbing his pants. “I have a horse I’m caring for, for a high-profile customer, that is showing signs of placentitis. She might lose her pregnancy. I need to get back.”

			“Of course,” I say, hugging the blanket to me. “I spent a lot of time hanging out with you and your father, helping with the animals. I know what that is. You know I do.”

			He closes the space between us, his hands coming down on my arms. “Come with me. I need you to come with me. I’ve got a vet student at the ranch. She’s administering drugs. We have time to go by your place.”

			“You don’t need to risk an extra hour, which is what that would take. You need to go. Save that foal and its mama.”

			“Come with me.”

			“You need to get dressed and leave. I’ll be there the day after tomorrow, with holiday cheer to spread.”

			“Hannah—”

			“You need to leave.”

			“I don’t want to leave. We didn’t talk at all.”

			“We didn’t need to talk. This wasn’t about talking. We’re not going back. We just—we needed this out of our system.”

			He studies me a long moment, his jaw hardening. “Are you serious right now, Han?”

			“Yes. Clearly we needed to do this. We did. And we worked off all the anger and steam. We can work together. I’m not angry. I’m not going to act like you’re my enemy. That horse reminds me that I actually like you.”

			“You like me.”

			“Yes. You’re a good guy and—”

			His hands fall away. “A good guy.” His tone is crisp and hard. “A good guy.” He scrubs his jaw and turns away. He doesn’t say anything else. He grabs his boots, sits down with his back to me, his impressive shoulders and arms flexing beneath the stallion tattoo as he pulls them on. I just stand there. I don’t move. I don’t speak. I want to go with him. That’s how stupid I am. I want us to be what we once were, no matter how big of a lie that perfect couple turned out to be. 

			He stands up and walks toward the living area, which is the first time I even realize we’re in a suite. He disappears around the corner, I assume to grab his shirt. I hold my breath, waiting for what he will do next, and I’m shocked when I hear the door open and close. 

			I walk forward into the living area and stare at the empty room. I walk to the closet by the door, and there’s no bag there. He left. He’s gone. The burn in my eyes and chest promise an eruption. I turn away, afraid he’ll come back in and see what’s about to happen. Hurrying forward, I dart into the bedroom, then the bathroom, and shut the door. I lean on the wooden surface and wait and wait. I wait some more. He doesn’t come back, and now I’m naked but for a blanket, in a hotel room, where I just had sex with Roarke. I slowly sink to the floor, where I do what I swore I would never do for that man. I cry. 

		


		
			Chapter Thirteen

			Roarke…

			I had to get out of that hotel room before I told Hannah everything, and that would be a mistake. If it wasn’t a mistake, I’d have told her before now. So I do what I can’t do in Sweetwater. 

			I go to Whataburger. 

			I mean, how the hell else do you deal with being kicked to the curb by the only woman you’ve ever loved? It doesn’t matter that I just ate. I order a burger, onion rings, and a strawberry shake, and then I hit the highway. If I tell Hannah I didn’t cheat, I have to tell her about a vicious battle between our families that left her father determined to keep us apart at all costs, including framing me for cheating. And since Jason’s father was involved with it all, too, telling Hannah means telling him, and Jason doesn’t need to hear this shit about a father he’s recently lost. And it’s not like telling the story saves me with Hannah. Either she’ll hate my family or her own. There’s no win for me in this because there’s no win for her. 

			I lost her years ago. 

			I won’t get her back now.

			No matter how much I love her. 

			As insane as it is, it’s because I love her that I won’t tell her that I didn’t cheat on her. It’s because I love her that I let her go, but now that she’s back, saving her might just kill me.

			…

			Hannah…

			I don’t stay in the hotel room. Funny how sex with your ex, followed by tears, will wipe out the effects of wine, especially when it wasn’t that much wine. Instead, I grab an Uber to take me to my car and do what I couldn’t do in L.A. I climb in my car and drive to Whataburger, where I order a burger, onion rings, and a strawberry shake. With my feel-good order in hand, I hit the highway and drive toward Dallas. I start eating and do so heartily, hungrier than I realized. The truth is, other than the brownie at the restaurant, I didn’t eat much today. Besides, every self-respecting Texan knows that emotional distress is made better by Whataburger. I concentrate on every bite and use my onion rings as an escape from any other thought. I will not replay any kiss, touch, or intimate moment with Roarke. I will eat Whataburger. There is only Whataburger seducing me right here, right now. It’s a strategy that works for about ten onion rings and a bite of the burger. 

			Then it’s all over. The mental hammering begins; the revisiting of my time with Roarke takes over. I replay it all, every minute with him in that hotel room, and when I arrive at my loft-style apartment, it’s with an empty bag, a full stomach, and a heavy heart. I undress and fall into bed. I don’t cry again. That’s the thing about Whataburger and emotions. It fills you up and weighs you down. I need to sleep, and somehow, I do, which I only know as fact because I shut my eyes to darkness and wake to sunlight trying to burn holes in my retinas. There is also a sound. 

			I jolt and sit up, looking around the bedroom that is only a bed and not much more, to realize that sound is my phone that has now stopped ringing. I grab it from the nightstand to find Linda’s name on my caller ID. Swinging my legs over the edge of the bed, I punch redial. “How are you?” I ask the minute she answers. 

			“Going home tomorrow,” she says. “Dying anyway. I need Starbucks. I need it like I need my next breath.”

			I laugh. “I’ll come bring you Starbucks. I need to talk to you anyway. Wait. What about being diabetic? Can you have Starbucks?”

			“Shut up,” she says. “Bring the damn coffee or die. And what do you need to talk about? Did something go wrong?”

			“No,” I say quickly. “No. Nothing is wrong, but I want to talk to you about that job I booked. I’ll tell you all about it over Starbucks. I’ll get sugar-free syrup.” 

			“Don’t be a bitch. If you walk in here with sugar-free—”

			I hang up. She’s getting sugar-free. I’m about to set down my phone when it hits me to change my L.A. number to a Texas number. The way my L.A. boss made me change my Texas number to an L.A. number. I’d resisted. I’d known that once my Texas number changed, Roarke could no longer call me. In the end, my new L.A. number brought me relief, regret, and finally, peace. Relief that I could stop waiting for Roarke to call. Regret that I wouldn’t know if he finally did. Peace that I’d finally stopped waiting on him. That had been four months after I’d moved. Four months that had been all about waiting for Roarke, not living for me. Last night wasn’t a return to the past. It wasn’t about him. It was about me. I did what I said I would do. He walked out, but he did so knowing that this time, I just needed closure. 

			Why doesn’t it feel like that’s what I have? 

			I hurry to the shower, and I swear, as I step under the warm water, I can still smell Roarke’s cologne, and I hate the regret I feel as it fades into perfumed body wash. An hour later, I’m in the used piece of junk Ford Taurus I bought when I got to town, dressed in jeans, a tank top, and sneakers, with boots on my mind; I need a pair before I head to the ranch tomorrow. I force myself to think about shopping, and that leads me to the budget for this project. I’m just arriving at the hospital when Jessica calls. 

			“Hey, you,” she says. “How are you?”

			“Good,” I say, pulling into a parking spot and killing my engine. “My mind is swimming with holiday ideas. I actually think I might put on a few holiday tunes on my way to Sweetwater tomorrow.”

			“And jingle all the way here?” We both laugh, and she murmurs, “Oh God. That was a bad joke.”

			“It was pretty bad, but I still liked it.”

			“Good. We’re going to get along well then. I’ll fall on my face. You can laugh.”

			“Or we’ll fall together and laugh together.”

			“Even better,” she says warmly. “I was talking to Jason this morning, and we know you’ll have to basically be here for a month to make this happen. I’m going to send you a proposed budget and what we’d suggest as your payment, which I hope you feel is generous and appropriate, considering the commitment. We also recognize that while here, you can’t be growing a new business, which is an accommodation we’re making in your pay.”

			“This job will single-handedly be the reference I need to get new jobs.”

			“We hope it will be,” she says. “And listen, we’re redoing the plumbing in the cabin. It’s a long story, but there were pipes running from the orchard that caused widespread flooding and other issues.”

			“Orchard? There’s an orchard there now?”

			“Yes. Jason’s dad tried to transition from cattle to apples. Ultimately, it’s going to be profitable, but it was launched on a small budget and poor construction. Anyway, I talked to Sue at the Sweetwater Bed and Breakfast. She has a room for you for the next week on us. After that, we’ll have a couple of options here at the ranch. Does that work?”

			“Yes, of course. I love Sue. She and my mom were friends back in the day.” It’s the first time that I think I might have to tell my parents what’s going on. Word will get back to them, and I don’t want them to be upset. Well, they will be upset that I’m back in Sweetwater, but the burn will be more bearable if the news is delivered by me. 

			Jessica continues. “Sue told me you’re lovely, just like your mom, which I knew already. Can you confirm the email for the proposal and a bank account for a wire?”

			We exchange the needed information, and Jessica says her final goodbye. “Give me an hour and check your email. I’ll get the wire complete right away. Talk soon.” She hangs up, and I frown. She’s sending the wire before I read the proposal? My phone buzzes with a text, and I glance at my Apple Watch to read: Starbucks withdrawal is real. 

			I laugh at Linda’s message and climb out of the car. A few minutes later, I’m sitting in her room listening to her tell me all about a male nurse with a “beautiful butt.” “Seriously,” she says. “It’s a work of art. I’d stay a day longer to ask him on a date, but I’m not up to the rejection right now.”

			“Who says he’ll reject you?”

			“He’s married.”

			“Oh.” My eyes go wide. “Oh. You want to ask him out?”

			“No. Yes. No. Of course not. It’s a bad joke. All the nice butts are married. Tell me about the project for Jason.”

			I give her the full rundown. “I’ll be gone a month, though. Will you be okay?”

			“Honey, you’re renting an office, not in business with me, outside of saving my ass by taking the photography job, which I’ll pay you for.”

			“You paid me by giving me the chance to get this job.”

			“I still can’t believe you’re friends with Jason and the Horse Wrangler,” she says. “Can you introduce me?”

			My stomach knots, and her eyes go wide. “Oh my. What nerve did I just hit?”

			Leave it to Linda to miss nothing. “He was the only man I’ve ever loved, but now I hate him, so sure, I’ll fix you up. In fact, he’s single, and he has quite the nice butt. I can attest to that. In fact, I can attest to that quite recently. As in last night, but that’s okay. It was a blast from the past. I was testing him for you. My best friend and my ex. My two best friends, one from the past and one from the present. The perfect couple. You would—”

			“Stop right now,” Linda orders. “Stop what you’re doing right now.” She points at me. “Breathe. Deep breath and then start again. What did that asshole do to you?”

		


		
			Chapter Fourteen

			Hannah….

			Why did I just open this Pandora’s Box? Why? “Can we just forget I said all of that?”

			“Ah, no. And no.” She sits up straighter. “Talk to me. Why do I not know any of this?”

			“I always had a crush on him, but he and I never really happened until after college.”

			“You never said a word about him, at all.”

			“He was like a rock-star crush. That’s what he felt like until the summer after college. You and I lost touch for a while back then. And besides, it happened, and then it was over.”

			“Clearly not,” she says. “Talk to me.”

			“I told you what there is to tell. We were all close growing up.”

			“Now, see, you didn’t tell me that part.” She motions me on. “Keep going.”

			“I was close to Jason, too. We were like siblings, but I crushed on Roarke. I was too young for him, and he treated me like a kid sister. Then I went home the summer after college, while I was sending out portfolios and résumés, and we fell in love. We were engaged. We ended.” 

			“You were young, honey. He was young. Time heals and time matures. Maybe now—”

			“He cheated.”

			Her eyes go wide. “With who?”

			“Cindy Lou Phew.”

			She laughs. “No, really.”

			“That was her name. She’s a model. Look her up.”

			She grabs her phone and does just that. “Oh, Phew, like phew—oh God. Forget the cursed name. She’s gorgeous.”

			“Right.” I stand up. “I need to go.”

			“Honey, don’t run from me. I didn’t mean to take you down Avenue F for fucked-up. How did he know Cindy?”

			She didn’t mean to take me down Avenue F, but here we go. Down Avenue F. I grab the rail at the end of her bed. “The whole Horse Wrangler thing. He did that kind of thing before it was ever on the internet. He was hired by Macy’s for the Christmas parade. He was managing the horses for a group of models riding them.”

			“Were you there?”

			“I was, which made it worse, or maybe it made it better because I found out the truth. I don’t know. Either way, he disappeared for a couple of hours.”

			“Disappeared?”

			“He told me he was meeting with Macy’s executives, but then I got an anonymous video of him with Cindy hanging all over him.”

			“Hanging on him? What does that mean?”

			“It doesn’t matter,” I say, not going down a path that offers excuses for Roarke. Been there, done that, didn’t save my heart from destruction. “I’m done talking about this,” I add. “I really need to go. I have to pack and make arrangements for the trip.”

			“So a holiday festival, huh?” 

			“Christmas festival,” I amend. 

			“Christmas festival,” she repeats and points to the chair next to her. “Talk to me about the event, nothing more, I promise. Yes?”

			I hesitate, but I don’t push back. I actually need to talk to her about this. “Yes,” I agree, sitting down in the spot she requested I sit. “And depending on the budget, I’d like to have your team handle the photography. If you’re up to it?”

			“Hell yeah, I’m up to it,” she says. “That kind of event belongs on my résumé. And I love the holidays. Please tell me you’re putting Santa hats on Roarke and Jason and standing them under some mistletoe. That will get people to the event.” She grimaces. “Sorry, Hannah. I guess Roarke and mistletoe don’t mix for you. That was so stupid of me. I blame the drugs. They gave me lots of drugs. I’m a horrible friend.”

			“You are not a horrible friend.” I have a flashback to kissing Roarke last night, and my cheeks heat. “You’re in business mode, thinking smart. Roarke’s a single man. He can kiss whoever he likes under the mistletoe, and since Jason isn’t a single man, he can’t. In other words, a campaign with Roarke under the mistletoe might be exactly the right way to get the women to town.”

			“Hannah,” she says softly. “Don’t—”

			“I am. It’s a great idea. I might need to use some of your contacts in the press.” 

			“What about mistletoe and the cowboys at the ranch? And a few hot baseball players from Jason’s team? Not Roarke.”

			“Roarke—”

			“Hannah—”

			“Linda.”

			She glares, and I start rambling about a bachelors auction to bring people to town, going with what works at the moment but getting excited about the idea as I talk. Linda perks up, and she lets the topic of Roarke pass us by. Or I think she does. Once my purse is on my arm and I’m headed to the door, she calls out, “Did he admit to cheating?”

			I don’t have to ask who “he” is. Of course I know. I turn to face her. “He denied it, but he didn’t fight for me. He let me walk away.”

			“Maybe your distrust hurt him?”

			It’s not a thought I haven’t had myself, but it still doesn’t feel right. “Maybe. Get some rest. I’ll call you later.” I turn and disappear into the hallway, feeling the knife of the past twisting in my heart. So much so that I’m parking at the mall to shop, and I don’t even remember how I got there. My email alerts me to a new message from Jessica, and I pull it up: Hey, you! The wire is sent and the budget is attached. Let me know your thoughts. If the money isn’t fair on your end, don’t hold back. Talk to me. See you tomorrow!

			I pull up the paperwork and about fall over at the size of the budget. This is going to be the best holiday festival imaginable, even in the short time window allowed. I tab to my income page, and this time, I about choke. I’m quite certain there’s a typo and an extra digit in front of the total. I quickly pull up my bank account and find the pending transaction for the same amount. I dial Jessica. 

			“Hey,” she greets. “You got everything?”

			“Yes, but I think there’s an error. You paid me too much.”

			“No. No, I don’t think so.”

			“Jessica, you paid me twenty-five thousand dollars for a month of work.”

			“You’ll need to hire staff. You’ll need to be here for a month and—”

			“This isn’t an error?”

			“No. We trust you, and you know we’re requiring a confidentiality agreement so—”

			“Wait,” I say. “You’re paying for my silence? I thought Jason and Roarke trusted me?”

			“They do. Of course they do. They just have legal terms and—”

			“I’ll sign the agreement, but I’m not taking that much money. I don’t need to be paid to be silent. I’m a friend, family, even. Or I thought I was. Maybe I’m mistaken on that. I’ll see you tomorrow, Jessica.” I hang up, throw my phone in the seat, and grab the steering wheel. How was I so wrong about my life back then? 

			I decide the mall is not going to happen. I’ll just buy some boots at the country store in Sweetwater. I need to go home and pack. Home. Sweetwater was always home, but that’s like saying Jason and Roarke were always family. And yet, they need to buy my silence? 

			I pull out of the parking lot and make the short drive to my apartment. I’ve just stepped back inside my place when my phone rings again. I stare at the number because even by memory, I know it. It’s Roarke. My God, is Roarke the one who now gets to fire me for hanging up on Jessica? I inhale and answer the line. “Calling to tell me why you want to pay me off?”

			“We gave you what we’d give anyone else. Do you want us to cheat you?”

			“Anyone who needs to be paid off to ensure your privacy is cheating you. I don’t need to be paid to keep your secrets.”

			“You need to be treated fairly.”

			“I thought—” I stop myself from saying, I thought I just needed to come home. I don’t know where that comes from, but it’s on the tip of my tongue.

			“You thought what?”

			“I thought we were friends, damn near family. I thought—”

			“You and me, we’re a hell of a lot more than friends, and you know it. You pushing me away last night doesn’t change that.”

			“We’re—”

			“Us,” he says. “And that means something.”

			“It means nothing. Not anymore.”

			“Hannah,” he says, his voice low, rough. “You know what I regret?”

			“I don’t want to hear this.”

			“You not coming with me last night.”

			Me, too, I think, which only serves as proof that sleeping with him was a mistake. I’m not done with him and that was the idea—to feel done. “I’m going to donate the money,” I say, changing the subject.

			“Talk to me before you do that. Come see me when you get here.”

			I don’t want this request to please me. It’s business, and yet nothing about this man is business to me. “I actually need to talk to you about some ideas for the festival, so I’ll catch up to you.”

			“We need to talk before you donate that money, Hannah. Promise me.”

			“Fine. I mostly promise.”

			“Mostly?” he challenges.

			Once again, I change the subject. “How’s the mama horse and the foal?”

			“I had to operate on her uterus, but we saved the pregnancy. She’s confined. She could use some love. The kind you give to the animals. Another reason to come see me.”

			Memories of helping him with the animals suffocate me. Those were good times, special times. I’ve missed the animals. Damn it, I’ve missed him. “I’ll see you and her soon.” I hang up. 

		


		
			Chapter Fifteen

			Hannah….

			I spend the evening on my bed with a pizza big enough for two (which reminds me that I’m one person), while thinking through the festival and actually drafting a plan, including staff, timelines, and marketing. I have ideas and obstacles, one of which is simply the age of the kids. I have no idea if I’m catering to college-age students or ten-year-olds or both. We have motels nearby, only about ten minutes from town, a nest of hotels, in fact, with a big rest stop as the centerpiece. But will they be enough? Anyone coming in from Dallas will have to stay the night and there certainly aren’t five-star hotels for anyone to enjoy.

			We.

			I just said we like Sweetwater was still my place. 

			It is right now, I remind myself. It is for this festival. I want it to go well. I can’t blow this. This isn’t even about my career. This is personal, no matter how much I might want to say otherwise. This is a good thing that Jason and Roarke are doing. It’s good for the kids. It’s good for the town, and that town was my home growing up. My family lost everything they had there, and while I really don’t know how that happened because it was after I left, and to this day, my parents get upset when I try to talk about it, I have to believe more industry would have helped. Maybe my parents would have expanded into something beyond the crops that were susceptible to everything from weather to the economy.

			I set my MacBook aside. I have to call my parents. I dread telling them I’m going back to Sweetwater, and I’m not really sure why, aside from I think the loss they felt there is quite embarrassing and emotional. I debate if this call is better made to my mom or dad and decide on my mom. She is always positive while my father is quite intense. I dial, and after a few rings, I get her voicemail. Great. I need to do this, what with my visit to Sweetwater being tomorrow. I try my dad. He doesn’t answer. This really shouldn’t surprise me. They both hold high-level positions at the Future Farmers of America, and the FFA convention is in two weeks. They lead exciting and busy lives. I’m not sure this Sweetwater stuff really matters anymore, but then, I’m not sure why they won’t ever talk about it, either. I try my mother again and leave a message this time. 

			My cellphone beeps with a message, and I glance down to find a photo of a bunch of hot firefighters in Santa hats: Use your imagination. Make this a Christmas festival no one forgets.

			It’s Linda, and I text her back: You do know this is for kids, right?

			Kids have moms, aunts, cousins, and grandmothers, she replies. And moms need motivation to drive to Sweetwater. 

			I laugh. She forgets that the kids are the moms’ motivation, but she’s not wrong in a broader view of the public and general attendance, but I still don’t know enough about the vision and goals, I realize, to make these kinds of decisions. I really think that a bachelor auction, an adult event, the night before the festival could be good, though. My phone beeps again, and Linda’s still pitching: What about an adult night at the end of the festival? I’ll come check out the goods and spend money at the festival if you promise me a hot man at the end. A hot cowboy sounds good to me. 

			Aren’t you injured and in pain? I type. How are you thinking of hot cowboys?

			Because I need a hot cowboy to come kiss it and make it feel better.

			The way I thought Roarke would kiss it and make it feel better last night. And he did. I felt really good until it was over. Now it feels like I stirred a witch’s brew, and the pot is filled with trouble and heartache. Unbidden, my mind goes back to that conversation with him earlier: 

			“You know what I regret?”

			“I don’t want to hear this.”

			“You not coming with me last night.”

			I wanted to go with him, I think, but I can’t go down this rabbit hole of stupidity. I won’t. I’m not falling for that man again. He cheated. The end. He will not come back from that. We will not come back from that. For all I know, the man has a girlfriend right now, and I’m reading into things anyway. With a twist of my gut at that idea, I scoop up my work, pack it all up, and get ready to leave early tomorrow. I climb underneath the blankets, including the comforter my grandma made for me when she was still with us, and then plug in my phone and turn out the lights. My phone buzzes again instantly, and I cringe. I completely forgot Linda. I grab it, expecting to find a message from her. Instead, I find a shot of a gorgeous white horse: That’s her. She’s uneasy. She needs someone to sing to her. 

			It’s from Roarke, who clearly got my number from Jessica or Jason, and why wouldn’t he? He’s now one of my bosses. As for the text, he’s talking about me singing to the horses, to all of the animals he was treating. I did it even before we were a couple. It was my thing. I always came to his ranch and sang to the sick animals. I miss that. I miss the animals. I don’t even think about holding back on this. I type my reply: I would love to come sing to that beautiful girl. 

			My phone rings instantly with his number, and I swallow hard against the nerves and ball of emotion in my throat. “Hey,” I say softly. 

			“Hey,” he says, and my God, his voice, that deep resonating tone of his, does funny things to my belly. “When are you going to come sing that song?” he asks. 

			“I’m leaving early in the morning. I’ll be there by lunch.”

			“Good,” he says. “You’ll make Snowflake and me happy.”

			Snowflake is the horse. I don’t even ask for confirmation. I know how his mind works. The horse is white as a snowflake. How very Christmas of him. Emotion balls in my chest. “Roarke,” I whisper. “You know we—”

			“I know a lot of things about us, Hannah, and it’s time you know, too.”

			“I don’t know what that means.”

			“Yes, you do, but put that aside for now, and only now, because we need you for this festival.” 

			“I’m coming. I’m not backing out if that’s what this call is about. You don’t get to make me back out.”

			“Good,” he says. “That’s the right answer.”

			I don’t know what that means. He’s talking in code, which isn’t Roarke, but then, I’m not asking for details, either. I change the subject. “I forgot to ask how old the kids are at the camp?”

			“Middle school and high school. Why?”

			“I’m just trying to frame the festival. I need to know who I’m catering to.”

			“I think it needs to be about the town, not just the camp. Something people look forward to that has nothing to do with the camp.”

			“Right.” I think about the kids. I think about Roarke. “You’re going to be good at this. I’ve seen you online. You’re good with kids.”

			His voice softens. “You’ve watched my videos?”

			I’m busted, so busted. “There was one of you when you were with a group of kids that went viral on Facebook,” I say, and it’s the truth. It’s the video that made me go to his YouTube channel. “That one at a rodeo. I saw it. The world saw it. You’ll be amazing at this.” My mind starts to play on the past, on him as a father, to some lucky woman’s kids. 

			“I thought of you that day, filming that video.”

			“Me? Why?”

			“Because a little girl sang to one of the horses, right before she poured her drink all over her and me.”

			I laugh because this is a memory. I was eighteen, and he was twenty-four, home from vet school for the holiday, hotter than ever, but we still weren’t a couple. It was in the air, so in the air then, but it was years later before it really happened. For a moment, I’m back in time, climbing out of his truck at his ranch, a huge fountain drink of Dr. Pepper in my hand, after a run to the store. I’d rounded the truck, and one of his dogs raced to greet me, knocking me over and into him. That Dr. Pepper flew open, and somehow, it all came together in the wrong way. I’d turned to try to protect the drink, and Roarke had grabbed me. The drink exploded all over him. And he’d just laughed. We’d laughed until we cried while Maxwell, the pup in question, had licked the soda off him. I loved that, all of it. I’d known I loved him that day. I’d finally admitted it to myself. 

			“How is Maxwell?” I ask, of the German Shepherd.

			“Lost him last year.” His voice cracks with those words, that sensitive side of him I love ever present.

			I tear up. “That hurts my heart.”

			“Mine, too, but he was an ancient old boy at that point. He needed to rest.”

			“Yeah. I guess so, but it still hurts. I wish I could have said goodbye.” 

			“Me, too,” he says. “I didn’t know how to reach you. I wanted to tell you.”

			I swallow hard. “I better go. It’s an early morning for me.”

			“What time will you be here?” he asks. “I’ll meet you in town at the B and B where you’re staying.”

			“You don’t need to meet me. I don’t know what time.”

			“Call me when you pull into town.”

			“I’m not calling you when I get into town,” I say. 

			“Then I’ll wait for you at the bar next door.”

			“Roarke—”

			“See you tomorrow, Han.” His voice is low, rough, familiar in an intimate way, and then he hangs up. 

		


		
			Chapter Sixteen

			Hannah…

			My drive to Sweetwater starts with Starbucks, as should all drives. I’ve stopped for a second coffee and a muffin, which becomes three cake pops when the muffins are sold out, halfway to Sweetwater. I’ve just stuffed half a vanilla cake pop in my mouth when my mother calls. I answer with a choke. “Hey, Mom. Sorry. Hold on.” I manage to swallow without getting into a wreck with the help of a slug of white mocha. “I’m back,” I say. “You love to catch me with food in my mouth.”

			“Easy to do, since you always have food in your mouth.”

			“Mostly healthy food,” I say, though the past two weeks that hasn’t been true, but all good reunions require food for the senses. 

			She laughs. “How many times have you been to Whataburger?”

			“Four times. I can’t seem to convince myself this is my new normal.”

			“I might have to come see you just to have some myself. I miss it. We don’t have it here, either. How is Dallas, honey? How’s the new business?”

			“That’s what I wanted to talk to you about. The craziest thing happened. My friend Linda, who I told you about, the one I’m leasing a space from—she got hurt and sent me on a job. Guess where? Or with who? It was the Rangers, and Jason was there.”

			“Jason. Oh my. That’s a blast from the past. How was that?”

			“Good. He and Roarke are doing a kids camp in Sweetwater. They hired me to put on a town festival. Would you believe I’m headed there now? It’s going to be a great credit and launch of my business.” She’s silent. And silent some more. “Mom?”

			“You’re going to Sweetwater?”

			“Yes. Yes, it’s—”

			“I can’t believe you’re going to Sweetwater.” Her tone is pure disbelief, and not in a good way. 

			“Why is this a problem?”

			“For starters, Roarke broke your heart.”

			“We’re adults. We can handle this.”

			“And sometimes the past is better left alone.” Someone calls her name. “I need to go, but please rethink this.”

			“I’m on my way there. This is a great opportunity, and it helps kids and the community.”

			“Right. I need to go.” She hangs up. 

			My father and I are not close, but my mother never just hangs up on me. We’re close, but then that has always made the Sweetwater secrets bigger and more confusing. Roarke will know what happened. He’ll tell me, and my mother has to know this, but it’s time I know. It’s past time. I shove another cake pop in my mouth. I wonder if cholesterol is an issue at twenty-eight. It probably is. I should eat healthier, which should be easy to do at the ranch. There are always lots of fresh veggies. I sigh. Okay, that was at my family ranch where we grew veggies. It’s going to be hard to ride into town and see our place owned by someone else, and right now, I don’t even know who. 

			I turn up the radio and try not to think about the ranch that was one half a farm that is no more. Or maybe it is. It’s just not ours. Instead, my mind flashes to me naked with Roarke last night. My God, he’d felt good, and right, so very right. What are you doing, Hannah?! I turn up the radio and start singing, practicing for Snowflake the horse. I’m going to sing her a concert I’ve organized right here in this car.

			…

			I’m just outside the rest stop on the outskirts of Sweetwater when I finish off a rendition of “Sucker” by the Jonas Brothers and dive into Luke Combs’ “Beautiful Crazy” when my car starts making a sputtering sound. My eyes go wide. This can’t be happening. No. No. No. I’m so close to Sweetwater. So very close to my final destination. The sputtering doesn’t stop. I turn down the radio and eye the exit that gets me to the rest stop. I might make it, but I didn’t check my fluids before leaving, and I should have in a car I don’t know well. If I have a leak, I could bust something expensive. I pull over to the shoulder of the road, kill the engine, and watch smoke come from the hood. This is a horse poop moment. Is someone telling me I don’t belong in Sweetwater? 

			Nevertheless, I’m here. I grab my phone, and the internet has one bar. I have two numbers: Jessica and Roarke. I dial Jessica. “Are you here?” she answers.

			“Sort of. I’m on the side of the road by the rest stop. My car broke down.”

			“Oh no. Oh gosh.” I hear a voice in the background and smile in spite of the situation. It’s Jason’s grandma, Martha. “Is she here? Is she here? Tell her I have cookies going in the oven.”

			“Her car broke down,” Jessica says, speaking to Martha.

			Martha worries for me, and as I listen to her fret through the line, it warms my heart. This is the part of Sweetwater I love. The way everyone knows each other and cares for each other. “We’ll be right there to get you,” Jessica assures me.

			I describe my car and location and disconnect; the Texas heat that needs to let up already—it’s October—has me opening my door and getting out. Just breathing this air, this Sweetwater air, has emotions rushing through me. I cover my eyes with my hand and consider walking to the rest stop. Yep. I’m gonna do it. I can’t stand here in the heat with only my own head to swim around inside. I start walking and dial Jessica. 

			“I’m walking to the rest stop. It’s hot, and I can’t use my air.”

			“Got it. Help is on the way, I promise.”

			“Thank you, Jessica.”

			We disconnect. I grab my purse and roller bag and start walking. I’ve made it to the exit when a truck pulls up behind me and stops. I turn to find Roarke getting out. Oh God. Roarke, looking all hot in jeans, boots, and a black T-shirt that hugs the same hard body I was hugging last night. All my girl parts start to melt. I’d like to say it’s the heat, but fooling myself isn’t taking control. Last night was about control and owning the past and present. He’s hot. He has bedroom skills that I’ve experienced firsthand. Of course, he makes me melt. 

			But that reaction doesn’t rule my world. 

			He steps in front of me, that spicy scent of his circling me like a tiger going in for the kill, and then the tiger does go in for the kill. He takes my bag, sets it behind him, and cups my head. The next thing I know, he’s kissing me, and I’m not stopping him. His tongue is just so damn good at everything it does, and when his hand slides to my hip and pulls me closer, I’m without resources to resist. I moan and try to pull back, in my mind at least. I’m pretty sure my body snuggles closer to his. I kiss him back. I can’t help it. I really have no desire to even try to help it.

			His lips part mine, though, and that tongue of his is no longer next to my tongue, and logic slams into me. “You can’t just come up to me and kiss me. Last night—”

			“I didn’t properly kiss you goodbye.” He releases me. “I owed you. Next time, I’ll ask. Or maybe you will. If I’m lucky.” He brushes the hair from my face behind my ear. “But I was going to lose my mind without that kiss. Come on. Let’s get you to your room and take care of your car.” He turns and starts walking toward his truck. 

			I stare after him, stunned, confused, and frustrated that he made me want him again. Anger is the result. I charge after him, walking to the passenger door, and I’m about to open it when he opens it for me like he’s a gentleman and all. Which he is, except when he’s cheating on his fiancée. I turn to face him. “I’m not going to ask. And the answer, in advance, to a future kiss is no.” I climb in the truck and face forward. He doesn’t fight me. He shuts me inside, but when he rounds the vehicle and joins me, he doesn’t drive, either. For a good two minutes, we both face forward, the charge of all that is and has been between us filling the small space. 

			“I’m going to change your mind,” he finally says, and I feel him look at me, compelling me to look at him, and I can’t stop myself. I do. My head turns, my eyes meet his. “Because there are—”

			He doesn’t finish that sentence. He scrubs his jaw and faces forward again, turning on the engine and placing us in drive. 

		


		
			Chapter Seventeen

			Roarke…

			Because there are things you don’t know. 

			That’s what I’d been about to say to Hannah, but with what end? She’ll either want to know what that means, when I have no answers, at least not yet, or she’ll think it’s an excuse for cheating, which I didn’t do. Why would I cheat on the woman who was my everything? With the road before me, her taste on my lips, and by my side, this is my dilemma, but it’s one I have to solve. Hannah is here now. I can’t let her go again, I won’t. I just have to figure out how the hell I do that without destroying everyone else.

			“Shouldn’t we wait on the tow truck?” Hannah asks as I pull us onto the highway.

			“It’s Nick Wright doing the towing. I told him where to look and what to look for.”

			“Nick,” she says. “Oh wow. I thought he vowed he was never going to end up in this”—she roughens her voice up and imitates Nick—“Godforsaken small town for the rest of his life.”

			“Apparently the city was a ‘rat trap of humans,’” I say, quoting Nick. “His words, not mine. His father retired and moved to Florida. He came back and took over the garage.”

			“His father left? I’m in the Twilight Zone.”

			“There’s a lot that’s changed,” I say, solemn now because of the recent losses that hit close to home for me and for her. 

			“Jason’s parents,” she says. “I didn’t know about the plane crash when it happened, or I would have come back for the funeral. I did call him when I found out.”

			“He told me.” I glance over at her. “It mattered to him. He went through a rough patch after they died.” I turn us down the country road leading to Sweetwater. “They didn’t have life insurance, and they had a pile of debt. He was just coming off an injury, and he hadn’t been in the big leagues for long. He used all of his money to pay off the bills and then stayed to protect the families that count on the ranch. The good news is that Jessica helped him see a path to play ball and take care of the ranch.”

			“Which is fabulous, but there was no life insurance? And debt? That doesn’t seem like his father.”

			There’s so much about our families that none of us knew or understood, I think, but that’s part of that story I can’t tell without consequences. 

			“Welcome to Sweetwater,” she says, reading the sign as it comes into view. “I can’t believe I’m back.”

			I can’t believe I let her leave in the first place, and as much as I’d like to say there’s no looking back, only forward, I can’t. If our path was that simple, I would have chased her down and married her years ago. I pull us into the Sweetwater Bed and Breakfast parking lot, which is basically a historic house painted white with a massive porch that sits next to a restaurant, which is also a bar. 

			Parking, I kill the engine. “Sue is going to be elated that you’re here, but I’m telling you right now, if you don’t go see Martha and try her cookies, she’ll hunt you down.”

			“I’m not ready for that,” she blurts without further explanation, but she doesn’t have to give me one. Jason’s grandma baking for us all is a part of our past, a part of the history she left behind when she left me. She looks over at me. “Can you take me to see Snowflake first?” 

			Animals always gave her comfort, as they do me. It was one of the things that drew us together. I know this woman, and there’s so damn much heartache in her, heartache I failed to save her from, that it cuts me. “Yeah, baby,” I say softly. “I can take you to see Snowflake. She would like that.” And so would I, I add silently. “You want to check-in first?”

			“Yes. Yes, let me check-in. Of course, this is the beginning. This first day back in Sweetwater, I’ll be all the gossip of the small town.” She opens her door and climbs out. By the time I’ve grabbed her bag, I’m at her side of the truck and she’s holding up a hand in stop sign fashion.

			“I just realized that if you go in there with me, I’m not the gossip. We’re the gossip. Everyone will think that we’re back together.”

			“And just to be clear,” I say, stepping closer to her. “That’s a bad thing?”

			“Yes, it’s a bad thing. For all I know, you have a girlfriend I could piss off, too.”

			“I don’t have a girlfriend who isn’t you.” 

			“I’m not your girlfriend.”

			“No. You graduated to fiancée before I lost you.” I don’t give her time to reply. I ask the question that’s tortured me, on and off for years. “And you, Han. Do you have a boyfriend? Someone who replaced me?”

			“No one,” she says without hesitation. “You made sure of that, and I don’t like it.”

			“I’ll try not to be as pleased as I am about that comment, considering you did the same to me. Actually, no, I won’t. Let’s go register so you can meet Snowflake.”

			“No, Roarke. No. I don’t want you to go in there with me.”

			“Everyone is going to talk about us anyway. This is Sweetwater, remember? Population of less than ten thousand. We just drove into town together. We’ll be spending time together. Do you really think we’re going to avoid that speculation?” 

			She sighs. “No. Of course, we won’t. We’re already the talk of the town. Let’s just go inside.”

			“Look at it this way. Sue’s good practice for my grandmother.”

			She groans. “Oh God. I love her, but she’s going to try to marry us off again, isn’t she?”

			“Yes,” I say, and not unhappily. “She will.”

			“Is she the fireball she always was before?”

			“Times ten. She’s doing Pilates now with Martha. She says it’s taken years off her attitude and body.”

			“Wait. What? We have Pilates here now? Seriously?”

			I don’t miss how she used the word “we” like this is her place again, her home. The way it should be. “We do indeed, and I promise you, you’ll be recruited. Jessica now goes with Ruth and Martha.”

			I crinkle my nose. “I’m not Pilates material. I don’t bend.”

			I arch a brow. “Am I being goaded to comment or should I keep my mouth shut on that topic?”

			“Keep your mouth shut because aside from it getting you in big trouble, the kind you know you don’t want, you’ve now made me feel like I can’t go see Snowflake. Martha and her cookies are with Jessica, and both are waiting for me.”

			“They’ll give you a pass to see Snowflake.” I motion to the bed and breakfast. “Let’s get this done so you can start singing.”

			She smiles at that, a warm smile, and we fall into step together. The walk is short, free of locals, thankfully, and we climb up the wide wooden steps and enter the house directly into a huge living room with a desk, just to the right of the door, where Sue is sitting. Sue, who is a robust sixty-year-old, hops to her feet, which isn’t much of a hop, since she’s barely five feet tall. “You’re here! I can’t believe you’re here, honey!”

			She rounds the desk, and I watch as Hannah is embraced, followed by a head-to-toe inspection. “My God, you’re more beautiful than ever. You look like Angelina Jolie. Don’t you think so, Roarke?”

			Hannah looks nothing like Angelina Jolie. For one thing, Hannah’s shorter with more curves. She’s got brown hair a shade lighter. Her green eyes brighter, sweeter. And her face isn’t long and thin, it’s heart-shaped with adorably full cheeks, but I agree on one point. “She’s more beautiful than ever, yes,” I say, glancing at Hannah. “You are.”

			Those adorable cheeks heat. “Thank you, Roarke.”

			Sue claps. “You two are just too perfect together.” She hands Hannah a key. “But I get it. The town is small. People talk. Staying here, instead of his place, gives you some privacy.” She winks. “I won’t tell anyone if you’re never in your room.”

			“We’re not back together,” Hannah explains quickly. “We’re—” She struggles for words and looks to me for help. “We’re—”

			I cross my arms in front of my chest. “Go on. We’re what?”

			She scowls at me. “Not getting along.”

			Sue laughs. “Oh God. I miss the way you two get on.” Her phone rings. “I better get that.” She squeezes my arm. “I’m so excited about a Christmas festival right here in our town. I have ideas. More later. You two go on up to the room if you like.” She grins. “It’s a king-size bed for a couple who’s always been into king-size fun.”

		


		
			Chapter Eighteen

			Roarke…

			Hannah pales and turns to me, reaching for her suitcase. “I’ll go drop this in the room.”

			Now both our hands are on the handle of her case. “I got it. I’ll help. I promise not to be inappropriate unless you ask. That was our deal. I’ll stick to it. Unless you’re afraid you’ll ask and you don’t have the willpower to be alone with me.”

			Her eyes meet mine. “Stop teasing me.”

			“Ask and I won’t have to.”

			“Roarke,” she pleads softly.

			“I’ll behave, Hannah. I promised. I know you don’t believe me, but my word matters. It always has. It always will.”

			“I always believed you were honorable.”

			“I am, and I have opinions on why you decided to forget that so easily, but I won’t share them now, here. This has to go up there.” I motion to the winding steps leading to the guest room. “I’m not watching you struggle with it. I’ll take it myself if you like, and you can stay down here.” 

			“No. No. It’s fine. Come with me. And thank you.” She glances at the key, and together, we head toward the stairs and then up them.

			We reach the second level of the old house and turn right to stop at the door at the end of the walkway. Hannah opens the door and enters. I follow her inside, but I don’t shut the door. I’m not forcing myself on her, and the truth is, the more I think about how easily she believed the worst of me, the more I revive a big load of pissed off. I set her bag on the bed for easy access, the way I used to when we traveled, the way she likes her bag. 

			Somehow, she moves for the door, and I turn at just the right moment to bring us toe-to-toe, her hand landing on my chest. My load of pissed off becomes a burn to hold her in about three seconds flat. Heat radiates from her palm straight to my cock. I’m hard. I’m hot. I’m in love with this woman, so why the hell wouldn’t I be hot and hard? 

			Her gaze goes to her hand on my chest and lifts, but her palm doesn’t move. “I didn’t mean to do that.”

			“I’m not going to kiss you or pull you down on that bed,” I say. “I’m just going to think about it, but maybe you should move your hand.”

			“Right,” she says, but she doesn’t move her hand. “Roarke—”

			“Hannah,” I warn. “If you don’t move your hand, I’m going to shut the door, and I’m going to kiss you again.”

			“It’s just that—”

			I move to shut the door. She grabs a handful of my T-shirt. “No. No. Stop.” 

			I turn to face her again. “What are you doing?”

			She yanks her hand back. My jaw sets hard. “Let’s go see Snowflake.” I move to the door and wait for her. She stares at me for a good three seconds before she hugs herself and walks past me and into the hallway. Side by side, we walk down the stairs, and while I left her bag upstairs, our baggage is a load that hasn’t been left behind.

			We manage to escape without another encounter with Sue, but of course, the one we had will carry far and wide in the town. We exit to the front of the house, and I walk with her to the passenger’s door and open it. She turns to me, and I stop her before she starts. “Don’t tell me not to get your door. My mama might be gone, but she remains with me, and she brought me up right.”

			Considering she was also close to my mother, who passed when I was a freshman in college, her lips purse, but she doesn’t fight me on my manners; she climbs inside the truck. I shut her inside and round the truck. I’ve just settled in beside her when my cellphone buzzes with a text message. I pull it from my pocket and read it before I glance at Hannah. “Nick said he ate your cake pops. He was hungry. He’s not charging you for the tow, but—” I hesitate with the blow that follows, “your engine’s blown.”

			“No,” she says, turning to face me. “No. Please say no. I just bought that car.” She presses her hands to her face. “This can’t be happening.”

			I want to pull her to me and comfort her, but right now, I have no right to do any such thing. I can’t just touch her. I want to touch her so damn badly. “God works in mysterious ways, Hannah. There’s a reason you got that extra money for this job.”

			“To pay me off. I don’t want it. I’ll handle this.”

			“That money is not to pay you off,” I counter. “You have to know that.”

			“I’ll suck it up and finance a car,” she says, as if I haven’t even spoken. “Thanks to this job, if I do it well, and I plan to, I’ll have a steady income.”

			I have about ten questions about what went wrong in L.A., but Jessica told me enough to stave off my urge to be too pushy too soon. I turn on the engine, and my cellphone rings again. I grab it and glance down to find Martha calling. I show the caller ID to Hannah. She groans. “Let’s just go see her. I’m starving anyway. I’ll eat her baked goods and sing better for it.” 

			“You sure?” I ask, still cognizant of her earlier discomfort. 

			“I need to make this festival the best Christmas festival ever. It has to be wonderful for everyone involved. I need to dig in, and meeting with Jessica and Martha will help.”

			My phone has stopped ringing and has started again. I glance down and sigh, answering, “Hi, Grandma,” as I return my gaze to Hannah. 

			“Is she okay? I heard she broke down. Is she with you?”

			“Yes,” I confirm. “She’s okay. She’s with me. And before you ask, yes, we’re headed to Jason’s place. We had to get her checked into her room.” 

			“Are you still in love with her?”

			“Grandma,” I warn.

			“That’s a yes. Oh, honey. I hope it works this time. Hurry. We all want to see her.”

			“We’ll be there in ten minutes.” I disconnect and shove my phone back in my pocket. “Maybe we should have a little whiskey after the cookies.”

			She laughs. “Then I’ll be singing something like ‘Happy Birthday’ to Snowflake. You know I don’t drink well.”

			I place the truck in gear. “And that’s a problem, why? You do remember what we’re about to endure?”

			“Right. Whiskey and ‘Happy Birthday’ it is.”

			I laugh and back us up, and it’s not long before we’re turning down the country road that leads to my place and to Jason’s. It also leads to the fork that connects to her family ranch that isn’t her family ranch anymore. That’s a dangerous emotional tightrope I lead her away from before this homecoming. “I built a veterinarian hospital.”

			“What?”

			“We have a full hospital now. I have three vet students at all times and another full-time vet.”

			“Wow.” She turns to face me. “That’s a big operation. Just for horses?”

			“The majority of what I treat personally is horses, but the vet I have on staff works for Sweetwater and other nearby locations. Plus, I don’t turn away special cases for any animal. You know that.” We pass through the Flying J entrance to Jason’s property. 

			“I can’t wait to see the hospital. And meet Snowflake,” she says as I pull us up to Jason’s house, where my grandmother is waiting on the porch. “And drink that whiskey.”

			“She loves you,” I remind her. “You’re family.”

			She turns to look at me. “If that were true, I wouldn’t be paid for my silence. If that were true—” She stops herself. “Never mind.” 

			She reaches for the door, and I dare to touch her, to gently catch her arm. “Wait. Please. Look at me.”

			She inhales and turns those beautiful green eyes of hers on me. “I’ve been gone for a long time.”

			“Too long,” I say softly. “Too damn long, Han. You are family. And time and distance didn’t wash that away. The money isn’t about paying you off. It’s about family taking care of family. I might not deserve you, but you don’t get less than everyone else. You deserve more than everyone else.” I release her arm. “You’ll feel it. I promise you. They’ll make you feel it.” I open my door and get out, willing this big family to make her see that she’s a member of it. And nothing and no one will change that, but even as I do, I feel like a damn hypocrite, because family is what drove us apart—just not this part of our family, I remind myself. 

			Hannah gets out of the truck, and my grandmother, all five feet one inch of her, with her long silver hair, comes flying down the stairs to greet her. In about sixty seconds, I’m at the front of the truck, watching my grandmother embrace Hannah, and I hear her say, “Welcome home, granddaughter,” only to have Hannah burst into tears. 

		


		
			Chapter Nineteen

			Hannah…

			The minute Ruth calls me granddaughter, my heart swells with emotions, the tears flowing of their own accord, and I know why. My grandmother died when I was five. Ruth was always next door; she was my other grandmother, the only one I really know at all. Marrying Roarke would have made that all the truer. Losing Roarke meant losing her, too, only right now, it doesn’t feel like I lost her at all, though I know I have. It’s not fair to put her in the middle of me and Roarke. I wouldn’t do that to her, but for now, it feels good to have her back, if only for a little while. 

			“Why are you crying, honey?” Ruth demands, pulling back to inspect me, her crystal-blue eyes so like Roarke’s, beautiful, intelligent, kind. They also see way too much. “This is supposed to be a happy homecoming,” she adds. 

			“It is,” I promise, swiping at my eyes. “It is happy. These are happy tears.” 

			“They better be,” she chides. “We’re thrilled you’re here and part of the festival, and if you ever go silent on me again, I’ll hunt you down. That’s a promise. Let me get a look at you.” She inches back a bit farther to give me a once-over, while I note that she’s still slender and fit. I think I need to try Pilates. She looks good. 

			“You are beautiful, honey,” she declares, when she’s the one who is beautiful, inside and out, her long silver hair and elegant features having aged like a fine wine. Her inner light, still so ever present. “My boy was a fool to lose you,” she declares. 

			My cheeks heat with that awkward comment. Roarke seems to respond, stepping to my side, the place I used to believe he’d always stand. “As you can see,” he says, “Grandma still knows how to get right to the point.” 

			Ruth points at him. “And how to keep you in line, boy.” She takes my hand. “Now, you go away. We’re going to do some girl talk and catch up.”

			She means she wants to drill me about me and Roarke. “I’d love that,” I say, at least about the time with her, not the talk about Roarke. “But,” I add, “I need to talk to everyone about the festival, and I think Roarke needs to be a part of that talk.”

			She crinkles her nose. “Fine, then. He stays for cookies and coffee and leaves for the girl talk. I’ll take you to my little cabin behind Roarke’s house if that’s what it takes to get some alone time.”

			“You’re still there?”

			“You betcha, honey,” she says. “Till the day I die. A perfect girl hideout.”

			In other words, I’m not getting out of that girl talk, even if I dodge it today. She wants to know what happened between me and Roarke, and she won’t stop until she gets answers, a conversation I’d avoided years before, and with reason. What do I say? Do I tell her he cheated? No. No, I discard that idea immediately. I won’t do that to Roarke. I loved Roarke. God, I still do. I won’t hurt him or talk badly about him ever. “I’d love to have some time with you and Martha, Ruth. It’s been a long time.”

			“I’m really not sure how I feel about being left out of the girl talk,” Roarke comments, “but Hannah promised to help me with Snowflake. You know how good she is with the forlorn animals.”

			“Oh my, yes,” Ruth says, looking at me. “You used to sing to the sick animals, and you just have this way with them that soothed them, like another Horse Wrangler! You two were going to be Mr. and Mrs.—” 

			“Ruth,” I say softly, warning her to stop, and it’s enough. She gives me an understanding look, purses her lips, and wraps her arm around me. “Let’s get you inside and get you fed. What have you eaten today? You look thin.”

			“Today? Coffee and two cake pops, since Nick ate the other two. I’d get mad at him, but he towed my car. I owe him a million cake pops.”

			“I’ll have Martha bake him some goodies for helping. We need to get you some real food before we feed you cookies.”

			“No, that’s okay. I’ll take the cookies. Last night I ate most of a pizza by myself. I feel like I’m having theme days. Yesterday, I lived on pizza. Today, I live on cookies. It’s really a fantasy feast to be envied. Tomorrow, however, I’ll live on vegetables. It all evens out. It’s all about balance.”

			Roarke laughs and opens the door to the house for us, his eyes lighting with mischief. “Vegetables make everything better, right, Han?” he teases, and it’s an inside joke that has my cheeks heating. It’s about me and him in a field of vegetables. It was after a fight. We were no longer fighting once we left that field. It’s not the kind of story you share with anyone, but it is one that you remember. 

			“The problem is that vegetables come with a short shelf life,” I reply. “The benefits only last so long.” 

			“It’s true,” Ruth says. “You have to feed your body with good things every single day.” She nudges me. “And cookies and cake pops.”

			“And pizza,” I add, and as she tugs me forward into the house, my gaze catches Roarke’s with a warning in my stare, one that I forget as soon as I enter the living room of Jason’s house; only when I was here before, it belonged to his parents. This realization, the finality of their deaths, steals my joy at the scent of Martha’s baked goods permeating the air. 

			“I can’t believe they’re gone,” I whisper. 

			“I know,” Ruth says, squeezing my arm. “It never feels right, but Jessica has brought new life to the place and to Martha.”

			Roarke steps behind us, and I can feel his presence pressing against me, the past that is lost, heavy in the room, in every possible way. “Come,” Ruth says, taking my hand and leading me forward, down a hallway. 

			It’s not long before I’m walking inside a large, beautiful kitchen where Martha and Jessica stand behind the center rectangular island with icing bags in hands and cookies in front of them. “Oh my God!” Martha exclaims, dropping her bag to run toward me, spry like she’s years younger than her seventy-something years, her gray hair much shorter and more old-fashioned than Ruth’s. 

			I’m swept into a hug by my “other grandma,” and this time, it’s Martha who cries, and her emotion pounds into me. She’s still living with the loss of Jason’s parents and her daughter. I’m a piece of the past connected to them, and suddenly, any past I have to overcome feels like nothing. 

			Before long, I’m hugging Jessica, too, and hearing all about the Flying J bakery that Martha and Jessica have made hugely successful with cookies in a major restaurant chain and a series of cookbooks. 

			I’m also recruited to help ice their new carrot cake cookies, as is Roarke, and the two of us end up at opposite endcaps, facing each other with icing bags in hand. “Is Jason around to talk about the festival?” I ask.

			“He’s at the new field throwing balls,” Jessica says. “He spends a couple of hours a day out there, but shoot your ideas at all of us.”

			“This is for the town with the camp as a press point, right? And maybe the bakery? We want adults and kids at the camp, correct? And I assume opportunities to donate to the charity benefiting from the camp?”

			“Exactly,” Jessica says. “Exactly.” Her eyes light. “What if we could become like the Christmas festival in the state? Or even beyond the state. Like Santa’s Workshop has nothing on us. I know that’s a big order for this year, but a girl can dream, right?”

			“We can make it pretty special,” I say. “We’ll get booths and snowblowers. We’ll decorate like crazy. The big thing is getting people here, which means using our assets.”

			“My baked goods?” Martha asks. “I can donate.”

			“Baked goods by the famous Grandma Martha is good,” I say. “But what if we hold a bachelor auction and recruit baseball players, and even firemen from local stations, even from Dallas, to be a part of it? Of course, we’ll make them all wear Santa hats.”

			“We have to have Santa hats,” Jessica laughs. 

			“Yes,” I agree primly. “We do. And we also have to act fast to make this happen, but I believe this would bring in big money for the charity. And if the players don’t want to agree to go on dates, they could auction off a dance, a kiss, or lunch. They could pick some prize that is their choice. We could also ask them all to donate an item to the auction—a ball, a signed shirt, or whatever.” I don’t breathe. My mind is working fast and I keep going, changing topics only slightly. “I’m already thinking about agreements with nearby hotels.” I laugh. “I’m talking a million miles an hour. Feel free to hate the idea but—”

			“I love it!” Martha says. “How about one winner gets to bake cookies with Jason and ask him questions?”

			“They might rather do that with just you,” I say. “You’re becoming a star in your own right.”

			“Agreed!” Jessica and Ruth chime in.

			Roarke’s eyes warm on me. “Agreed.”

			“Oh, you all,” Martha says. “I’m no star, though the Food Network did ask me to be a judge on Cupcake Wars. It’s very exciting!” She waves it off, though. “Enough about me. Getting back to Jason. We could let the person who wins try to hit a pitch Jason throws, or play ball with him, or just have coffee. We’ll have to get Jason in on it. Roarke,” she continues, looking at him, “no date for you, but you could introduce the winner to your horses or take a lady on a horseback ride.” She then glances at me, and I have a feeling a bombshell is coming, even before she says, “Of course, you could supervise, Hannah. That’s why I said he’s not up for auction for a date.” She glances between Roarke and me. “Because you two are a couple. We all know it, even if you two aren’t saying it yet.”

		


		
			Chapter Twenty

			Hannah…

			Roarke arches a brow at me, challenging me to reply to Martha. I do so without hesitation. I pick up a cookie and stuff it in my mouth. The sweet taste hits my tongue, and I spontaneously moan, which really isn’t the best reply to a question about Roarke. I try to fix this. I point to the cookie. “That moan was for the cookie, not Roarke.”

			Everyone laughs, including Roarke, which is one part good and one part bad, because I think I’ve made it seem like I might moan for Roarke. Which I did. 

			Just.

			Last. 

			Night.

			I try again. “Roarke and I aren’t a couple. I’m not even sure we’re really friends.”

			“You look at him like you want to gobble him up, like the cookie,” Martha teases.

			“I do not!”

			“I think you do,” Roarke interjects.

			“I do not.” I lean on the island to face off with him. “I do admit that you’re still hot, but that means nothing but trouble in my book. However, you’re really sweet to animals, you even save their lives, so we might, and that ‘might’ is a big one, get to the friend marker.” I pick up another cookie and look at Martha. “And these cookies are the best thing on planet earth.” I then look at Jessica. “How do I go about talking to the team about the auction, or would you prefer to do that? This part of the process will be urgent. We need to get the auction lined up to start advertising for it. And how do you think the guys would feel about posing in Santa hats for the marketing material?”

			Everyone laughs again, and Jessica says, “Why don’t we spend tomorrow together, getting everything moving?” 

			“Roarke will do it,” Ruth says. 

			“Shirtless,” Martha adds.

			Roarke holds up his hands. “Oh no. I keep my shirt on. The horses and I will do the hats. That’s where we draw the line.” He takes a bite of a cookie and eyes Martha. “And I agree. Your cookies are the best. Every new creation is better than the last.”

			“Thank you,” Martha says. “I’m thinking I’ll launch a gingerbread cookie for the festival. It seems Christmas appropriate. What do you think, Hannah? We could have an area for kids to decorate them, too?”

			“I love it,” I say. “Can you bake a batch so I can shoot some photos for the advertisements?”

			“I have to come up with the cookie,” Martha says. “But I’ll start working on it this evening and get something baked, even if it’s not the final recipe.”

			“Perfect,” I approve. “Now, let’s talk about rides, booths, events, as well as a scavenger hunt. Oh, and the town decorations. Is the mayor involved?”

			Roarke’s phone rings and he pulls it out of his pocket, eyeing the number and answering the call. “What’s up, Amanda?”

			Amanda isn’t a name I know, and I hate the way my stomach knots at his familiar tone with her. I don’t even know who this person is. Why am I reacting this way? 

			“I’ll be right there.” He disconnects. “I have an emergency that I need to attend to at the hospital.” He looks at me. “When you’re ready, call me. I’ll either come get you or send someone to pick you up.”

			“I’m not bothering you during an emergency,” I say. “Go, Roarke. Save a life.”

			“I’ll take her where she needs to go,” Jessica says. “No worries. Go. Go.”

			Roarke’s eyes linger on me, and I feel his hesitation before he gives Jessica a nod and turns and heads for the door. I hate the torment I just felt in him, and the idea that he’s distracted by me, yet again, while caring for an animal, bothers me. “I’ll be right back,” I say, and without looking at the room, I hurry after him. 

			I step onto the porch as he’s reaching his truck. “Roarke.” He turns to face me, surprise etched on his handsome face. 

			“You coming?”

			“Not now, but uh, saving animals is sexy. You know that, right?” It’s out before I can stop it, my gut driving me to say what it feels like he needs to hear, what lets him know I support him. And it’s not flirting. I’m just speaking the truth.

			My reward is a rumble of his deep, masculine laughter, the tension I’d sensed in him fading away. “I’m glad you think so.”

			“I’m going to come and sing to Snowflake when I’m done here. Okay?”

			“I’ll hold you to that,” he says, giving me a wink, before he climbs in his truck and starts the engine, a man headed out to be a hero, like he is most days. 

			I watch him back out and drive away, wishing I was with him, which isn’t new. I’ve wished I was with that man for years. Maybe it’s time to be friends. Maybe that’s how I reconcile that need. We were, after all, best friends. I lost a future husband. I lost a friend. Having one of the two back would be pretty wonderful. It’s a growth thing. It doesn’t have to be all or nothing for us. 

			The door opens behind me and then shuts as Jessica steps to my side. “You still love him.”

			I could deny the truth but why? “Sometimes love isn’t enough.”

			“Nothing is enough when you’re thousands of miles apart. I’ve gotten to know Roarke, and I wondered why he was alone. Now I know. He looks at you like you’re his beginning, middle, and end.”

			But I’m not, I think, and not just because he cheated. He didn’t even fight for me. He didn’t come after me. I swallow hard and remind myself of Martha fighting to survive the loss of a child. My problems are nothing. This festival is important. It’s about helping those who need help, about a charity for kids. “Let’s go talk to the mayor,” she says. “In answer to your question, yes, he’s involved. He wanted us to stop by today. I think you know him. Luke Kilmore.”

			I turn to look at her. “Luke’s the mayor?”

			“Yes. He said you two were friends.”

			“We’re more than friends,” I say. “Luke grew up here, too. He also became a rodeo star, and we crossed paths in Vegas a few years back.”

			“Oh,” she says. “Is this a problem?”

			“Nothing happened, but not by his choice. That was mine. He felt too close to Roarke. I just couldn’t do it.”

			Her lips curve. “Because you love Roarke. I think that’s pretty special. Years and miles apart and you were loyal to him. Let’s grab a cookie for the road and go see the ex-rodeo star. Seems we should auction him off, too, don’t you think? Find him a nice hot mama who isn’t you.”

			I laugh. “Yes, I do believe we need to auction him off.”

			She opens the door and glances back at me. “We’ll save you for Roarke and Roarke for you.” With that, she goes inside the house, leaving me to think about that premise. 

			Roarke.

			Me.

			Us.

			God.

			I want him. I want to forget the past and just be with the man I love, wrap him up for the holidays and make him mine, but I know me. I will never let go of the betrayal, and yet, I can’t seem to let go of him. I should put a Santa hat on the man and auction him off, but I won’t because it’s not just the betrayal I can’t let go of. It’s him. 

			But I go back to where I was a few minutes ago. Maybe we need closure, the kind I was looking for on some level by sleeping with him last night. I missed the mark, though. The closure we need is about forgiveness. I don’t have to forget. I do have to forgive, and that’s what leads us back to friendship. 

		


		
			Chapter Twenty-One

			Hannah…

			I follow Jessica into the house, and just the scent of baking cookies has my stomach growling. I really do need food, real food, but for now, I hurry back to the kitchen and enter to make an announcement. “I have an urgent need for cookies. Can I get some for the road?”

			Martha and Ruth laugh, and once I have a bag filled with cookies in my hand, the women sandwich me in a hug. “We’re so glad you’re back!” Martha explains.

			Ruth turns me to face her, her hands on my arms. “You’re my granddaughter. Don’t forget it.” She kisses my temple and sets me away from her. “Now, go plan this festival and then sing to Snowflake. That’s an order.” She winks. “And feel free to kiss Roarke for me if you want to.”

			My cheeks are, once again, heating. These women are so good at making me blush, but then they always were. It’s funny how those things you hated in your youth, you endure with fondness when you grow up. 

			A few minutes later, I’m in a sleek black BMW with Jessica, both of us stuffing our faces with cookies. “She’s really a brilliant baker,” Jessica says, starting the car. “I’m so lucky I have the opportunity to allow the world to taste her food.”

			“It’s amazing the way you came in and turned her skills into a business.”

			“From divorce attorney to entrepreneur,” she says, backing up. “I blame her cookies for inspiring me. Now you’re an entrepreneur, too. I love that this little town manages to become an opportunity for so many. I hope we can keep that going, use the festival to create more great things for more people.”

			I know now why Jason loves her and Roarke approves of her place by his friend’s side. She’s really a generous, good soul. 

			“You know,” she says, glancing over at me. “I’m pretty excited about the festival. It showcases my two favorite people in the world: Jason and Martha.”

			Funny thing is that I would have said Roarke and Ruth were my two favorite people. They were family. Right now, they still feel like family. 

			“Do we need to talk about this thing with you and Luke any further before we get to the courthouse?”

			“There’s nothing more to tell.”

			“Did you date when you were in Sweetwater?” she asks, and I suddenly wonder if this is about Roarke or me. I do believe she’s protecting him, which could bristle my nerves, but it doesn’t. I like that she’s protective. I’m envious that he has that in his life. That he has this place in his life. 

			“We didn’t,” I say, and while there is more to add, it comes back to one place. “I was always all about Roarke.” I glance over at her. “And that story, the one of Roarke and me, is Roarke’s to tell, not mine.”

			“It’s your story, too.”

			“But this is his place and his people.”

			She huffs at that. “Oh please. This place and these people are yours, too. That’s quite obvious to see.”

			“Nevertheless,” I say, not about to argue this point, “Roarke and I were engaged. Now we’re not. The rest is his story.”

			She glances over at me, presses her lips together in an obvious effort to stop herself from asking more questions. That must not be working because she grabs a cookie and shoves it in her mouth. I laugh and do the same. 

			The rest of the short drive is cookies and talking about the town decorations. We pull into the courthouse with a vision of candy canes and Christmas trees to present to Luke. We find the tall, blond, and quite good-looking ex-rodeo star in his office, scowling at the paperwork in front of him. “Why the heck are you the mayor of this town?” I demand. 

			His gaze jerks upward, and he stands. “Holy hell, I don’t know, and get your sweet ass over here and give me a hug.” 

			We meet at the end of the desk, and he looks like himself in faded jeans, a button-down rodeo-style shirt, and boots. The office says otherwise. “Come here, girl.” He hugs me, which was wholly brotherly in the past, but then he adds, “You need to sing to me and get me all worked up again.” I grimace and push away from him.

			“I didn’t sing to you.” I poke his chest. “I sang to the bar.”

			“But damn, baby, you got me hot under the collar.”

			“Tequila got you hot under the collar. You were drunk.”

			“Your point?” he challenges. “I knew what I was doing. Is that why you walked me to my room and tucked me in like I was a two-year-old who needed a blankie, not a man?”

			“Oh good Lord, Luke,” I say. “Stop talking. What happens in Vegas is supposed to stay in Vegas, remember? You told me that enough times that night.” 

			In Vegas, where he was drinking his way past his girlfriend cheating. The cheating part is what almost won me over. I related to his pain. He pulls back to look at me. “Nothing happened to stay in Vegas, though it should have. You’re as pretty as sunshine on a rainy day, and that was a rainy day. As is today, because believe you me, me behind this desk is a damn thunderstorm.” 

			I twist around to motion Jessica forward. “Nothing happened between us. Don’t read into this.”

			“I already said that,” Luke chimes in behind me. “I told her you tucked me in like I was a two-year-old. That doesn’t exactly say we were knocking boots, babe. You were too hung up on Roarke despite him breaking your damn heart just like Karen did mine.” He eyes Jessica. “Hi, Jessica.”

			“Hi, Luke,” Jessica says. “Always interesting when we meet.” 

			“Seriously,” I say as he shakes Jessica’s hand. “Why are you here, in this town, and mayor of all things? What’s happening? Are you still drinking tequila?”

			He doesn’t laugh. He scrubs his jaw and motions to the seats in front of his desk. “Let me tell you two pretty ladies a story. And for the record, I might need tequila before this job is done with me.”

			We claim our seats, and he rests his arms on the desk that is a big ol’ wooden thing but looks small compared to him. He’s big, tall, and muscular from wrestling bulls. “I thought your parents moved to Dallas and you were a rodeo star? I’m living in the Twilight Zone.” 

			“My dad hated the big city. He came back here and took over as, you guessed it, mayor. He then proceeded to rupture a disc in his back. I was on a break, six months off until I go back to the circuit as a judge this time. He made me acting mayor, which yes, that can happen in Sweetwater. It did.” He rubs his hands together. “So, let me get to mayor duty for this town and doing what good I can while I’m here. We’re having a festival. Do I get to ride a damn bull for this festival or is it all just gingerbread men and candy canes?”

			“You,” Jessica says, “get to be auctioned off for charity. You do not have to kiss your date, but you do have to smile real pretty at her.”

			He groans. “Old Lady Misty will buy me. I’m screwed.”

			We both laugh because Old Lady Misty is also the cat lady who has lived here for as long as I have walked this earth. She’s eccentric but sweet. “This is for the children’s hospital, right?” I ask.

			“Yes,” Jessica says. “A good cause.”

			“A very good cause,” I say. “And if she wins you, you get to play with kittens.” His eyes light, and I point. “Don’t make a bad joke about another kind of kitten.”

			He holds up his hands. “I’m innocent. Don’t make Jessica think I’m a dirty cowboy.” 

			“I went to school with you. You are a dirty cowboy.”

			“Not anymore. And fine. Fine. I’ll do it because Lord only knows I’m still the single-est bastard in this town.” He eyes me. “Next to Roarke, but then you’re back. You back with him?”

			“Roarke and I are none of your business,” I say because I’m not inviting a proposition. And the truth is, part of me wants to scream at the idea of Roarke being single and free. I want to claim him, and that’s a scary reaction. 

			“Let’s talk about those gingerbread men and a whole bunch of candy canes.”

			Jessica and I chime in and find out that the town has pretty much no budget. Luke does, though, and he donated ten grand to be used for the festival or the charity. We leave in a happy place and end up at the diner down the road, where I have my first meal of the day at six o’clock. 

			“He’s a good guy,” Jessica says, once we’ve ordered. 

			“He’s always been a good guy. This town is pretty good at making them that way, I think.”

			“You didn’t tell him that you’re not with Roarke.”

			“Luke and I are not a future couple. Luke, however, has been burned by a woman, and I think he just doesn’t want to be alone anymore. I don’t need him making me his backup plan.”

			“He’s gorgeous and smart. He’s a rodeo star. What’s wrong with him? Why is he alone?”

			“He’s jaded, I think, after his girlfriend cheated on him. And I know he has a lot of groupies on the road, which is great at first, but those people don’t really care about you. I imagine much like Jason must have experienced in baseball.”

			“That’s true. He did. Buckles Bunnies. That’s the groupies, and don’t even get me started on that. Bottom line. He was cold and guarded when I met him, but you and Luke—”

			“Never happened. Won’t happen. I’ve already told you, he even told you, that I’ve always been all about Roarke.” The waitress fills our coffee cups, and I grab the creamer. “Even in L.A.”

			She links her fingers under her chin. “Did you date?”

			“I did. I even had a few who stuck around a bit, but my heart just wasn’t in it. Roarke ruined all men to follow.” I want to ask what she knows about Roarke’s recent history, but I bite back the questions.

			“You can’t hold a torch for him all these years. You have to be with him or let him go. The same goes for him. This isn’t healthy.”

			“I have no idea what Roarke has been doing all these years.”

			“He wasn’t falling in love with another woman, I can tell you that. What is wrong with you two? Why aren’t you together?” 

			I inhale and let it out. “I’m sorry. It’s— I can’t talk about this. It’s complicated. It’s between me and Roarke.”

			She flattens her hands on the table. “Good grief, we hired the right person to keep things private around here. I’m in the inner circle, and even I can’t get any gossip.”

			I laugh. “How about some fashion world gossip instead?”

			“I’d love some fashion world gossip, but damn it, woman. I can tell how much you love Roarke. Life is short. Don’t lose each other again. And one way or the other, you have to free your hearts for each other or someone else.” 

			She’s right. I realize in this moment, with Jessica, that she is absolutely right. “You think Roarke has held on, too?”

			“Honey, I know he has. I’ve talked to Jason about this. You’re it for that man.”

			I pick up my coffee and sip, drinking in her words with the warm beverage. “We lost each other a long time ago,” I say, glancing at her, “but being back, being with him again, I meant what I said earlier. Maybe we’ll find friendship again.” 

			“I don’t know what happened between you two, but I’m here if you need to talk.” She pulls out a folder from her bag. “But now, let’s cheer up and get all wrapped up in Christmas even though I’m going to secretly hope that you get all wrapped up in Roarke.”

			I did, I think. Last night. The problem is that I’m still all wrapped up in Roarke.

		


		
			Chapter Twenty-Two

			Roarke…

			I get Old Man Levor’s poor pup, who was hit by a car, stabilized and resting well before I leave him with Nathan, one of my interns, and head outside for some air. I step outside the vet offices that have been a part of our operation since long before I took over five years ago now, back when my father was the king here. A blessed cool breeze lifts around me, the hope of fall finally showing itself rather than pretending to be summer, the hint of a holiday season arriving with it. A holiday with Hannah present. I didn’t think I’d ever see that day again, but I wanted to, damn straight I wanted to. But being here and being with me are two different things. 

			I walk toward one of the gated areas where a beauty of a stallion, who just arrived and hasn’t been broken in, is grazing. The owner, who hired me to train him, named him Warrior, and it’s fitting. He’s regal and abrasive, but we’ll fix the abrasive part when he learns how much love his beauty will get him. I’ve just reached the enclosure when the sound of an approaching vehicle has me turning. The minute I eye Jason’s truck, I grimace and turn away. Hannah still hasn’t shown up, and damn it, I want her here. I need her here. She belongs here, with me, and in ways she doesn’t even know, not yet, ways I intended to make her believe in me again; only her showing up, before I could go to her, complicates that presentation. 

			Jason joins me, and we both stand there, studying the horse for several minutes, before he says, “You’re still so fucking in love with her.”

			“Was that ever in question?”

			He turns to look at me. “No. But I didn’t see it, and I should have. I was too wrapped up in my own bullshit to see beyond that shit.”

			“I wouldn’t have talked about it anyway.”

			“Bullshit,” Jason murmurs. “I would have made you talk about it just like you made me talk about the crap that almost ruined me with Jessica. I let you down.”

			“You didn’t let me down, man. You’re—you’re family.”

			“So is she.”

			“Yeah,” I say. “Yeah, she is.” I turn away from him, feeling the punch in my gut at how right he is and how wrong this has all gone.

			Jason faces the enclosure again with me, both of us silent a few moments, before he adds, “I would have made you do something to get her back or made you move on a long time ago.”

			“I didn’t want to move on, and now that she’s back, I still don’t.” I look over at him. “I have to get her back.”

			“Then let’s talk about that. She thinks you cheated. Make her believe you when you tell her you didn’t.”

			“It’s not that simple, man. There are things you don’t know. Things I’m not ready to talk about.”

			“Fair enough, but why did she think you cheated?”

			“The why doesn’t matter,” I say, not about to get into the topic of the video, which came from a source that will only set a fire I’m not ready to light. “She believed it. She didn’t even consider listening to what I had to say. Even now, after all these years, every damn time I’ve been with a woman, I’ve wished I was with Hannah.”

			“Then whatever the complication is, whatever you won’t talk to me about, find a way to simplify that shit. You’re good at that. You do it for the animals all the time. You do it for the people you teach to handle the horses. You do it for the interns. I’ve seen you. Do it for yourself. The way you’re going to do it for those kids who come here and learn from you.” He knocks on the wooden gate. “I need to get home. I promised my grandmother I’d spend some time with her tonight, and I’ve learned that we don’t always get a tomorrow. You should remember that, too.” Leaving me with the lesson he learned after losing his parents so damn tragically, the one driven home by my father’s stroke, he turns and walks away. 

			He’s right, of course, he’s right, but his lesson is double-sided for me. Our parents, all of our parents, got into a nasty war that ultimately led to Hannah’s family losing their land. It also led to some nastiness between families that included framing me for cheating. I can save myself by telling Hannah everything, but then Hannah and Jason would find out how shitty their parents are and were. And I’m not sure Hannah can forgive me for what my father did to her parents any more than she can forgive her parents for what they did to us. What I am sure of is that Hannah coming home is like the hand of a clock that’s been stuck but now moves. It’s time for change. It’s time for resolution. It’s time for me to fight for Hannah. It’s past time for me to fight for Hannah. 

			I can’t live another day without that woman. 

		


		
			Chapter Twenty-Three

			Hannah…

			Once we set the topic of me and Roarke aside, Jessica and I huddle up there in the diner and do some major brainstorming. It becomes apparent that we really do get along so very well and our shared excitement for the festival feeds that connection. Jason calls somewhere in the middle of our third cups of coffee and promises to have at least a couple of guys for the auction in the next twenty-four hours. When we’re wrapped up and walking out to her car, I groan. “I haven’t even checked on my car. I need to get a rental, which is going to be about an hour drive. Maybe Nick can take me.”

			We climb inside her BMW, and Jessica is as generous as always. “I can take you into the city tomorrow. No worries at all.”

			I shake my head. “No. I’m not asking you to do that.” 

			She waves that worry away. “You didn’t ask at all. What are friends for if not to help? And we need you mobile. Come on. I’ll take you to sing to Snowflake. I’ll let Roarke get you home. Or not.” 

			I scowl, and she laughs, but I let it go. I could avoid an awkward moment with Roarke by seeing Snowflake after I get my own transportation again, but Snowflake needs comfort. And I need to see her. And Roarke. Lord help me, I need to see Roarke.

			I sink into the leather of my seat and think about last night; every touch, every kiss, every moment is suddenly back with me. I didn’t want it to end, and the abrupt way that it ended was like reliving the past. One minute I was with him, and the next minute, I wasn’t. I’ve never felt like we had closure. 

			Jessica pulls up in front of the veterinary office that sits on Roarke’s property, and I realize that I haven’t even asked about his father. “How is his father?”

			“He had a stroke, and from what I hear, it was rough. He moved to a retirement community down in Georgetown.”

			“A stroke,” I whisper, and I know, I know how badly that must have affected Roarke. And I wasn’t here, but I have to remind myself that wasn’t my doing. I shake myself and look at Jessica. “Thank you for the ride. I’m excited to get started on everything.”

			“Do you want to come to the house and work tomorrow?” she asks. “We can get your car and then hunker down together.”

			“Yes. Great. What time?”

			“How about ten? I’ll pick you up.”

			“Perfect,” I say, exiting the car and settling my purse across my chest to securely hang at my hip. 

			Jessica pulls out of the drive, and I turn to wave before facing the office again. Roarke’s truck is right beside me. He’s here for sure. My gaze lifts and finds the stable to my left, and I know that’s where all the sick horses are housed. Snowflake will be there. I start walking, motion detectors setting off lights on a designated path that leads me straight to the door. 

			I reach the stable and enter the well-lit building to find a horse to my left, with Roarke on one knee next to a pretty redhead, giving her instructions. The horse shuffles slightly. “You’re nervous. It’s making him nervous.”

			“I don’t want to get kicked.”

			“You’re going to get kicked by acting nervous,” Roarke warns. “The animals sense your emotions.”

			“I’m clearly better with small animals.” The redhead stands, and Roarke follows her to her feet. “You need to just deep breathe, Allison.” 

			Allison’s gaze shifts and lands on me, and my God, she’s gorgeous. Really, really gorgeous. “Hello,” she says, and she’s not even a little standoffish. She’s friendly. She’s a nice person, I just feel it, as silly as that might seem. And she’s working with Roarke, who has a thing for redheads, or he did when we were growing up. He dated a girl in high school and—

			Roarke turns to find me there, and his eyes light. “Hannah.” 

			My instinct is to protect myself from this man, to run before he can hurt me again, but he’s completely and instantly engaged with my presence, and already he has closed the space between us. His hand reaches for me as if it will land on my waist, but he catches himself and curls his fingers in his palm. Leaning closer, he lowers his voice and says, “Now would be a good time to ask.”

			“Ask?”

			“You’re killing me here, woman,” he murmurs, and it’s then that I realize what he means. He’s not thinking of the redhead. He’s thinking about me. He wants me to ask him to kiss me. He wants it to be okay to casually touch me. And Lord help me, I want him to touch me. I want things that will only lead me to heartache. I want everything I lost to be found and never lost again. If only that were possible. If only—

			“Can we talk? You know,” I lower my voice, “alone?”

			“Take the night off, Allison,” Roarke calls over his shoulder and then refocuses on me. “Come with me, Han,” he murmurs, and this time, he doesn’t resist touching me. He catches the fingers of one of my hands with his, and while it’s a barely-there touch, that “Han” along with the connection about undoes all my reserve. Han might seem like a silly name to many, but it’s not to me. It’s what he’s called me all my life, what no one else calls me. It’s a joke that became an endearment to me. It’s memories and love and passion. It’s everything we were, which was everything. 

			He leads me past Allison, deeper into the stable, which is large with a long walkway. I might follow him if he were anyone else, but he’s quick to ensure that we’re side by side, like we’re together. He’s not pulling me. He’s not leading me anywhere. His touch is pure heat, warmth spreading up my arm and across my chest. I could pull back, I could tell him not to touch me, and I know that Roarke would let me go, and he’d hesitate all the more in the future, too. I just can’t seem to want him to let me go, and yet, too soon, he does.

			He motions to the right, to an opening on my side of the walkway. We step inside an empty stall well away from Allison’s hearing, and the scent of the stables, hay, and horses is all about history, memories, family. I stop just inside the doorway and turn to face him, but our fingers are still joined. He steps into me. I don’t step back. 

			“I’m struggling with so many memories and feelings,” I whisper. “I want to pretend we’re us again.”

			“We don’t have to fucking pretend. I love you, woman. I have always loved you.”

			I’m not stunned by these words. I just don’t know what they mean to him anymore. “And I love you,” I say, comfortable in the honesty of those words, far more so than I was in the fake flippancy of last night. “But we both know that I’m never going to get over you cheating.”

			His jaw clenches and his fingers slide away from mine, he withdraws, just as he has for years, and that cuts. Instinctively, defensively, I fold my arms in front of me and take a solid step backward. 

			He runs fingers through the longish strands of his dark hair, leaving it a rumpled, sexy mess before his hands settle on his hips. “I didn’t cheat.”

			Anger comes hard and fast. “Is that why you didn’t come after me? Because your mind was on me and not her?”

			“I didn’t even know that woman. I don’t know that woman. I didn’t cheat. And as for why I didn’t come after you, aside from having a family situation here that I didn’t know about until you ran off—”

			“I didn’t run off. I left. There’s a difference.”

			“Actually, you’re right. You left. You made that decision. You didn’t even think about hearing me out. You didn’t just leave, Hannah, you got on a plane and went to L.A., without so much as telling me. You made it pretty clear that there was more going on than a foolish accusation.”

			“What does that even mean, Roarke? What more was going on?”

			“You wanted out. You wanted a reason to take a break.”

			“I did not want a reason to take a break. I was dying inside after I received that video. You didn’t even come for me. You and that woman—”

			He steps closer to me again. “I didn’t cheat. Why would I want that woman? I’ve dated since you left. I’ve tried to move the fuck on. I haven’t been celibate, Hannah, but no one was you. I don’t know why I’m saying this. You don’t believe me. Why the hell were you going to marry me if you had so little faith in me?” He holds up a hand. “Don’t answer. I don’t need my heart ripped out of my chest yet again. Do you still want to meet Snowflake?”

			“Roarke—”

			“Not now, Hannah. If you know me at all, you know when I hit a wall, I’ve hit a wall.”

			“If I know you at all? Me coming back, all I did was open our wounds, so we can bleed together, right?”

			He inhales and steps to me again, and I can’t even believe how much relief I feel with that move on his part. He lifts his hand and brushes hair behind my ear. “If I could bleed for you, if I could take all the pain for you, I would, but maybe that’s the problem. Maybe that was my mistake.”

			“I don’t understand.”

			“I know, and the truth is, Han, I don’t know how to make you understand. Just know this: if I could turn back time and have a do-over, I’d find a better way. I’d make sure we ended up together. Do you want to meet Snowflake?”

			“Yes, please.”

			“I’ll show you where she is.”

			I nod, and this time, he doesn’t reach for my hand, the absence of his touch leaving me cold and wanting. He steps out of the stall and waits on me in the walkway. I step to his side, and we walk three stalls down to the corner, the final door, and stop. “She’s drugged and resting. She’s been uneasy.” 

			He opens the door, and I step inside to find the white beauty laying down, which is a true sign of just how drugged she is. Most people don’t know that horses do sleep laying down, at least that’s their deep REM sleep, but they rarely get caught on the ground. As animals prey upon them in the wild, they’re hypersensitive to noises. They’re up before we know they were down. 

			“Poor girl,” I whisper, moving toward her and kneeling. 

			For the next few minutes, I talk to her, and yes, I start to sing, a soft country song: “Bless the Broken Road” by Rascal Flatts. A song about choices, about a path that was broken. No. It’s really about finding your way back home, whatever home means to you.  I have no idea why this song always comes to me when I’m with the animals, but it just feels like it speaks to their plight of feeling lost in the moment. It hits a little too close to home, to me and Roarke right now, though, but I’m committed. I keep singing. Soon, I’m sitting next to Snowflake, stroking her nose, and now I’ve changed songs. I’ve decided to get into the festival mood, and I launch into “Rudolph the Red-Nosed Reindeer.” 

			Roarke laughs and sits down next to me. He even joins me in a few Christmas carols for Snowflake’s benefit, and I don’t know how long the two of us just sit there with Snowflake, but I never did in the past, either. “I need to check on a dog I operated on earlier,” Roarke says. “I’ll be back. Unless you want to come with me?”

			“How bad is the dog?”

			“Pretty bad.”

			I stroke Snowflake’s nose. “I’ll be back tomorrow, girl. I promise.” I kiss her, and Roarke is already standing. He offers me his hand, and all the tension between us has faded. I slide my palm into his, and he helps me to my feet. 

			The heat between us is instant, the history filling all the empty spaces between us. “I know after what happened earlier this is crazy for me to say, but Roarke, it’s good to be back here. It’s good to be here with you.”

			“It’s good to have you back, Hannah.”

			Hannah, not Han. His guard is up, and I want to tear it down, proof that I’m a conflicted mess where Roarke is concerned, but in this moment, I don’t care. “I’m going to make my homecoming special. I’m going to make this Christmas festival special. And I’m going to be here to sing to Snowflake every day until she gives birth.”

			“Snowflake and I are going to hold you to that.” He lifts my hand and kisses my knuckles. “I guess I just broke a promise. I kissed you before you asked.”

			“The hand doesn’t count,” I say, my voice raspy with emotion. 

			“Careful now. I’ll take liberties and decide I can kiss other places, and it won’t count.”

			“I’ll let you know if you cross a line.”

			“Roarke!” 

			At the sound of a panicked male voice shouting his name, Roarke tears away from me and bursts out of the stall. I follow him, sealing up Snowflake, and when I exit the stables on his heels, it’s to a helicopter landing near the hospital. A few minutes later, I’m watching as a horse is being wheeled into the building, and the magnitude of how special this man is, of how much he does for animals overwhelms me. He was always bigger than life, and a part of me, when faced with that on a real level, when I was his partner in life, was intimidated. For just a moment, I consider his accusation that I ran. Did I run? Was I scared? Was I so intimidated that I felt I wasn’t good enough? 

			As I stand there with that question in the air, Roarke screams my name. “Hannah! I need you!”

			Hannah! I need you! The words radiate through me, and I take off running, but this time, it’s not away from Roarke. I’m running to him. 

		


		
			Chapter Twenty-Four

			Hannah…

			I reach the hospital, and Roarke is waiting on me. “I’m short an assistant,” he says. “I called in staff, but I can’t wait. Are you up to scrubbing in for me?”

			“Yes. Yes. Of course.” It’s something I’ve done in the past, to the point that it was once second nature. To the point that he wanted me to go to vet school, but the idea of failing an animal was just too much for me. “What’s the situation?” 

			“Bella’s a prize-winning racehorse who now has what is likely a career-ending fracture.” His lips thin. “But I could give a shit about her career. I care about her life and her pain.”

			And he does. Like his father before him, he hates horses being used for sport, but rather than that driving him away from caring for them, it pushes him to want to be there to ensure someone takes proper care of them. “I know you do. I’m here to help. Let’s do this.” 

			He turns for the door and holds it open, and in a matter of minutes, I’m standing with Roarke and several people from the helicopter crew who’ve graciously stayed to offer us aid, watching as they further sedate the horse, a beautiful black beauty. Once the horse is stable and prepped for surgery, it’s just me and Roarke in the operating room. 

			For the first time in years, I stand beside him, handing him any tool he needs, when he needs it, and watching him work. I’m once again in awe of his skills, his calmness, his focus. It’s a good half hour into surgery when two of his crew, both unknowns to me, quietly join us, but I hold my position. Roarke is focused. We all work to help him, not to distract him. 

			This animal is his life and his world when she’s in front of him. There is nothing else, and this surgery is an example of at least part of my reasoning for staying behind in Dallas when he returned for Snowflake. I was emotional, and I would have delayed his return, distracted his attention, even, and being here for Snowflake when she needed him was what mattered. 

			It’s hours later when the surgery is complete and I’ve officially met the staff that helped us with surgery, while Roarke works through a care rotation for Bella and Snowflake, taking the first shift himself. While he’s talking with his team, I join Bella in the stable where she’s resting.

			Easing down beside her, I sit, stroking her nose, singing to her softly. Roarke joins me and sits down next to me, and this is not an unfamiliar scene. Even in our youth, we’d nurse the animals his father cared for. We look at each other, and there is a world of history and love between us right now. All the bad is gone. Funny how animals heal us, even if it’s only for a short while. We sink lower against the wall, and somehow, at some point, my head settles on his shoulder, my lashes heavy. I don’t even remember when I fall asleep. 

			The next thing I know, Roarke is kneeling beside me, caressing my cheek. “Hey,” he says softly. 

			“Hey.” I sit up and check on Bella, who’s sedated and sound asleep. “She’s okay?”

			“Yes. One of my crew is going to take over. Let’s let her rest. It’s almost four in the morning.” He stands and pulls me to my feet. “Let’s get you to a bed.”

			Realization comes hard and fast. “I have no car. I have to get a rental tomorrow but right now—”

			“Stay here.” His hand comes down on my hip, and he steps into me. “Stay with me, Hannah. We’re both exhausted, and I want you to stay.”

			There are so many reasons to say no, but none of them seem to matter. Not tonight. Not now. “Yes, but—”

			“Don’t finish that sentence.” His hand settles on my face. “Ask me,” he says, and somehow it’s both an order and a question, which is so Roarke. He’s strong, demanding, even, but in the right ways, at the right times.

			But I don’t ask, not with words. I push to my toes and press my lips to his. He leans into the connection, and his tongue presses past my lips. The taste of him isn’t sex or demand; it’s tenderness, it’s love. It’s friendship. It’s all the things we once were and so much of me wants us to be again. 

			He draws back, strokes my hair behind my ear, and then, wordlessly, laces the fingers of one hand with mine. Together, side by side, we walk toward the main house. “I heard your father had a stroke and moved away.”

			“Yes to both. I took over the house about a year ago. My old place is now where the interns stay.”

			His place being a much smaller house on the other side of the property. “I can’t believe your father left. Why? Where is he? I’m confused. He loved this place.”

			“He officially retired and moved to Georgetown with some woman he met.”

			I glance up at him in disbelief. “Some woman he met? You didn’t know her?” They were close, too close for that statement to make sense. 

			His lips thin, and he wraps his arm around me. “As I said, he had a stroke, and therein lies the answers you’re asking for. He wasn’t the same afterward.” 

			“That still tells me nothing.”

			“He couldn’t operate. His hand wasn’t steady, and he just got angrier and angrier. He rented a place in Dallas, and the next thing I knew, he was buying a house with some woman he met.”

			Some woman he met. Those words again, and they say so much. Roarke is not pleased by this development. 

			We reach the giant winding porch of the blue ranch house and head up the stairs. I want to ask more about his father, about how this makes him feel, but there is a weariness about him tonight. He’s exhausted from the surgery. I know him. Now is not the time. Will there ever be a time that it’s right for me to ask? Do I want there to be? I think yes. I think it’s time I admit that this man is still important to me. He’s still so very important to me. 

			We enter the house that was remodeled not long before I left for college, and it’s as beautiful and modern as I remember, with hardwood floors and leather furniture and towering ceilings. We walk the stairs toward the upper level and then down a long walkway toward the master bedroom that had once been his father’s. 

			Entering the large room with a steepled ceiling, it’s odd for me to be in Roarke’s space. He sits down on the end of a massive oak bed with huge posts, which wasn’t here before, that exhaustion I’d sensed downstairs now radiating off him. I sit next to him, and he falls back on the mattress. “We both need showers, but holy hell, I need to just lay here a moment.”

			I lie back with him, and we both stare up at the ceiling for several long minutes before, in unison, we look at each other. His fingers brush my cheek. “It was good having you here tonight and not hating me.”

			I catch his hand, emotion welling in my chest. “I don’t hate you.”

			“No, tonight you didn’t, but tomorrow’s a new day.” 

			I curl up next to him, on his shoulder, and he folds me close. “I don’t hate you, Roarke,” I whisper. I can’t hate you, I add silently. I love him too damn much. 

			He doesn’t reply. We just lay there, and I know we have to get up and clean up, but right now, it’s us, it’s right. He’s warm and wonderful and holding me when I thought he’d never hold me again. For now, I just want to live right here in his arms, and I silently will him to wait a little longer to get up. He gives me that wish, and I snuggle in closer to him, my hand on his chest, his heart steady beneath my palm, my eyes heavy, my lashes lowering. And for the time being, I block out the bad, and all is perfect in my world; having Roarke in my life again is perfect. 

		


		
			Chapter Twenty-Five

			Hannah…

			My eyes pop open as a voice calls out, “Roarke! Roarke!” 

			“Ruth,” I whisper and sit up straight, as does Roarke, sunlight trying to burn my eyeballs from my head through the parted curtain. 

			Ruth’s voice lifts in the air again. “Roarke!”

			“My grandmother,” he says, as if the voice has just started to process in his mind. 

			“Obviously we fell asleep and never showered.” 

			“Are you up there, Roarke? Don’t make my old ankles walk the stairs.” 

			“Oh God, she’s coming up here.”

			“Easy, Han,” Roarke says, his hands coming down on my shoulders. “We’re dressed. It’s not like we’re naked and rolling around in the sheets, though I wouldn’t complain if we were.”

			“We’re in your bedroom. She’s going to think that we were.”

			“And that matters why?”

			“Because everyone is trying to make us a couple again.”

			“Right,” he says, releasing me. “We wouldn’t want that. I’ll catch her before she gets up here.” 

			I grab his arm. “I didn’t mean that the way it came out.”

			“There you are!” Ruth exclaims, entering the room, and while perhaps I shouldn’t feel a burning need to make what just went wrong with Roarke right, I do. God, I really do. 

			“Roarke,” I whisper, my hand still holding onto his arm. 

			“Oh, Hannah, we’ve been worried sick.” 

			At this announcement from Ruth, I release Roarke and turn around to face her. “Worried?” My brows furrow. “I don’t understand.”

			“Jessica went to pick you up, and you weren’t at your hotel, and you’re not answering your phone.”

			I blink. “Right. I have no idea where my purse and phone are right now.” 

			“You must have left them at the stable,” Roarke suggests. 

			“What’s going on, you two?” Ruth asks, looking between us. “Because you’re both a mess. You sure don’t look like it’s been a night of hot loving.”

			“Grandma,” Roarke chides, while I urgently cross my legs with the need to pee like a Russian racehorse, and having actually met a Russian racehorse, thanks to Roarke, I’m one of the few people who understands that statement. When a horse pees, get out of the way.

			“I’m just keeping it real, honey,” Ruth replies, plucking her tongue at Roarke and looking between us. “You two are a mess.” She waggles a finger at me. “And you, missy. We weren’t sure if you were in danger or Roarke ran you off.”

			“I don’t run off that easily,” I assure her. “But I’m so very sorry for scaring everyone and letting Jessica run around looking for me. Roarke had an emergency case last night, and I stayed and helped. I came up here to shower, and we sat down to talk, and that was it. We were asleep.” 

			I can almost feel Roarke’s anger at my explanation. I came up here to shower. No. No. I came up here to be with him. God. Can I make this any worse with him? I’m confused. I don’t know what I want or what I feel. 

			Ruth’s cellphone rings, and she grabs it from the side of the big bag at her hip, answering and then quickly saying, “I’ve got her. She helped Roarke with surgery and fell asleep. All is well.” She glances at me but keeps talking to the caller. “Yes. Yes. I’ll bring her for gingerbread cookie tasting, but she needs a shower and some sleep first. Let’s make it after lunch. Yes. Right. We’ll handle it.” She disconnects. “I told Jessica I’d take you to get a car.”

			Not Roarke, I think. Of course not Roarke. Roarke has things to do, like sleep and be pissed at me. 

			“How did the emergency turn out?” Ruth asks. 

			“Racehorse with a broken leg,” Roarke says. “She’ll recover, but she won’t race again.”

			“It was tough surgery,” I add quickly. “Roarke was incredible.”

			“He always is, honey,” Ruth agrees. “You of all people know that. I always thought you’d end up a vet yourself.”

			“I’m better behind the scenes and behind the camera.” I glance at Roarke, but he doesn’t look at me. “I don’t have Roarke’s calm confidence.” 

			He doesn’t comment. He glances at his watch. “I need to get down there and check on Bella.” 

			“I’ll come, too,” I offer. “But I have to pee first. I’ll meet you down there.” He nods and heads for the door. “Don’t you need to pee, too?”

			He glances over his shoulder at me. “I don’t do such things. You know that.” He pauses beside his grandmother, kisses her, and heads out into the hallway. 

			I’d laugh at his joke, but it was dry and stiff when he’s never dry and stiff. “I’ll be right back, Ruth,” I say, heading to the bathroom. 

			“I’ll make coffee,” she offers.

			“Fabulous. Thank you.” I hurry into the bathroom, wasting no time doing my business and cleaning up. One look in the mirror and I decide I pretty much look like raccoons have settled under my eyes and then played with my lipstick. I quickly scrub off the mess and open a drawer to find the toothpaste. There’s a new toothbrush, too, and I put it to use. A dash of Roarke’s cologne and all is well. At least for now. I grab the sink. I don’t know what I’m doing with Roarke. He has a good reason to be pissed. I let him feel like I’d opened the door to more, then I’d shut it in the bedroom, but really I didn’t. I just need time. I need time that’s about me and him, not me, him, and this town, and I don’t know if that is even possible. 

			I push off the vanity and head downstairs, following the scent of coffee to the giant kitchen, with a giant wooden island framed in navy-blue wood. Ruth pours me a cup of coffee, and I join her at the pot, gratefully accepting the brew. I begin to mix it the way I like, adding creamer and Splenda, while Ruth just stands there, watching me, studying me. “Your eyes light when you look at him.”

			Of course they do, I think. I love the man. “I had to pee.”

			“Your eyes didn’t light because you had to pee. That’s a silly explanation.”

			She’s right, of course. How did that even come out of my mouth? “I love him. That hasn’t changed.”

			“Then why aren’t you together?”

			“What did he tell you?” I counter.

			“He won’t talk about it,” she says. 

			“It’s his story to tell you, Ruth. You have to know that.”

			“He loves you.”

			“I know that,” I say. “I do. I just—I don’t know that we love the same way.”

			Her brows dip. “That’s nonsense. You two are amazing together.”

			“Hi.”

			We look up to find Allison holding my purse. “Roarke thought you might need this.”

			And he sent her. Of course he did. She’s so pretty. She must be the first person he thinks of for everything. “Thank you,” I say, somehow managing a cordial reply when my emotions officially want to explode right here in this kitchen. No, they want to explode outside, standing in front of Roarke. I cross the room and accept the purse. “How are Bella and Snowflake?”

			“They’re both doing well,” she says, shoving red hair from her pretty face. 

			“Good.” I turn to Ruth. “Do you mind taking me to my hotel?” I need out of here before I really do explode on Roarke. What good will that do? And why am I even letting Allison get to me? 

			Ruth studies me. “Hannah,” she warns softly. 

			“Yes?”

			“Are you being objective right now?” she queries.

			I blink. “What?”

			She purses her lips at me and looks at Allison. “What’s Roarke doing right now?”

			She laughs and shakes her head. “Would you believe he’s suturing a pig’s leg? Who’d have thunk it, right?”

			Ruth turns her attention back on me. “I repeat. Are you being objective right now?”

			God, this woman reads me too well. “No,” I admit, with the realization that Roarke was just trying to take care of me and an animal, as well, but there is a lesson here. I’m not being fair to Roarke in all kinds of ways. “And on that note,” I add, “I’m going to go check on Roarke. I’ll be right back.” 

			She nods, approval in her eyes. I slide my purse across my chest and turn to find that Allison has already gone. I hurry through the house, and when I step onto the porch, Roarke is walking up the steps, urgency radiating off him. “Hey,” I say. “What’s wrong?”

			“I have an emergency case I need to fly out to take care of.”

			“After Bella just got here?”

			“There’s some sort of horse sickness that’s taken down ten horses.” He steps onto the porch. “I really don’t have a choice.”

			“Oh,” I say, and I manage to be both disappointed at his departure and proud of the fact that he’s the one people come to for complicated cases such as this. “It’s kind of incredible and amazing the way you can help with such things.” 

			He studies me a long, hard beat. “What happened in the bedroom—I was wrong.”

			I blink, stunned by this whiplash change of topic. “What?”

			“I’m pushing you too hard,” he says. “Me leaving is probably a good thing right now because if I stay, I’m going to keep pushing. I need to give you space.”

			I close that space between us now, and I dare to press my hand to his chest. “I don’t need space. I need to figure this out with you, just you, Roarke, not this entire town. I can’t do this while we’re the town soap opera.”

			“You need to think about what you’re saying right now and what you really want. You need space.” 

			My hand falls from his chest. “You need space.”

			“No, I don’t need space. I’ve had years of space, but you’re a little too good at giving it to me for my comfort right now. I can’t do hot and cold with you, Han. Not with you. I’m not wired that way. I can’t do it.” He repeats himself, which he doesn’t do, but then he says nothing more. He steps around me and enters the house.

		


		
			Chapter Twenty-Six

			Roarke…

			It’s an hour after I leave Hannah on my porch, and I reach for the bag I’ve packed on my bed when I pause, my jaw clenching. I kneel and pull out the clear plastic sealed box under the bed and set it on the mattress. It’s Hannah’s. It’s all the things she left at my place that I kept finding in random spots for a year after she broke my damn heart. I squat down again and pull out a pair of red boots that we’d bought for her on a trip to Dallas together, not long after I’d proposed to her at the ranch. I’d sat there in that store and watched her light up trying on those damn things. She’d wanted them for under her wedding dress. I’d lit up watching her because, apparently, that’s what happens when you fall in love. Everything about the person becomes endearing. The idea of her as my wife sure as hell lit me up. 

			I open the plastic box and pull out the velvet case inside, lifting the lid to stare down at her heart-shaped ring I’d had custom designed. I’d told her I picked it because she had my heart. Fuck. I’d been so in love with her. Who am I kidding? I still am, but she’s never going to forgive me for something I didn’t do. That’s clear. I shut the lid on the ring, and I stuff the case in the boots before I slide the box back under the bed, the boots beside it. While Hannah is supposed to be beside me in this bed, but I don’t know now, any more than I did in the past, how to make that happen.

			A few minutes later, when I should be on my way to the airport, I pull over to the property next to ours, the one with the Private Property sign with grass overgrown—wasted land. Land that used to belong to Hannah’s family. I’ve tried to buy it. I’ve tried to buy it for her, but the government owns it, and they won’t let it go. They still want that damn highway to come through here one day. I can’t buy it. I can’t beg for it. I can’t get anyone to listen to me, and I’ve been trying since the day I earned enough money to make that happen. That damn highway that started a war between families, driven by Hannah’s family and finished by mine, is my nemesis. In the middle of it all was Jason’s father, who was already damn near bankrupt at the time. At the root of every problem between me and Hannah is this property. 

			No. 

			No, I stop myself with that. If Hannah and I were as strong as I thought, she wouldn’t have left me over a fake cheating allegation. There was a problem there between us that I don’t want to believe existed, but it did. But I can’t even begin to fix it as long as that damn sign sits on this property, and I’m the only one left who knows why and how it turned so damn bad for three families who were the best of friends until they became enemies. 

			…

			Hannah…

			Ruth is truly the best. She studies me with a keen eye when we settle into her Buick, which I swear is an older version of the same Buick she had when I was growing up, but she says nothing. She takes me to the B & B to shower, and she and Sue gossip while I dress. 

			Lunch is a drive-through, and Ruth tells me all about the empire that is now Martha’s cookies, and it’s fun to listen to her excitement. “I’m helping her now. It’s good to have a purpose. We’re even coming up with some healthy treats to market. You know I’ve really learned to take care of myself.”

			“I love that you do.”

			“We’re going to Hawaii next summer,” she says. “I need a beach body to catch me a man.” 

			I laugh, but I’m also aware that Ruth lost the love of her life before I ever left Sweetwater. She’s been alone for a long time. I’d love to see her marry again. In fact, I think I should include a few senior hotties for the auction. I love that idea, and I can’t wait to share it with Jessica.

			It’s not long after we eat that I have my own car, and I promise to meet Ruth at Jason and Jessica’s place in an hour. I have an overdue stop I need to make—a dreaded stop but also overdue. Forty minutes later, I get out of my rental and stand next to the overgrown gates of my family property. Keep Out and Private Property signs are stapled to wood and driven into the ground by more wood. Overgrown grass and weeds overtake the property. The government owns it, and I still don’t know what happened. I dial my mother, but she doesn’t answer. I dial my father, and he doesn’t answer. I tell myself that it’s about their work demands, but I know I’m wrong. I know it’s about me being here. I need to talk to Roarke.

			A movement to my left has my gaze lifting and finding a deer, and the apprehension of moments before fades into a smile. A reindeer, I silently jest, because it connects to the holidays and the holidays are always filled with hope and healing. Jessica was right. One way or another, it’s time to heal, and maybe if I heal, I’ll be better equipped to help my parents do the same. 

		


		
			Chapter Twenty-Seven

			Hannah…

			Amazing how that deer has lifted my spirits. 

			By the time I’m in Martha’s kitchen with Martha, Ruth, and Jessica, sampling gingerbread cookies and looking at holiday decorations to order for the festival, I’m quick to laugh and smile. There is a warmth to the room, to these people who I’ve missed. I’ve seen my parents, of course, but only a few times in the past three years. They’ve been busy, traveling, removed in a way they never used to be. I wish they were here. They were happier here, I think. I was. I was happier. I need to get them back here for the Christmas festival. It would perhaps heal them, as this return to Sweetwater has me. 

			With that idea expanding and taking root, I throw myself into making the event perfect. 

			The four of us—Jessica, Martha, Ruth, and me—spend hours planning the festival. One major accomplishment: we nailed down a healthy list of donations and bachelors for the auction. Martha and Ruth literally squeal at the idea of a few hot seniors, chatting about their own highest bids while Jessica and I share a smile. 

			When Jason shows up near sunset after another pitching practice, he’s dressed in baseball pants and a cowboy hat. He glances around at the kitchen walls plastered with photographs and plans. “What the heck happened in here?” he asks, missing the hook on the wall with his hat as he examines our masterpiece. 

			Jessica rushes forward, scoops up the hat from the floor where it landed, and sets it on her head. “It’s every wonderful thing we’re doing for the festival and for this town. The holidays will be special here in Sweetwater.”

			Jason drags her to him and kisses her. “Beautiful,” he says, and the warmth in his voice stirs emotions in me, and really, my God, can I stop feeling so many emotions? Roarke is instantly on my mind, but then, he’s never far away from my thoughts. The truth is, he’s never been far from my thoughts. 

			“I better go,” I say. “I want to swing by to check on the horses Roarke just operated on, and I plan to be up early tomorrow to work on the hotel partnerships and really, so much more. I’m going to set my room up as an office and just get a ton done.” I take a bite of the newest gingerbread offering and give a thumbs-up. “This one. It’s delicious.” 

			Martha beams. “Thank you. That’s my favorite, too.” 

			“Why don’t you use one of the offices at Roarke’s place?” Jessica suggests. “He doesn’t use the downstairs at all. You’ll be more comfortable.” 

			I give her a reprimanding look, and she just smiles. “Do you want me to call him for you?”

			“No, I don’t want you to call Roarke for me.” I gather my things. “I’ll be fine in my room, away from distractions like beautiful animals.”

			Ruth smiles. “You do love those animals.”

			“I do. I missed them.” And I dare to add, “I missed all of you.”

			“Prove it and stay around,” Martha says. 

			“I’m with Martha,” Ruth chimes in.

			“As am I,” Jessica adds, giving me a big ol’ grin.

			“Let me walk you out,” Jason offers, rounding the island to take the box of things I’ve gathered today, from samples of breads to random magazines we’ve used for inspiration.

			“Thanks, Jason.” 

			I’m graced with a round of hugs from everyone before Jason and I make our way to my car. He sets my box in the backseat and then joins me at the driver’s door. He stands there looking at me, seeming to want to say something. He opens his mouth and then shuts it, running his fingers through his dark brown hair and then settles his hands on his hips. Whatever this is has me holding my breath, waiting. God, is this where he tells me something I don’t want to hear? What could it be?

			“He loves you,” he says, the light of a full moon illuminating his handsome face. “He loves you,” he repeats. “If you have any doubt, don’t. That man loves you.”

			I should feel relief at his words, but Jason’s so darn on edge, I can’t feel anything but on edge, too. “Why does this seem to distress you so much, Jason?” 

			“I don’t know the details—I didn’t know anything at all until a few nights ago—but I do know that that man didn’t cheat on you.”

			Cheating. That’s the topic. That’s why he’s on edge, why I’m now on edge. I don’t want to talk about this. “It’s complicated.”

			“No,” he says. “No, it’s not. It’s not complicated at all.” He’s unleashed now, no more holding back. “I don’t know what evidence you had that convinced you he cheated, but I’m telling you right now, he wouldn’t lie to me. He did not cheat on you. And furthermore,” he adds, his voice strong, “there’s no one but you for that man. I mean, yeah, he tried. He had women. He dated. He fucked around. That’s what we men do when we want to convince ourselves a woman doesn’t own us. You know how we know we’re owned?” He doesn’t give me time to reply. “It doesn’t work.”

			“And it—it didn’t work for Roarke?”

			“Hell no, it didn’t work. You have that man’s heart. No one had even a little bit of a chance because he loved you. He loves you.” He throws his hands up. “And that’s all. That’s it. That’s everything. That’s what I had to say.” He starts to turn away and stops. “No, that’s not all. You belong here. You weren’t even at my damn wedding. And you know why? Because I didn’t have an address to send an invitation.”

			Guilt stabs at me. “I should have stayed in contact. I would have loved to have been there.”

			“And I’m not paying you for your silence,” he continues. “I can’t believe you even threw that crap out there. I’m paying you what you deserve. This is a big job, and having someone I love and trust here to do it matters. Keep the money or I will beat your ass like the big brother I am. Got it?”

			I laugh. “Got it. But just for the record, little sisters always find a way to pay you back.”

			“As you’ve taught me many times growing up. Seriously. Glad to have you back to do it again.” He pulls me to him, hugs me, and then he’s heading up the stairs, and I swear, I’m thinking of that deer again. Hope. Friendship. Home. I left all those things behind. I left Roarke behind, but I’m back now. 

			I climb inside my car and think about Jason’s words: He didn’t cheat. Was I young and insecure to the point of being foolish? I was insecure. I know that. I was young, only twenty-one, the girl who’d had a crush on the older boy who became a man, and she finally got the man. And what a man he is, so damn gifted. The funny thing is, now, I don’t feel like I did then. I don’t feel too young, too inexperienced, too different from him. And yet, I feel like Roarke and I are the same in so many ways. We were always connected. 

			But did I let insecurity influence how I dealt with that video sent to me of that woman all over him? I don’t like how real this feels, how much I now question myself, how unfair I might have been to Roarke. That would explain why he didn’t come after me. I’d thought it spelled guilt, but maybe it was anger and hurt.

			My cellphone rings. Hope stirs again, that this time the call might be Roarke, and I’m ready to ramble, but it turns out that it’s Linda. “How’s the little town of Sweetwater treating you?” she asks. 

			“Better than expected.” I start my engine and insert my headset to free my hands. “How are you feeling?”

			“Like I need a hot cowboy to come and kiss it better. How is that bachelor auction looking?”

			“Quite nice. I’ll send you a list of hot prospects tomorrow, but you better start saving money.”

			“Oh God. I’m dying now. Give me a hint or ten.”

			I laugh and give her a few names, listening as she practically overheats on the phone when I mention the Rangers’ catcher, “Mad Man Madison” to everyone but his mother, who calls him Max Madison. 

			“I’m going to take out a second mortgage on my offices to get that date.” She then goes on to describe this date, and the woman has me in tears by the time we hang up just in time for me to arrive at Roarke’s place. I pull through the gates, and I don’t stop at the office that’s dark now. I park in front of Roarke’s house. 

			Climbing out of the car, I stick my phone in the waistband of my jeans and glance down at my sneakers. I really need to make time to buy a pair of boots tomorrow. For now, I move on to dealing with a night chill that suggests we might really be three days to Halloween. Grabbing the hoodie I’d left in the car earlier, in case I needed it, I pull it on and walk toward the stable. Once I’m there, the motion detectors flicker to life, and the very fact that no one is here is good news for the horses. Bella and Snowflake must not need around-the-clock care.

			I hurry through the stable to find Snowflake standing and appearing so much better. I spend some time with her, singing and talking before I leave her for Bella. Bella’s laying down, and I have to wonder if the big blue cast on her leg is bothering her or if she’s in pain. Either way, she’s clearly sedated. When I sit down next to her, I end up with her head right beside me, her eyes watching me. I sing and stroke her nose, and it’s hard to explain to someone who doesn’t know horses, but I feel her relaxing. I feel myself relaxing with her. Very few people understand why my comfort with horses is so incredible, but Roarke knows. He was there the day I decided I could tame a stallion, too. I’d snuck into the enclosure and ended up on the ground, trampled. 

			Roarke and his father had pulled me to safety, saved me, and taken me to the ER. 

			That was the day I lost my ability to have kids, and I was still a kid at sixteen, while Roarke was a man of twenty-two. A month later, with Roarke’s help, I’d ridden that very stallion with him on top with me.

			I shut my eyes, thinking about that ride, about how I’d started over with his help then. I wonder if that’s really possible now. I can feel sleep overtaking me, but I don’t care. Being here with Bella reminds me that I can get back up. She’s helping me, and I’m going to help her. Darkness overcomes me, and I let it happen. I’ll get up soon. I just need to doze off. 

			…

			“Hannah.”

			I blink and sit up to find Allison squatting in front of me. “Hi.”

			“Hi.” She holds up her phone. “Call for you. I guess you’re not answering your phone.” 

			I blink wide awake, worried now about what is going on, and take the phone. “Hello?”

			“Han, baby, it’s two in the morning.”

			At the sound of Roarke’s voice, I warm all over. “Roarke.”

			“Go to the house. Stay the night. Get some rest.”

			“Where are you?”

			“Houston. Give Allison her phone and call me when you get to the house.” 

			There is no hesitation in me. Not only am I staying here, in Roarke’s house, I’m eager to call him back. I need to talk to him. “Yes. Okay. I’ll call you back.” I disconnect and hand the phone to Allison. “Thank you.”

			“Of course.” 

			We both stand, and she smiles. “You’re good with the animals. And Roarke. One day I hope someone looks at me the way he looks at you.”

			I feel a pinch of guilt for being jealous of Allison. It wasn’t fair to her or Roarke. “You will. You’re beautiful and talented.” I think of the advice Roarke had given me that day when we rode the stallion that hurt me, the same advice I’ve let guide me when I’m behind a lens. “Relax into what you’re doing. That’s when your magic will show. Let the animals, or even the people you’re dealing with around the animals, feel your kind soul, not your nerves. Your calm feeds calm. Your nerves feed nerves. Your trust breeds trust.” 

			“Good advice. I think I think too much, instead of just living in the moment.”

			“As do I,” I say, and with that, I hurry out of the stall and toward the house, Roarke’s house. 

			I want to live in the moment with Roarke. I just hope the moment isn’t lost. 

		


		
			Chapter Twenty-Eight

			Hannah…

			I grab the few things I have with me from the car, and without hesitating, I walk up the steps to the house, with a motion detector setting off a splay of light. I know where the key is hidden. Roarke knew I’d know where the key was hidden. I walk to the statue of a stallion in the corner of the porch by a rocking chair, pull open a hidden compartment, and remove the key. 

			I waste no time heading inside, flipping on lights, and locking up. I grab my box that is now on the ground by the door and find myself staring at the living room, where I’ve spent so many days of my life. I was always here. Jason, Roarke, and me. Our parents had all been best friends. We’d been best friends. 

			Eager to talk to Roarke, I head up the stairs and go to his room. Once I’m there, I set my box by the bed, run to the bathroom, and when I finish up there, I kick off my shoes and climb onto the mattress. I dial Roarke, and he answers on the first ring. “Silly woman. What are you doing sleeping out there alone? Sick animals can act out. You could have been hurt.”

			“You’re right. Sorry. I shouldn’t have fallen asleep out there. I guess I didn’t want to go back to my room. I wanted to be here.”

			He’s silent for several beats. “Where are you right now?”

			I swallow hard. “Your bed.”

			He breathes out. “Ah fuck, Han.”

			“I, uh—if you don’t want me to be—”

			“You know I want you there. I just want you to be there with me. Or hell, maybe you don’t know. Maybe you never knew. If you knew, you’d have been in my bed all these years.”

			“I’ve been thinking about that.” I settle back against the headboard. 

			“What about it?”

			“Maybe you were right. Maybe I ran. I was young, and I felt in over my head with you, Roarke. Maybe I didn’t let you explain because I just always thought I wouldn’t be enough, so if you didn’t cheat, then you would.”

			“That’s what you think of me—that I’ll cheat? That it’s inevitable? That’s what you thought of us?”

			“I was a girl, not a woman. You’d been my crush my entire life. I’m not a girl anymore, but the girl ruined it for the woman. I miss you.”

			“But you don’t trust me.”

			“I was a girl,” I repeat, “and I was wrong not to listen. I don’t know what else to say besides that I’m sorry. And I wanted to say this in person, but you’re there and I’m here and I couldn’t wait.”

			“Why the change, Hannah?”

			“Being with you woke me up. That’s why. I missed you and us, but I’m getting the feeling that you won’t get over me judging you instead of trusting you.”

			“I’ll answer that this way. I’ve been doing some thinking, too.”

			I inhale and breathe out, terrified of what he’s going to say next. “And?”

			“I was angry that you didn’t trust me, but not once did I look at myself and ask why. Not once did I ask what I did to allow you, the woman who was everything to me, to doubt me. I thought we were so damn strong, that we were shatterproof.”

			“You didn’t cause that in me.”

			“I don’t believe I caused it. I’ve thought about that as well. I loved you beyond all else. There was no way I could love you more, but that doesn’t mean I couldn’t have done more. I didn’t notice your insecurity. I should have seen it, but damn it, you should have talked to me, too.”

			“I don’t think I realized how strong it was, how insecure I was. Honestly, Roarke, I’m only now admitting to myself how I felt. But it was me, not you. I think it was the wrong time for us. Maybe I needed to find my own place in the world, to stand next to you in yours.”

			“And now?”

			“I’m a damn good photographer. I have a reputation. I left because my boss got in some trouble, but I could have stayed. I’d have had some discomfort for a short window, but I would have made it. I was close to stepping out of his shadow, but I didn’t really like that world. It’s not me. I’m not high fashion. I’m Sweetwater chic. I’m animals and horizons and people’s faces, not their dress sizes.”

			“That never felt like you, but why event planning not photography?”

			“Because I love making everything come together into something beautiful. It’s like my form of surgery. I’m having fun. I haven’t had fun in a very long time. And as for my photography, at my core, it’s my passion, yes. I have some ideas about where I want to go with it, and I’d love to tell you about them, but the point is, I know who I am now. That changes a person. I wish you were here.”

			“Me, too, Han. Me, too.”

			“How are the horses?”

			“I believe it’s a food-borne illness. We’re running tests, and I’m treating a good half dozen horses. I called my father. He’s joining me here tomorrow.”

			“Your father? I thought he retired.”

			“I hope this shows him that he has a purpose beyond a scalpel. I think you inspired that call.”

			“Me?”

			“Yes. At some point, I’ll explain why, but not now. Not on the phone.”

			“When do you think you’ll be back?”

			“I don’t have a timeline.”

			“What about Bella and Snowflake?”

			“One of my staff additions who you haven’t met, Javier Vasquez, has been on a humanitarian trip to Mexico to help deal with a cattle contamination. He’s back tomorrow. Javier is damn good. You’ll like him.”

			“I like you here better.”

			“And I will be soon. We both need to rest.”

			“Yes. I suppose we do.”

			He’s silent a moment. “I wanted to know where you’d go when you got to the house. I wanted to know if you’d go to my bedroom.”

			A hotspot starts in my chest. “And I did.”

			“Yes. Yes, you did. Goodnight, Han.”

			“Goodnight, Roarke.”

			We disconnect, and I lie back on the mattress, his mattress. The man I love, and yet, even here, on his bed, in his house, we’re worlds away, and not just in miles. We just opened a door. Now we have to find out if it can stay open. 

		


		
			Chapter Twenty-Nine

			Hannah…

			I wake to sunlight and the ding of my text messages. I grab my phone to find a photo of about twelve wild horses running across an open field. Of course it’s from Roarke, and I text back: Beautiful. 

			Yes, he replies. And two of them fell sick this morning. It’s not the food supply, or they wouldn’t be affected. 

			Has your dad arrived? I reply. 

			My phone rings and I accept the call to hear his answer. “Not yet. Hoping like hell he has some insight.”

			“What are you thinking?” I ask, sitting up, hearing the frustration in his voice. 

			“Poison. I think it’s poison.”

			“Intentional?”

			“I don’t know. I just don’t fucking know.”

			“You’ll figure it out. You always do.”

			“But how many more horses suffer before I do?” He doesn’t wait for the answer I can’t give him. “I need to go into surgery, but look in the box under the bed. I’ll call you later.” 

			“Okay. Good luck in surgery.”

			We disconnect, and I’m officially curious about what’s under the bed. I throw away the blankets and climb out of the bed, but not before I inhale that wholly masculine scent of Roarke clinging to the sheets. I go down on my knees and pull the box from beneath, lifting the lid and sucking in a breath at what I find. He kept my clothes? I have no idea why this feels significant, but it does. Perhaps because it’s as if he never let me go, even when I thought that’s exactly what he did. 

			I pull out my old brown cowboy boots with blue flowers on them as well as my old favorite jeans and a black T-shirt with a stallion on it. I even have socks and a bra and panties. This is perfect. I set it all on the bed, and I’m about to get up when I notice something else under the bed to my left. I reach for it and pull it out, sucking in a breath at the sight of my red boots, the boots I planned to wear under my wedding dress. 

			I stand up and set them on the bed, my heart thundering in my ears. These boots are special. This man is special. Suddenly, I want them on my feet. I want to wear them like I do this life with Roarke. I sit down in the corner on a big overstuffed brown chair, and when I go to pull on the right boot, I hit something. I reach inside and pull out a velvet box. My heart is now exploding. Oh God. My ring. He kept my ring. I open the box and stare down at the heart-shaped diamond, and I’m back under the big oak tree where we carved our names, the river flowing beside us, two horse tied up nearby. 

			Roarke goes down on his knee in front of me. “What are you doing?” I ask, laughing, in a fabulous mood after a fabulous ride. 

			“Hopefully not screwing this up.” He reaches in the pocket of the jacket he’s wearing and produces a box, which he opens. Inside is a stunning heart-shaped diamond ring. “I had it custom made. A heart because you have my heart. I love you, Hannah. You as my wife will complete my life. Will you marry me?” 

			My tears are instant, streaming down my cheeks. “Yes. Yes.” 

			He stands up and slides the ring on my shaking hand before he kisses me, and I’m the one who feels complete.

			I come back to the present and stare down at the engagement ring. I love this ring. I love this man. God, how I wish I could turn back time, but even as I have that thought, I think of my words to Roarke last night. I was young, too young when we were together. I wasn’t ready. We weren’t ready. I close the box, and I set it and the boots on the ottoman in front of the chair. I could put the boots and ring back under the bed, but I’m not going to do that. I ran before. I hid from everything, including Roarke. I’m ready to talk about the past to live in the present more fully. When Roarke gets back, I’m going to be right here, waiting on him, and so are those boots and that ring. I don’t know if that’s where we’re headed again, but I no longer want to shut that door any more than I want to force it open, either. 

			I shoot Roarke a message: I know you won’t read this until surgery is over. I’m thinking about you. That’s all I wanted to say. I hesitate and breathe out, and I think about Jason’s insistence that Roarke didn’t cheat. I don’t know what happened, but I know Roarke cheating on me never felt right. That’s why it was so completely devastating. I glance at the clothes I’ve left on the bed. He kept my things. He didn’t let go. I glance down at the message and dare to put myself on the line by adding, I was really always thinking of you. 

			With that, I head to the shower, his shower, and what’s telling to me is that I don’t feel fear. I don’t feel like I’ve just set myself up to be hurt again with Roarke. 

		


		
			Chapter Thirty

			Hannah…

			An hour later, I’m dressed, and with what products and items I can scavenge in Roarke’s bathroom, I dry my hair and apply the makeup from my purse. As far as a place to work, I think I might just use that big brown chair in Roarke’s bedroom. I want to be in this room. It feels like him. It feels like home. It doesn’t matter that my parents’ place is gone. The truth is that Roarke, and the animals, and this place, just feel like home. 

			First things first, I make coffee, and then head to the stables to check on the horses. Once I’m through the double wooden doors, I find Allison standing with a tall, good-looking, dark-haired man and a horse. 

			“Hannah!” Allison greets. “Bella and Snowflake are on their feet and doing well this morning.”

			I light up. “Marvelous. Wow. That is such great news.”

			“You must be the infamous Hannah,” the man says, crossing to offer me his hand. 

			I accept his hand. “And you must be the infamous Javier,” I reply to the man I guess to be about thirty-five. He’s also tall, fit, with thick, wavy dark hair and friendly brown eyes. 

			He laughs, a low masculine laugh that is as friendly as his eyes. “Indeed I am. Roarke told me to expect you around the stables.”

			“And Roarke told me how magnificent you are at saving animals. I’m honored to be around the stables with you.” I look between Javier and Allison. “I made coffee if either of you wants some. Just walk on into the house. I left the door open. I’m going to say good morning to the horses.”

			If either thinks it’s strange that I’m in Roarke’s house, they don’t react as if they do. I head toward Bella’s “bedroom,” as I like to think of their stalls, and Javier calls out, “There are two horses joining the retirement farm today. Roarke thought you might want to greet them on arrival.”

			I stop walking and smile with both the opportunity and the fact that Roarke told Javier I’d want to be involved. I turn to look at him. “What time?”

			“Late. About six o’clock. I can call you when they arrive.”

			“I’ll be here,” I say. “And thank you. I want to go visit the retirees anyway. How many are there now?”

			“Twenty here. He bought a property sixty miles south that has fifty horses.”

			This warms me. Roarke saves animals. It’s so damn sexy. “That’s a lot of horses that need attention. I’m looking forward to helping give it to them.” 

			He smiles, a very nice smile, and I don’t miss the way Allison is watching him with intense eyes. She didn’t look at Roarke like this. She likes Javier. I might just have a little matchmaker in me, because I like them together. With that thought, I turn and head toward Bella, and I decide right then that I need to go to my room and get my camera. I’m itching to do what I once did: photograph the animals, capture the special moments that show how perfect they are when we as humans are so damn imperfect. Those shots will be my prize-winning, career-making shots, because they’re my passion shots. That’s what my life has been missing. Passion. No. A love for life. 

			It’s midmorning when I walk into the bed and breakfast and become a victim of the Sue Avalanche. Her comments and questions include:

			“I noticed you weren’t here last night.”

			“I told Debbie over at the country store how cute you two are together.”

			“What was the emergency that got flown in the other night?”

			“Where’s Roarke?”

			“Are you two planning a wedding again?”

			That last one punches me in the belly. “I don’t know about a wedding, but we’re planning a Christmas festival with Martha’s new gingerbread cookie being launched during the event.” 

			Of course, I know this reply will have her calling Martha, but that’s fine by me. As long as I don’t have to answer any questions. When I leave with my suitcase, she’s all smiles. Of course, I haven’t been officially invited to stay at Roarke’s place more than last night, but my gut says I need to be clear on where I stand, and I’m pretty sure my suitcase and me in his bedroom makes my point. 

			I stop by the store, shocked and pleased to meet no one I know there, and it’s not because I don’t want to get reacquainted with people. It’s about what I said to Roarke. I need to figure this out just him and me, and that’s the one negative to Sweetwater: everyone is always watching. There is no privacy. For now, though, I get my privacy, and with popcorn, fruit, and veggies, I’m stocked for a healthy few days of work. With the holidays coming, it’s eat well now, and eat junk later with no guilt. By noon, I’ve made myself what my mom used to make me: biscuits and tomatoes with salt and pepper. It’s a whole lot of heaven in my mouth. 

			I’m done eating, and I haven’t heard from Roarke, but I don’t read into that at all. He’s got his hands full. He needs to stay focused on those sick horses. Instead of fretting about his silence, I hunker down with coffee in the big chair in Roarke’s room and start working. Priority number one: I need hotel partnerships. I figure that out quickly. Priority number two: I need a website to host the auctions. Finding someone to do this takes me a few hours, but soon, the work is in progress.

			It’s about four o’ clock, and I’m starting to get anxious about that text to Roarke. Have I misread him? Am I taking this to a place he didn’t want to go? I mean, I did dive right into sex. Maybe that’s all that’s comfortable to him with our history. My mother’s many warnings about not being too available to men and keeping my legs shut claw at me. I head down to the kitchen and make another pot of coffee when my cellphone that, yes, is attached to my palm, rings, and this time, it’s Roarke. 

			“Hi,” I say. “How are—”

			“I never stopped thinking about you. I can’t talk. I just wanted to say that on the phone.”

			I smile and tear up. “I’m glad you did. Go. Take care of the horses.”

			“I’ll call you tonight. I can’t promise when.”

			“Don’t worry about me.”

			“Where are you?”

			“Your kitchen. Is that a problem?”

			“No. No, that is not a problem. Bye, Han.”

			“Bye, Roarke.”

			We disconnect, and I set the phone down. I’m terrified. I still love him so damn much. He could hurt me. I turn and glance out the window, and I’m in disbelief. There’s another deer. It feels like a sign, it feels like more of that hope. There is hope in the air. There is hope for me and Roarke.

		


		
			Chapter Thirty-One

			Roarke…

			I’ve barely hung up with Hannah when my father’s truck pulls up to the house where I’m staying, just north of a ranch owned by the Native American reservation that called me here to help. I haven’t seen the old man in six months, and I’m not sure what the hell to expect. The last time we were together was in Dallas, at one of Jason’s baseball games. He’d been more himself than he had been since the stroke, and unlike today, his woman, Becca, a pretty brunette in her forties and ten years his junior, had been on his arm. 

			Today, he looks fit and younger than his fifty-five years, and I hope like hell he stopped smoking those damn cigarettes they suspect caused his stroke. He doesn’t have one in his hand, and that’s a good sign. He walks toward the porch, and I step out of the shadows. His face lights up, and I hurry down the stairs to be embraced. 

			“Damn Horse Wrangler.” He eases back to look at me. “I can’t believe you’re a YouTube sensation.”

			I scrub my jaw. “You and me both. You and me both.”

			“Yeah, well, it suits you.” He imitates me and scrubs his jaw. “Not as pretty as me,” he adds, “but the camera does you wonders.” 

			I laugh. We do look alike. He’s tall and fit with thick dark hair sprinkled with the salt and pepper I, no doubt, will one day have myself.

			“Why don’t you do this week’s edition with me? We’ll let the viewers tell us who’s prettier.”

			“Oh hell no. I’m not letting my boy’s feelings get hurt.”

			This is the father I grew up with. This is the man who I know battled to save animals and taught me to fight for them like family. “Now,” he says. “Let’s get serious. Talk to me about the poison and these horses that need to be saved.”

			We head down to the stables, and he examines the animals as I share my suspicions as well as the lab work I’ve run. “I know a guy we need to call in.” He pulls his phone from his pocket, and a few minutes later, he announces, “He’s catching a chopper in Wyoming. He helped me with a case back when you were about ten, I think. Read a lot like this one.”

			“That’s good news because I had another horse fall tonight.”

			“You think someone’s targeting the reservation?”

			“No one is ready to go down that rabbit hole right now, but we can’t close any doors.”

			“Any animal need urgent care now?”

			“They’re stable. I need to talk to you about something else. How about a good cup of strong coffee? It’s the only way this place makes it.”

			“I need some more hair on my chest.” He pats my shoulder, and a few minutes later, we’re at an old wooden table with cups in our hands.

			“I’m not coming back to Sweetwater if that’s what you want, but I’m feeling back to me. My savings is plenty enough to live on, but I’d like to see the world. I’m looking at doing some jobs that will help me make that happen and let me get back to helping animals.” He winks. “I’ll even work for the Horse Wrangler.”

			I chuckle. “You working for me? That’ll be the day.”

			“I miss my son.” He narrows his eyes. “This isn’t what you wanted to talk about now, is it?”

			“It’s part of it, but there’s more.”

			“I’m listening, son.”

			“Hannah came back to help with the camp Jason and I are running.”

			“Hannah,” he breathes out. “I see. Does she know?”

			“No, she doesn’t know. I’m the only one who was home when this happened. Jason was playing ball, and I didn’t even know until Hannah was gone.”

			“How important is she to you now, present day?”

			“I love her. I have to find a way to make the past right.”

			“Do her parents know she’s back?”

			“I don’t know.”

			“Well if they do, I can tell you right now, they will lash out. They will end you and Hannah again just like they did before.”

			“And we both know who bankrupted her family. That was you. I just don’t know how I tell Hannah you drove them to bankruptcy.”

			“I had no choice.” He leans forward, tapping the table. “You know this. They sold out the portion of their ranch for that damn highway the state wanted to run through Sweetwater and just about had Jason’s parents convinced to sell the entire ranch, or at least his father. I don’t believe his mother ever knew. His dad made rash decisions because of his gambling issues. That highway was going right in front of the sanctuary, and that meant we would be shut down. The animals would be homeless. I did what I had to do to stop that.”

			“Right.” My lips thin. “You hired someone who found an endangered insect of some kind in the right territory to use the protection laws to shut down the highway.”

			“It’s not my damn fault Hannah’s parents spent the down payment the government gave them before it ever hit their account. It’s not my damn fault the government kicked them out for not paying it back. That didn’t have to happen. I offered to help them with the payments. They declined my help and lashed out at you. You know what I believe. Her father told me that you would never marry his daughter.”

			He believes Hannah’s father was behind that video that was sent to Hannah. “I know what you believe,” I say. “I need some air.” I stand up and leave the room, walking outside the porch and grabbing the railing. I should have told Hannah everything when it happened, but I was just so damn stunned by how easily she believed I’d betray her. And what defense did I have but to demonize her parents? Would I do it all over again the same? Maybe. Maybe not. I’m a different man now. She’s a different woman. All I know is that my father is right. It’s time to make this right. 

			A plan starts to take shape, and I walk in and talk to my father. “Are you willing to tell your story?”

			He stands up. “Damn straight. You want me to talk to Hannah?”

			“No. I’ll talk to Hannah, but I have a plan to fix this mess that’s going to take teamwork.”

			“Tell me how to help.” 

			I pull my phone out and dial Jason. “Hey, man, how are the horses?”

			“We’re working on a solution. We need to talk, and I’m going to ask a favor.”

			“I’m listening. What’s up?”

			“In person. This needs to be in person. Can you come here?”

			“That sounds serious.”

			“It is. I need you, man.”

			“Then, I’m on my way. Tell me where I’m going.”

		


		
			Chapter Thirty-Two

			Hannah…

			I’m just heading out to greet the new members of the horse family when Jessica pulls up in her shiny BMW. “Hey, you!” she greets, climbing out of the vehicle. “I heard I’d find you here.” 

			“Hey!” I say, hurrying down the stairs to meet her. “What’s going on?”

			“Jason had to go out of town. I thought maybe I’d stay with you, and we could have a girl slumber party to plan the Christmas festival here at Roarke’s place. I can even help with the animals.”

			“That sounds wonderful,” I say, truly pleased with this idea. I want to get to know Jessica, and having a new friend here would be welcomed. Of course I might not stay, but I shove aside that idea the minute I have it. I want to be here, and even if things don’t work out for me and Roarke romantically, that man is still the best friend I’ve ever had. I need to keep him in my life.

			“I even bought vegetables and popcorn,” I say. “We can feast.”

			“Seriously?” She crinkles her nose. “That’s the best you can do? Vegetables and popcorn?” She gives me a sly look. “But I must say, grocery shopping is very intimate. It didn’t take you long to move in here.”

			“I don’t know that I have moved in. I’m just—I’m watching the animals while he’s gone.”

			“Because he doesn’t have a staff to do that?” 

			“Okay, smartass,” I chide. “They have their hands full. And right now, I’m on my way to welcome the new horses to their retirement home. Want to come?”

			“I’d love to.” She dangles her keys. “I’ll drive. I know where we’re going.”

			A few minutes later, we’re greeting the two new horses with Javier by our side. It doesn’t take long for me to decide that Javier is intelligent, good-looking, and kind. He’s really impressively skilled as well, as I determine when one of the horses is acting oddly, and he takes immediate action. 

			“He’s a good addition to the team, don’t you think?” Jessica asks, watching him work. 

			“He is. How long has he been here?”

			“About a year, I think. From what Roarke and Jason both told me, Roarke was really feeling the loss of his father, and he needed help. He and Javier get along well. Javier is really all about the medicine. Roarke is more the surgeon with a magic way of taming and calming animals.”

			“A gift Roarke inherited from his father,” I say. “I still can’t believe his father left.”

			“He was gone before I got here,” she says. “I’ve never seen anyone but Roarke in action.” She glances over at me. “That man was a rock for Jason when his parents died. He helped us come together. I value his friendship. I value him as a man who gives and protects. And that man loves you.”

			“I love him, too,” I say softly but without hesitation, my heart squeezing with the words. 

			“But it’s complicated,” she supplies.

			“Yes, it is, but it feels less so every moment that I’m here.”

			“That’s a good thing,” she says, wrapping her arm around me, and the two of us grab a bushel of carrots Javier provided and head out to the field to feed the horses. Just thinking about the fifty additional horses at the other facility brings tears to my eyes. They’d all be dead if not for this sanctuary, if not for Roarke.

			It’s hours later when we sit in the kitchen with wine-filled glasses, cheese, and veggies. “You’re a good influence on me,” she declares. 

			“Because there’s no Whataburger here. Beware if there is. I’ll eat your meal and mine.”

			She laughs and holds up her glass. “Whataburger is good eating.”

			Her phone buzzes, and she looks down. “Roarke posted a new video.”

			“I can’t quite get my head around Roarke posting videos.”

			“Well, he doesn’t. Would you believe it’s Mick, one of his warehouse guys? This tall, brawny, good-looking black guy who looks like he’s been lifting weights with Arnold Schwarzenegger. He’s a complete YouTube fanatic and was some sort of tech genius in the army.”

			I sip my wine. “Army. Interesting. I’d like to meet him. Seems we have all kinds of heroes running around here.” 

			“I think he really is a hero. He was in combat, and I’ve heard stories about some sort of Special Operations. Anyway, he’s the one who loaded the video that started the whole Horse Wrangler thing. He started it all and, of course, he gets a cut of the money. Roarke wouldn’t have it any other way.” She scoots over close to me. “Let’s watch the new video.”

			“Yes, let’s,” I say, and for the first time ever, I’m going to do so without denying I’m doing it, without denying my pride in Roarke, without feeling any anger. 

			“Oh my,” she says. “That’s—” She looks at me. “Is that his father?”

			“Yes,” I say, watching as the two of them work with a horse that’s basically losing its shit. “Yes, it is. He looks good.”

			“He does,” she says as my phone rings.

			I grab it from the counter to find Roarke calling. “That’s him,” I say. “I’ll be right back.”

			She smiles. “Take your time.”

			I wave at her and answer the line. “Hey,” I say, walking out into the living room and settling onto the comfy brown couch.

			“Hey, baby. How are you?”

			Baby. The endearment spoken in a soft and tender voice does funny things to my belly. 

			“I’m fine,” I say. “How are you? I just saw the video you loaded with your dad. That seemed pretty special.”

			“It is. It damn sure is. He’s better, Han. I read articles and talked to doctors about how strokes can change a person’s personality, sometimes permanently. Thank God, it now looks to have been temporary in his case. He’s even taking on contract vet work.”

			“That’s such good news. Was he able to help with the case you’re on now? Did you find any answers to your problems? Why are the horses sick?”

			“My father has an expert he’s worked with coming in tomorrow. We’ll see. I had another horse go down today. I hope like hell we can stop this before we add to the numbers.”

			“Have any died?”

			“Not since I got here.”

			“Where are you exactly?”

			“A Native American reservation just outside of Houston. I’m in what amounts to a cabin that they call a house. What about you?”

			“I hope you don’t mind, but Jason went out of town, and Jessica showed up here to help greet your new horse retirees. We ended up at your house for a sleepover.”

			“Did you now?”

			“Yes, I mean—Roarke, do you mind?”

			“I mind that I’m not sleeping over with you. Of course I don’t mind, Hannah. Damn it, woman, you know—” He curses under his breath. “When I get home.”

			“When do you think that will be?”

			“Right now, I have no end date for this hell.” His father calls his name. 

			“I heard. You need to go. I’m just getting drunk on wine and the scent of you all over this house. I’m good here.” 

			“Hannah,” he whispers. “I’ll see you soon.”

			We disconnect, and for the first time in weeks, I realize that Saturday night, Halloween, is two days away. It’s also my birthday, and the only thing I want this year is to be with Roarke, and, ironically, considering I’m in his house, I don’t think I’ll get that wish. I think of the holidays before me and wonder where I’ll be on Thanksgiving Day, aside from in a panic preparing for the Christmas festival only days away. Will I be with Roarke, or will the past be just that—the past—and us with it?

		


		
			Chapter Thirty-Three

			Hannah….

			The next morning, I wake to a text message of an amazing spotted horse, followed by a call from Roarke. “Morning, sunshine,” he murmurs, his voice etched with exhaustion and worry. 

			“You don’t sound good.”

			“Every horse has lived. I’m damn good, baby. I’m damn good. Just tired and ready to find a solution to this problem rather than managing the results of the problem.”

			Someone calls his name, and he curses. “I need to go. I’ll try to call you later.”

			“Don’t worry about me. I’m here. I’ll be here.”

			He’s silent a moment, and then he says, “Make sure you mean that when you say it.” And then he hangs up.

			I sit up and think about that “baby” endearment that feels so much like our past, but the past isn’t on my mind as I shower and dress. The present is on my mind. The future is on my mind. The jeans, boots, and pink T-shirt I pull on were once my uniform, and I slide into them now with ease and comfort. I slide into this life like it’s my life because I’ve lived in this world more than any other. Which is exactly why when I pull up to Jason’s house, I open the door without knocking. I’ve been here a million times. This is what we do in these parts between these families. 

			I’m greeted with coffee and Martha’s fresh cinnamon rolls that are so big and delicious they successfully void out the vegetables I ate last night, but they’re so worth it. While pigging out, I settle in with the team—Martha, Ruth, and Jessica—and get to work. As the day progresses, we’re all excited about how well the Christmas festival is coming together. I end the night alone in Roarke’s house, in his bed, wishing he were here. I’m laying there, staring at the ceiling, thinking about him, when he calls. 

			“Hey,” I murmur. “How’s it going?”

			“We’re making progress. We think we found a contaminated pesticide. Tomorrow is going to be a good day filled with answers. I know it.”

			“That’s great news.” We chat for several minutes about the horses here and there, and finally, he asks, “Where are you right now?”

			“Bed,” I say. “I was about to go to sleep when you called.”

			“What bed, Han?” His voice is low, rough, almost demanding and, somehow, not demanding at all. More urgent, a question delivered as if he’s hanging on a limb, waiting for my reply. 

			I don’t want him to fall. I don’t want to fall, either, but I climb out there with him anyway, because there is no option but to take a chance with this man, no other option at all. “I’ve decided I’m house-sitting for you. It’s easier to check on the horses.”

			“And when I get back?” he asks, his voice velvet smooth.

			Heat rushes through me. “I guess we’ll figure that out when you get back.”

			“Yes. Yes, we will. Goodnight, Han.”

			“Goodnight, Roarke.” 

			We disconnect, and I slide down onto the pillow with a smile on my lips. When he gets back. “Hurry, please.”

			…

			Another morning comes, and I’m up early, this time dressed in nice jeans and a lacy top, with good reason. I’m on a mission in town today to put together the scavenger hunt. The hunt is simple: each participating store will have a different version of Martha’s Christmas cookies somewhere to be found along with a ticket. The hunter who finds the ticket will get a prize. If the participants get all the tickets from each store, they can enter to win a grand prize. 

			I spend hours explaining this to two dozen stores, and more than half ask about me and Roarke.

			“When’s the wedding?”

			“What happened, honey?”

			“What did he do to win you back?”

			“What did you do to win him back?”

			“You lucky girl. He’s so crazy hot.”

			“When’s the wedding?”

			It’s a little bit of torture because it’s dodgeball, and dodgeball is not a gentle game. 

			By noon, I’ve eaten a candy bar and headed on to meetings with our hotel partners. Come late afternoon, progress is made, and Jessica calls. 

			“Coffee?”

			“Food. I need food. I’m pulling back into town. Can you meet me at the diner?”

			“You bet. I’m hungry, too. I’ll be right there.”

			I pull into the diner parking lot, and a number I don’t know registers on my caller ID. I kill my rental car engine and answer. “This is Hannah.”

			“Hannah, if you don’t come and talk to me about your car, I’m going to require something more than cake pops. Perhaps a meal cooked by Martha.”

			“Nick,” I say. “Oh God. I’m sorry. I can’t even believe I forgot my car. It’s dead, right?”

			“It’s going to run you about two grand to fix.”

			“Can I sell it for parts or anything like that?”

			“What are you going to do for a car?”

			Good question. “I guess I’m sucking it up and buying a new one. I shouldn’t have bought a used car that was that old anyway. Actually, sell it and keep the money for your trouble.”

			“I’m not going to keep the money,” he says. “When I sell it, you have Martha invite me to dinner.”

			I laugh. “I’ll get you the invite. I can’t believe you’re back.”

			“Back at you, Hannah. Hear you’re back with Roarke.”

			“The town is singing. No comment on that. How are your parents?”

			“They moved,” he informs me. “I’m here alone for Thanksgiving. That’s a hint.”

			“Dinner. Thanksgiving dinner. That’s what you’ve been hinting at?”

			“Yes,” he says, “and for a city girl, it didn’t take you long to figure it out.”

			“Because I’m not a city girl. I’ll confirm that Martha’s cooking and get back to you.”

			“And I’ll get the car sold.”

			I laugh again, and we disconnect. A few minutes later, I have a piece of cornbread on the table with butter, lots of butter, slathered on it. I just couldn’t wait on Jessica. I’ve just stuffed a huge bite in my mouth when Luke sits down in front of me. “There she is.” He grins his pretty-boy grin. “Stuffing her face like always.” 

			I about choke on the bite in my mouth. “Gee, thanks,” I say, reaching for my water. It’s like we’re back to the old days, when we were kids picking on each other, only he’s not looking at me like a kid sister anymore. “That’s how I want to be remembered.”

			“You know I remember all kinds of things about you.”

			My brows dip. “Stop being flirty. I don’t like it, and you’re not even doing it well. You’re acting like the guy who used to pick on me while undressing me with your eyes.”

			“I’m here!” Jessica announces, joining us. 

			“Thank God,” I say. “Luke is being creepy.”

			“Not the mayor of our little town,” she says, motioning for him to get up. “I need in, and you aren’t staying.”

			He stands and lets her get in. “I’m not being creepy. Jesus, you women. I’m just being friendly.” He sits down in front of me again. “I know you’re with Roarke.”

			“Yes,” Jessica says, meeting my stare, “she is.”

			My cellphone rings, and I look down to find Roarke’s number. “I need to take this.” I answer the call. “Hi,” I say, standing up only to have Luke step in front of me. 

			“Hannah,” he says. 

			I scowl. “Luke, move. I told you I need to take this.”

			“Luke,” Roarke says, and he doesn’t sound happy. “I heard you were with Luke.”

			“Oh my God. This town.” I walk toward the bathroom. “I’m not with him. I was waiting on Jessica, and he sat down.”

			“Acting like you were lunch.”

			I head into the single-user bathroom and shut the door. “Acting like a creep, as I just told him. Ask Jessica.”

			“Are you trying to get me back for something I didn’t do?”

			“What? Oh God. No. No. No. Roarke, don’t do this. I promise you, I promise you that is not happening. I just want you. I want you here with me.”

			“Fuck, woman, if you ever loved me, cut me loose if that’s where this is going.”

			“I don’t even know what that means. I was with Luke for about three minutes until Jessica saved me. How anyone even had time to call you, I don’t know.”

			Someone yells his damn name again. “Damn it to hell,” he curses. “I need to go. I’ll leave you to your lunch.”

			“With Jessica. Call Jessica. Please call Jessica.”

			“I’ve got to go.” He hangs up.

			I press my hands to my face. “We’re too broken,” I whisper. “I can’t fix this.”

			I inhale and force out the air. I need to go back out there. I have to do my job. I’ll deal with this emotionally when I’m alone. I rotate and open the door, walking toward the table. Thankfully, I find Jessica alone. “Please tell me he’s really gone.”

			“He is.” She leans forward. “What’s wrong?”

			“Roarke. Someone called and told him I was with Luke.” And as much as I mean to, I can’t hold back. “I thought he cheated, and now—now, I don’t think he really did, and he just accused me of trying to get even.”

			Her eyes go wide. “Oh God.” She grabs her phone. “I’ll call him.”

			I grab the phone. “No. No, he’s working. I can’t clutter up his work with this. It’s too important.”

			“That’s mature of you, but someone already did that for you. If he called in the middle of his work, they upset him. He’s distracted. Compromise. I’ll send a text. Okay?”

			She’s right. Roarke was needlessly distracted. “Whoever did this to him, to us, pisses me off.”

			“Me, too. Let me help fix it.”

			I nod. “Yes. Okay. Thank you.” I release her hand.

			She types a message and hits send before reading it to me: She called him a creep and thanked God when I showed up. She loves you. She’s really upset right now because you were worried about this when you have animals to protect. I promise you, Roarke, she did nothing even a little wrong, and you know I’d tell you if I thought otherwise.

			I tear up. “Thank you. Thank you so much, because the thing is, I deserve what I just got. I didn’t give him the benefit of the doubt.”

			“You want to talk about it?”

			“Yes. But not here. I’m angry after what just happened.”

			“Agreed. Why don’t we go see the new retirees again? We can talk there.”

			“Perfect.” I flag down the waitress. 

			An hour later, we’re sitting on a bale of hay, watching the horses roam, and I hurl all of my junk at Jessica. “And there you have it,” I say after I tell her everything. “My biggest mistake.” 

			“You were young. He was your idol. That wasn’t healthy.”

			“He was my best friend.”

			“You hadn’t gotten past the idol part. That was youth.”

			“Well, whatever it was, it may have been too much to overcome.”

			“Nonsense,” she says, but there’s been nothing from Roarke in reply to her message. She squeezes my hand. “You are the first to remind us all that he’s working. And his work is all about focus. He’ll call you, not me.”

			Only he doesn’t call. Hours later, many hours later, I lay in the bed, staring at those red boots, and watch the clock turn to midnight in silence. It’s my birthday, and I’m celebrating with Roarke’s silence. 

		


		
			Chapter Thirty-Four

			Hannah…

			I stay at Roarke’s place again. I decide that if he wants me to leave, he’ll have to tell me to my face. I need him to know that I’m in this, wherever it takes us. So I stay, but I don’t fall asleep with a call from Roarke. I also don’t wake up to a text or a call the next morning. I wake up to the doorbell and knocking. Afraid something is wrong, I pull on a robe and rush downstairs to the front door to find Jessica standing there, already dressed, with bright-pink gloss on her lips. 

			“We have to go to Dallas. Every Halloween the team has a huge party for charity. It’s a perfect time for you to meet everyone who will be involved with the auction.”

			“Dallas?”

			“Yes. I booked you a room at the Ritz, which is where the party is taking place. We’re paying. We’re staying there, too, despite having an apartment in the city. Drinking and driving don’t mix, and we figure we’ll drink.”

			We. We. We. She and Jason are a great “we.” My heart hurts just thinking about being at some party while Roarke is gone. “Jessica—”

			“He had an emergency last night. They were out on the range somewhere dealing with it. I heard he fell asleep a few hours ago. He’s not avoiding you.”

			“Right,” I say. “That makes sense.” Only it doesn’t because he’d normally tell me about it, but then, that was the past. This is the present, after the mess between us.

			“Stop looking like you’re being punished. I promise you, you will love this, and it’s good for the festival.”

			That snaps me out of my negative attitude. “Right. The Christmas festival. When do we leave?”

			“The minute you’re ready. It’s a long drive, and I want us all to have time to rest.”

			“All?”

			“Well, you and me. Jason is already up there. He had a team meeting.” She waves her hands at me. “Go. Dress. I know a Whataburger on the way.”

			I laugh and rush toward the stairs. A girl trip will be good, and I can check in on Linda before I come back. Actually, I need to just buy a car while I’m there so I don’t have to keep paying for the rental. I hurry up the stairs and grab my phone from the nightstand. I’ve missed a call from my mother. I dial her back. “Happy birthday!” It’s both of my parents singing to me. 

			“Thank you both,” I say to them, as I’m on speakerphone. “How’s the annual event coming together?”

			“Horrible,” my father grumbles. “If we had you here, you could organize it for us instead of some Sweetwater Christmas festival.” He grunts as my mother has obviously elbowed him. Her famous move to shut him up is easy to pin down. 

			“Why don’t you come to that festival and see my good work?”

			“I don’t think we can do that, honey,” my mother says. “But send me pictures.”

			“We have a gift for you,” my father says. “But we don’t know where to send it.”

			“Bring it to the festival,” I say. “It’s a great way to celebrate Christmas early. You can sit on Santa’s lap and ask for a bottle of that whiskey you like to land under the tree.”

			“You don’t give up, daughter, do you?”

			“I wouldn’t be your daughter if I did.”

			“You come here for Christmas,” he counters. 

			Christmas. Where will I be for Christmas? “We’ll talk at the festival.”

			My father laughs. “Ah, daughter.”

			A few minutes later, we hang up, and I check my phone. Nothing from Roarke. It’s as if the idea that I might punish him turned a switch. I’m on, and he’s now off, and it’s letting me see how easily he could hurt me. He still has too much power over me, and I don’t know how to fix that. I don’t even know if I want to try. 

			…

			I enjoy the ride with Jessica, and during our travels, she tells me all about meeting Jason and her ex cheating on her. It’s a story that has me in knots because I felt all the things she felt, but more so because I love Roarke. She didn’t love her ex. There was no better man waiting on me. There was only Roarke, left behind. It’s fairly early when we arrive in Dallas, only two o’clock, and both of us are tired. We head to our rooms to rest. 

			“Oh, by the way,” she says as we both step away from the registration booth. “It’s a costume party. I had a bunch of options sent to your room. I like the nurse for you. You’re Roarke’s nurse to all the animals. Now you can be his naughty nurse. It’s kind of hot, you know?”

			I laugh, but Roarke isn’t here, so he doesn’t need a naughty nurse. My room is of course luxurious, and I collapse on the bed, willing my phone to ring. It does. With Linda’s number. “Happy birthday!” she exclaims. “Tell me how happy!”

			“Very last minute, I’m here in Dallas for a Halloween party,” I say. “I thought I’d invite you to breakfast tomorrow.”

			“What? Oh no. I’m not there. I’m in Houston for a photoshoot.”

			“Well, that kind of sucks,” I say. 

			“It does, and I have a present for you. I need your Sweetwater address.”

			My Sweetwater address. That’s a complicated topic. “Come and bring it to me at the festival.”

			“That sounds perfect. It’s good. You’ll love it.”

			We chat a few more minutes, and when we disconnect, I toss my phone on the pillow and curl on my side. I need to sleep and forget that today is my birthday. Roarke knows it’s my birthday, and his silence makes a point. He can’t do this. We aren’t doing this. Why did I let myself try to believe otherwise?

		


		
			Chapter Thirty-Five

			Hannah…

			I can’t rest, so I get an Uber to the mall and buy a black dress and black cowboy boots and decide that’s my costume. The dress has a flared skirt and a good amount of cleavage, and I buy it despite this. If ever I needed to feel like a woman, it’s on my birthday after being dumped. If anyone asks, I’m a country witch. I’ve just finished flat-ironing my hair and applying stay-on pink lipstick when there’s a knock on the door. 

			I slide the strap of a cute sparkling lipstick purse across my chest, to rest at my hip, and answer the door. I find Jason and Jessica standing there. Jason in his baseball uniform and Jessica in a Catwoman jumpsuit. I wait for Jason to wish me happy birthday and Jessica to feel bad that she didn’t know, but he doesn’t. “What the hell kind of costume is that?” he asks.

			“I’m a country witch, and if you give me a hard time, I’ll curse you on the mound.”

			“Whoa. Whoa. Whoa.” His hands are in the air. “I surrender. You don’t joke about that shit.”

			I look at Jessica. “You’re looking hot, mama.”

			“Thank you. I have to compete with all the groupies who want him.”

			Jason wraps his arm around her and pulls her close. “No competition. You win every time, baby.” He kisses her soundly on the mouth, and my heart squeezes. They’re an adorable couple. I’m really happy for them both. I hate that I feel their happiness as a reminder of my loss of Roarke. 

			Together, the three of us make our way to the party. “Each player picked a playlist of songs for the DJ,” Jessica informs me. “So, before every song, they announce the player, and every time a player’s song is picked, he donates money to the charity. There’s going to be all kinds of music. It’s fun, right?”

			“Yes,” I say. “Fun.”

			And it is. Soon, we’re inside a room with music, food, booze, and even stages all around the event space for people to get up on and dance. There are goblins, zombies, fairies, and much more. And of course, lots of baseball players in uniform. The songs range from Jason Aldean, NSYNC, Taylor Swift, Brett Young, and even Billie Eilish. I meet the team, including Max Madison, the Mad Man catcher, and he’s a hottie—big, fit, with pretty green eyes and a strong jaw—who I aspire to introduce to Linda. When he flirts, I tell him so, too. “I have the perfect woman for you,” I say. “And she’s not me.” 

			Jessica laughs and links her arm with mine. “She’s Roarke’s woman.”

			“Oh, fuck,” Max curses. “Sorry. Roarke’s a badass. Love that guy.”

			“I need a drink,” I murmur and pull away from Jessica to find the round bar in the center of the room with an empty spot with my name on it. I order myself champagne. Jessica joins me and says, “Two tequila shots.” She nudges me. “We aren’t driving. Let’s do what I never do and drink.”

			The shots are set in front of us, and I look at them and her. “You’re a bad influence.”

			“No one says that to good girl me. I kind of like it.” She laughs. “At least when we have a hotel room to walk to and Jason to protect us.” 

			We pick up the glasses, downing the shots, and oh God, it burns a path down my throat, warmth spreading over my neck. “One more!” Jessica yells. 

			“No,” I say. “I’ll be drunk in about three minutes if we do that.”

			The bartender fills our glasses. A baseball player by the name of Jack Jackson who I met earlier, a black guy with biceps that could be globes, steps to my side. “I heard you’re Roarke’s woman.”

			“I’m just a girl, standing at a bar, drinking too much tequila. I’m also the girl who’ll auction you off in garters for the children’s hospital if you’re not careful.”

			He laughs and holds up his hands. “You win. No more questions.” He rotates and disappears into the crowd.

			I grab the shot and look at Jessica. “Are we back in Sweetwater with the gossip or what?” 

			“I know, right?” she says, lifting her glass, and together, we down the tequila. 

			“Come on,” she says, taking my hand. “There’s something I’ve always wanted to do, and now that we’ve drunk too much, we can. Come with me.” She tugs me forward into the crowd and onto the dance floor, but she doesn’t stop there. She heads to the steps leading to a packed stage and turns to me. “No one can ask you about Roarke if we’re up here.” The song “Con Calma” comes on, and Jessica gets all excited. “I want to dance.”

			My head is spinning, and I really want to escape the way that spinning is starting to take me in circles with Roarke and my forgotten birthday. I eagerly let her lead me to a corner where we’re alone, and no one can talk to me again and ask if I’m Roarke’s woman. I start dancing, and Jessica and I are laughing and having fun until the stupid music changes. It’s Brett Young again, and this time, it’s a slow song—“Mercy.” 

			The words start to play, and in them is a plea from one lover to the other. Basically, please don’t break my heart. Please step away and leave what is left of my heart. They resonate. They hurt. I blur out with the emotions this song brings and the lyrics go in and out. I turn to Jessica, and I think my face must be a mess because she pulls me into a hug. “Oh, honey. What’s wrong?”

			“I lost him. He hates me. I hurt him just like the song, and I still love him so much.”

			We talk like that the entire song, and she tells me how wrong I am. She tells me it’s the tequila talking. “I shouldn’t have given it to you.” The music breaks as it has here and there for short announcements, though I don’t hear this one. I’m just glad the emotional drug that is that song is over.

			“Jessica! Hannah!”

			“That’s Jason,” Jessica says. “He must know you’re upset.” She strokes my hair and pulls me to the side of the stage, where we squat in front of Jason. 

			“What’s happening?” Jason asks. “What’s wrong?”

			“She’s missing Roarke. She just needs him to be here already.”

			“I’m here.”

			At Roarke’s voice, I look up to find him standing next to Jason. “You didn’t think I’d miss your birthday, did you?”

		


		
			Chapter Thirty-Six

			Hannah…

			Jessica leans in close and wraps her arm around me. “It was killing us not to tell you happy birthday!” 

			“Happy birthday, little sis,” Jason says.

			“Thank you,” I murmur, but all I see right now is Roarke, standing there in a black T-shirt hugging his perfect chest. No fancy costume. Just him. And that’s all it takes for him to be perfect to me. 

			I stand up, and Roarke grabs my waist and pulls me off the stage, catching me with his body, my hand on that perfect chest. “I thought you were done with me after the Luke thing.”

			“I will never be done with you, Han. Never.” He eases me to my feet, and then he’s kissing me, this deep, drugging kiss, and I don’t care who sees. It’s everything. That one kiss is just everything. “I love you,” he says. “I have never stopped loving you.” 

			The music starts to play, and the DJ says, “This one is from Roarke to Hannah.” “Girl Like You” by Jason Aldean begins to play. 

			“You requested this?” Which is, of course, obvious, but there’s tequila and Roarke involved, which means my brain is not exactly operating well right now. My body, however, is in overdrive. 

			“I did a lot of things to make tonight special for you, baby.”

			My heart squeezes with the message in this song, and Roarke hauls me onto the dance floor more fully, and we sway together. “I need you to know I’ve had tequila,” I warn as my feet feel unsteady, “but that’s your fault.”

			His lips curve. “Like you going in the men’s bathroom?”

			“Exactly,” I assure him, hyperaware of his hands on my body, but then I’ve always been hyperaware of this man touching me.

			“I see,” he says. “All my fault.”

			I give an incline of my chin. “All your fault.” 

			He gives my dress a once-over. “I like the costume.” His gaze lands low on my cleavage. “A little deep, isn’t it?”

			“That’s your fault, too.”

			His gaze lifts. “How is it my fault?”

			“It just is.”

			“All right, then. As long as I’m the only one enjoying the view, I’ll happily take credit for this one.”

			My cheeks heat, as if he’s never flirted with me. “And what’s your costume supposed to be?”

			“Horse Wrangler, of course.”

			“You have no hat. A Horse Wrangler needs a proper hat.”

			“A hat gets in between you and me. That doesn’t work for me.” 

			The song lifts in the air again, and he leans in and sings along with it in my ear. I can’t breathe, and every part of me is warm. He nuzzles my neck. “God, I missed you, Han.” His voice is low, rough, affected.

			“I missed you, too,” I whisper, and when I pull back to look at him, I don’t have it in me to protect myself with Roarke. “Every day in some way.”

			He strokes my hair behind my ear, sending a shiver down my spine. “Me, too, baby. Me, too.”

			The DJ comes on the microphone again, and the music cuts. “Now it’s time for a special song. One for Hannah, who is coordinating the Sweetwater Christmas festival. Happy birthday, Hannah. Let’s sing it to her, everyone!”

			Suddenly, the entire room of hundreds of people is singing “Happy Birthday” to me, and I’m staring up at Roarke, fighting tears. He molds me close, kissing me, before he turns me toward the room to show me the giant cake being wheeled in. “Oh my God,” I whisper, looking over my shoulder at Roarke. “I can’t believe you did this.”

			“Watch,” he says. “It gets better.”

			Now I’m intrigued. I face forward and gasp as Martha pops out of the cake, seventy-plus years young, in a fairy costume with rainbow wings. I rush forward and hug her, only to have Ruth sideswipe me and pull me into a hug of her own. Jessica and Jason show up to the hug party as well, and when Roarke and I are handed plates with the cake Martha created for me, it doesn’t get any better than this. There’s a warmth between us that I’ve never experienced with anyone but him, just him. The music starts to play again, and this time the song is “Rumor” by Lee Brice.

			I start singing the words, about a small town gossiping about a new couple, much like this town is gossiping about me and Roarke. Roarke leans in and whispers, “Let’s make the rumors true. Let’s get out of here.”

			“Yes. Please.” My entire body heats just thinking about being alone and naked with this man, this time without any emotional barriers. He kisses me, a slow slide of his tongue before he laces the fingers of one of his hands with mine and leads me toward the door. 

			The minute we’re outside the party in the corridor, his arm is around my shoulders, pulling me in close to him. We don’t speak during the walk, but that’s the thing about me and Roarke; words aren’t always spoken, but they’re felt. We enter the elevator, and it’s no different. He holds me close, and we endure the crush of a full car. Roarke places me in front of him, that big, perfect body of his cradling mine. That’s the thing I can’t believe I forgot all those years ago. Roarke was always there to have my back, to hold me up, to support me. 

			When we’re finally on my floor, I hand him the key. He takes it, leans down, and brushes his lips over mine. He swipes the card and shoves the door open. I hesitate, but not with regret. With the sense that this is a new beginning, with the certainty that I will never be the same once I walk in this room. But then who am I fooling? The moment he kissed me the first time, it changed me. I was never the same. That’s the power this man has over me. 

		


		
			Chapter Thirty-Seven

			Hannah…

			I don’t care how much power he has over me, because I don’t believe that Roarke would ever intentionally use that power to hurt me. That’s love, and I will never let insecurity or someone else’s viciousness make me forget the power of love. I walk inside the hotel room and gasp. The luxury room, which I’ve barely noticed until now, is filled with vases of my favorite flowers—while lilies—mixed with red roses. They’re everywhere, at least a dozen vases of a dozen flowers in each one. The door shuts behind me, and I turn to find Roarke right there, pulling me to him. 

			“I can’t believe you did this.” My voice cracks with the force of my emotions. 

			“Because I was such an asshole to you?” he teases, closing the space between us, his fingers catching my hip and walking me to him.

			“No, I—”

			“Thought I walked away because of Luke hitting on you?”

			“You were pissed.” My fingers curl on his chest. “I know you and you—”

			“You do know me, Hannah. Don’t forget that this time.” 

			“I won’t. I won’t forget. Roarke—”

			“Not now, Han.” He cups my head with his hand, his forehead finding mine. “Right now, let’s just enjoy each other. We won’t lose each other again.” He pulls back to look at me. “Say it. We won’t lose each other again.”

			His voice is rough, intense, full of demand that I happily answer. “Never again. We won’t lose each other again.”

			He leans in to kiss me, and I press my hand to his chest. “I wasn’t flirting with Luke. I would never try to get back at you.”

			“I know that, Han.” 

			“You were pissed. I know you.”

			“Then you know I mean it when I say I’m not letting you go again.” 

			There’s a part of me that screams with past pain. He’s not letting me go now, but he did in the past, yet he doesn’t give me time to reply or to wallow in that pain. He’s already kissing me again, his tongue a long stroke of velvet that I feel everywhere, every nerve ending in my body on fire. “I love you,” he murmurs, and that’s all that matters. Him. Me. Us. Love. The past doesn’t matter.

			He sits down on the stool at the end of the bed and drags me to his lap, and oh God, he feels so good. His hand slides over my back and down again, and there is nothing but this man who matters. Nothing. He has always been that missing piece of me. My fingers tangle in the thick strands of his dark hair as I sink into the kiss. 

			He moans, a low, rough moan, and tugs down the zipper at the back of my dress before he stands and settles me in front of him, turning me, my back to his front. Deft fingers unhook my bra, and his hands slip under the lace at my shoulders, but before he slides it down, he leans in and kisses my neck, scraping the delicate area with his teeth. My sex clenches, and I know how slow and well this man can make love to me, but I can’t take the wait. I just need him, now, right now.

			I rotate in his arms, letting my dress and bra fall to the ground, leaving myself in nothing but panties and thigh-highs. My heels are gone. They must have fallen off when he pulled me into his lap. Funny how I didn’t notice. 

			Roarke’s hot gaze slides over my body, and then I’m in his arms in seconds, his mouth on my mouth, and he tastes tormented, like I torment him. I want to end that in him, in us. I feel that in him, too, the need to drive us to another place, a better one. One of his hands cups my backside while the other cups my breast, teasing my nipple, the assault on my senses leaving room for little else but him. So much so that now, I’m the one who moans, tugging at his T-shirt as I do. 

			He tugs it, too, over his head, and I’m already caressing all that hard muscle by the time it hits the ground. From there, there’s a whole lot of kissing and touching as we get his boots and pants off. The minute he’s naked, he takes me down to the bed, my back settling on the mattress, but he isn’t far behind. We end up facing each other, legs entwined, the thick ridge of his erection between us. “I didn’t think I’d ever touch you again,” he murmurs, molding me closer.

			“Me either,” I whisper, and then his mouth is there, lips brushing my lips, a full-on kiss following, and the heat between us is burning me alive. He presses inside me, and suddenly, I’m so very naked, we’re so very naked, beyond the absence of our clothes, the vulnerability of wanting each other after hurting each other is there, present. But the funny thing is that yes, the past is here, it is, but somehow, it’s more a glove that fits around us and draws us closer, where we huddle together to weather the storm rather than push each other away. 

			Every kiss and every touch is tender and somehow erotic, a slow, sexy dance of our bodies that begins to burn hotter. He nips my lips, then licks the offended skin. He repeats the action at my shoulder. It’s almost angry, but it’s good. I’m angry, too. I’m angry at everything that went wrong, and that becomes a part of the burn. Our need becomes frenzied, and he’s thrusting and pulling me to him, our faces pressed close, our mouths parted. I don’t want it to end; I don’t want to ever end anything else with this man. But it does end. Release comes to me hard and fast, and I cling to Roarke. He shudders right over the edge with me, a low, guttural groan sliding from deep in his chest. 

			And then we’re there, on top of a Ritz-Carlton mattress in a room of lilies and roses, holding each other the way we didn’t think we’d ever hold each other again. We don’t speak. We just lay there together. 

			Roarke is the first to move. He kisses my temple. “Let me grab you a towel.” He pulls out of me, and I lay there with wetness clinging to my thighs, the insecurity that I know was a part of our breakup coming back to me. He’s back in all of his naked, perfect glory in less than a minute, pressing the towel between my legs. I’m not shy about such things with Roarke, and yet I find myself sitting up and scanning for my bag to grab my robe. 

			The instant I turn away, he catches my arm and brings me around to face him. “Don’t pull away. Don’t shut me out again like you did the other night.”

			“I’m not. I’m not shutting you out.”

			“Tell me what you’re thinking,” he says. “Say it.”

			“I can’t have babies, and you need to be a father. You’d be an amazing father.”

			“I’m a father to hundreds of animals, Han. You know this. And we can adopt if we decide that’s what we want. It fits us. We rescue those who everyone else leaves behind.”

			“This was part of why I felt insecure. This was brewing inside me back then, and then that video just ripped me to shreds. I thought: he needs her. I bet she can have babies.”

			He drags me down to the mattress, catches my leg with his, and stares at me. “I didn’t cheat.”

			“I believe you. I’m just being honest. I’m saying what I didn’t say back then.”

			“And I’m listening. I should have listened closer. I should have known where you were on this, but, Hannah, baby, I’m with you. That’s the only place I am on this. Never once did I consider another woman and kids as an option for me.”

			I suck in a breath and let it out. “I don’t know how to get by this.”

			“We’ll go talk to someone together.” He strokes my cheek. “We’ll get by it together.”

			“I should have given you a chance to explain the video, but I think some part of me thought that I was letting you off the hook. But you won’t move on. You won’t let me let you off the hook.”

			“You belong with me, and I belong with you.”

			“But you didn’t come for me. Some part of you—”

			He cups my face and forces my gaze to his. “Don’t say what you’re about to say. It’s not true. I love you. And I meant what I said. I’m not letting you go again. Ever. You run this time, I will follow.”

		


		
			Chapter Thirty-Eight

			Hannah…

			Roarke and I order room service, and we get ready for its delivery by dressing. I grab a robe as he pulls out a pair of sweats from a suitcase. “Your suitcase is here?”

			“Is that a problem?”

			“Not at all. Just wondering how you pulled all of this off.”

			“I arranged the room and the party yesterday. I wanted to call you, but I knew I’d tell you I was leaving my father in charge of the problem in Houston and coming back.”

			“Really? Well, how are the horses and your dad?”

			“His friend found the toxin, and he’s tending to the horses and doing a damn good job.” We sit down on the couch in the corner, and he opens the champagne I didn’t notice for all the flowers, filling two glasses. “I really think he needed me gone. He needed to know something went well because of him.”

			“I think that was the perfect thing to do. Tell me about the toxin and the horses.”

			He’s about halfway through his story when the food comes, and we barely miss a beat when he grabs the food. We keep talking, with so much to talk about and catch up on, that we eventually move to the bed, while I tell him all about my life in the fashion industry. I don’t even remember falling asleep. I do, however, remember waking up because I’m on my stomach, and Roarke is kissing a line down my spine. I moan with the pleasure of it and look up at him. “You can’t do what you’re thinking about doing. I have to pee.”

			He smacks my backside. “Then go pee. I’ll meet you in the shower.”

			And so he does. For the first time in years, we shower together, and it’s not a quick shower. I end up in the corner, with him inside me, his mouth on my mouth, and it’s truly the best way to wake up. I’m in the shower with Roarke. I’m starting a new day and a new life with Roarke.

			A good hour later, after a call from Jessica and Jason, we’re dressed to meet them for breakfast. Roarke is in jeans and a stallion T-shirt, and since I just happen to have my own stallion T-shirt, I pull mine on as well. I paint my lips pink, slide my purse over my shoulder, and exit the bathroom to find him sitting on the couch, on a call. “We’ll be down in ten,” he says, standing up and giving me a once-over, his gaze landing on my shirt. “You found your things under the bed.” 

			“Yeah,” I say. “I did.” I think of the boots and the ring, wondering if he’ll ever dare propose again. 

			He closes the space between us, his hands settling on my waist. “Move in with me. Let’s do what we need to do while we’re here to get you moved. If you want to keep your apartment until you’re sure, I’ll pay for it, but come home with me. Be home with me. I want—”

			“Me, too. Yes. Yes. I don’t care about the apartment. I just want to be back home with you.”

			He smiles, this brilliant smile that lights me up inside, and then he kisses me. “Home it is, then.” He brushes my hair behind my ear, an intimate and familiar move that I missed beyond words. “What do you need here? Can I just have someone pack you up?”

			“I can get a few more things now and do the rest later. I need to focus on the festival.”

			“You can let a mover do the rest. Call me impatient, but I want our lives back together fully.”

			“I do, too.”

			He cups my head and rests his forehead against mine. “We adopt.” He pulls back to look at me. “Or we just get more horses.”

			“You have a lot of horses.”

			“We have a lot of horses.”

			I smile. “We. We sounds good.”

			“Let’s go eat with Jason and Jessica, and after, we’ll swing by your apartment.”

			“Actually, I need to buy a car. A rental isn’t cost-effective.”

			“Do you know what you want?”

			“I have no idea.”

			“We have an extra vehicle. You want to drive it while you decide?”

			We. I will never get tired of that word. “Yes. That sounds perfect.”

			He laces the fingers of one of my hands with his and kisses my knuckles. “Then, that’s what we’ll do.”

			We share a smile, and a few minutes later, when we walk into the restaurant downstairs hand in hand to a table filled with Jessica, Jason, Ruth, and Martha, they stand up and clap, and I blush, but it’s one heck of a happy blush.

			…

			Roarke…

			Breakfast wraps up, and Jason motions for me to join him in the hotel lobby. We walk underneath the winding stairs leading to the second level and claim two chairs against the wall. “The party was good. You two okay?”

			“Better when I get this family stuff out.” I scrub my jaw. “You’re sure we can make this happen? Because I’m not waiting to tell her to have it blow up in my face.”

			“How can buying the property from the government and returning it to her family blow up in your face?”

			Here is a man who gave up his baseball career when his parents died to take over his family’s struggling ranch and to protect the families depending on it, rather than filing for bankruptcy. He barely blinked when I told him that his father was willing to sell it off and put them all out on the street and our horses with them. Instead of dwelling on his father’s part in the family feud, he was all about “How do we fix this for you and Hannah?”

			“Seriously, man,” he says. “This is going to work out.”

			“I’ve tried to buy that property for Hannah. For years.”

			“And now you’ve told me, and I’m in the unique position of knowing a lot of powerful people. The team owner is on this. He’ll make it happen.”

			“Have you told Jessica about this? Does she think waiting to tell Hannah when I can hand her the property deed is the right move?”

			“I haven’t told her, but talk to her when we get back. If she disagrees with our plan, then weigh your own feelings, and do what’s right.”

			“What I want is to put a ring on Hannah’s finger and marry her before this explodes in my face, but that’s selfish and wrong. I need to open this wound and throw medicine on it, and this feels like the way, but she brought up me not going after her again. It’s killing me not to explain why.” I shake my head. “Maybe I just won’t tell her that her parents sent the video.”

			“It will always be there between you and her if you don’t. I think she needs to know. Not only that, but one of the reasons you didn’t go after her was because you knew how it would affect her with her parents.”

			“Which is why I still don’t want to say more than I have to,” I argue.

			He leans in closer. “Why didn’t you go after her? How do you make that right?”

			I don’t try to explain to him how betrayed I felt in the days after what happened. I don’t try to explain that right when I would have gone after her, this shit with our parents exploded. When I did call, when I got drunk enough to say screw our parents, her number was already changed. But I have to say it all to Jessica. 

			“Hell,” Jason adds. “I think you need a female’s opinion. Talk to Jessica.”

			“And propose before or after I give her the property?”

			“Oh yeah.” He slaps his knees. “You need Jessica. In the meantime, I’m going to get that property.” He pats my shoulder, and we stand up, walking together back to the lobby, where we find Jessica and Hannah standing together. The two fast friends are in deep conversation, but I only see one of them. The beautiful brunette I want to be my wife. She must feel my attention because her gaze lifts and turns, colliding with mine. 

			She smiles this stunning smile and rushes toward me, pushing to her toes to kiss me. “The hotel’s delivering the flowers to the children’s hospital. See? You did something special twice with those flowers.”

			I cup her head and kiss her firmly on the mouth before I say, “You’re something special. I’m not letting you get away.”

			“Stop saying that. It makes it seem like I’m trying to leave again. I’m not going anywhere.”

			No. She’s not. I’m going to find a way to heal our families. I’m going to be the damn Sweetwater Whisperer if it kills me. Because I have to. I love her too damn much to accept any other answer.

		


		
			Chapter Thirty-Nine

			Hannah…

			Roarke and I arrive at my little apartment, and I stop him before we head inside. “This place isn’t fancy, but I’m launching a business. I got a lump sum payout from my boss when he let me go, and I’m investing that in my business, not a place to live.” His hands come down on my shoulders, and he pulls me to him. “I know you were successful in L.A. I followed your photographer to follow you.”

			“You did?”

			“Yeah, Han, I did. I told you. I never got over you.”

			“But you dated. You had to have someone—” 

			“No one who mattered, but there were times when I wanted to find someone. I wanted you to stop controlling my life, but there was no chance of that happening. What about you?”

			“Same. Exactly the same.”

			“No hot model or Hollywood star sweeping you off your feet?”

			“I never got over you, and how can anyone compare to the Horse Wrangler?”

			“Don’t do that. Don’t put me up on some pedestal, Han. I’m right here with you, and I’m no one without you.”

			“I know that. I was young, too young maybe. I hadn’t found my own footing, my own confidence. Now, we’re the same but different. I think that’s good.”

			“Then why are we standing out here? The apartment doesn’t matter.”

			“No,” I say, smiling. “It doesn’t.” I push to my toes and kiss him. “I love you, Horse Wrangler, and yes, I’m calling you that. It’s very sexy.”

			He arches a dark brow. “Is that right?”

			“Yes. It is.” I twist in his arms and decide I know the perfect way to say goodbye to this apartment. I unlock the door, grab his belt, and tug. “Come inside, Horse Wrangler.”

			…

			After spending a few hours at my apartment, Roarke and I finally pack up everything we can fit in the car, and I run back inside for my favorite camera. I’m just walking down the stairs when a kid runs up them, smacks into me, and sends my camera flying. I cry out for my baby and dive for it, but it’s too late. It crashes to the ground. Roarke rounds the steps, obviously responding to my cry out. I glance over my shoulder, and the kid is gone. 

			“What happened?” he asks, picking up the camera pack for me. 

			“A kid knocked it out of my hands. I don’t even want to know if it’s damaged right now. Let’s just get out of here before I cry.”

			He wraps his arm around my shoulders, and we start down the stairs. “We’ll buy a new one if it’s broken.”

			“It’s six grand, Roarke. It was my first big purchase when my career took off.”

			“We have money, Hannah.” We pause at the bottom of the steps, and he kisses me. “We’ll get another camera if you need it.”

			The funny thing about Roarke is that I know he wants to take care of me, but I don’t feel owned or controlled. He’s never been that way. He’s just so damn perfect. Money doesn’t matter to him, and therefore, he’s generous with what he has, which I know because I’ve seen it firsthand. Those retired horses cost money to support, lots of money. So it’s not the offer of a camera that makes me love him all the more right now; it’s the reminder of his generosity and the way he’s already made us one. 

			…

			I call Linda once we’re on the road. “What’s happening?” she asks. “You’re moving in with Roarke? What about Cindy? Wait. Is he right there with you?”

			“Yes,” I say tightly. 

			“Okay, I’ll talk. Did he do it?”

			“No.”

			“Are you sure?” she presses. “Really sure?”

			“Yes and yes.” We talk a few more minutes and disconnect. I glance at Roarke. “How much did you hear?”

			“All of it.”

			Of course he did. “And?” I prod. “Say what you’re thinking.”

			“I hope you really are sure.”

			“I am, or I wouldn’t be moving in with you.”

			“Good.” He glances over at me. “Because I love you, Han.” 

			“I love you, too, so stop talking about this. Let’s talk about the festival.”

			And so we do. We talk about the festival and horses and my photography. We talk about everything and anything, and it feels good and right. We talk so much that there isn’t a moment of silence the entire ride back to Sweetwater, and when we arrive there, the town feels like home. Our path leads us right past my old family property when I spy that deer again. “Stop, Roarke.”

			He halts the truck, and I point to the deer. “I saw it the other day when I stopped by and then again at your house.” I glance over at him. “She felt like a sign of hope. It feels special that she’s here now, while we drive home together.” Two baby deer dart out of the bushes, and I suck in air. 

			Roarke turns to me and catches my arms. “We have babies. A bunch of them waiting a mile up the road for you to sing to them.”

			“I know.” I touch the strong line of his jaw. “You’d make beautiful babies.”

			“We’d make beautiful babies. We’ll get a surrogate if we need to, Han. We’ll do what we need to do if that’s what we decide is right for us.”

			“I never thought of that idea.”

			“That’s why we figure these things out together, baby. We’re better together.” He kisses my hand. “Let’s go home.”

			We settle back into our seats, and a few minutes later, we’ve just gotten the suitcases and boxes in the house when Javier rushes up the steps and meets us on the porch. “We have an emergency horse being flown in now. This one is in your wheelhouse. I was about to call you.”

			“How far out?” Roarke asks.

			“Twenty minutes.”

			“We’ll meet you at the hospital,” Roarke replies. 

			He nods and then gives me a mock salute before he heads down the stairs while Roarke turns to me. “We got back at just the right time. Thank God.”

			His response isn’t, oh God, we just got home, but good timing. “Yes,” I agree. “Good timing.”

			“Let me get your things upstairs, and then we can head over there.” 

			“I’ll get everything out of the doorway. You go get ready for surgery, get up to speed on the case. I’ll be there in a few minutes.”

			His eyes warm with my understanding of where he needs to be focused right now. He grabs me, kisses me, and starts a jog toward the hospital. I get both our overnight bags upstairs and unpacked so that if this surgery runs late, Roarke can just pass out and rest. I’m just about to head back downstairs when I spy the boots on the chair. The boots that hold my ring. I walk over to the chair and pick them up, resolutely carrying them back to the bed, kneeling beside it where I stick the boots back underneath. That’s where they belong until Roarke pulls them out. We were meant to find each other again, and we did. We found each other. The rest will work out this time. Nothing is going to tear us apart. I truly believe that. 

		


		
			Chapter Forty

			Roarke…

			It’s a few nights after our return to Sweetwater, and Hannah and I are at Jason’s. The women are all inspecting brochures for the festival and making plans. Jason is in the mix of it all with them, so I head out onto the porch. The door opens behind me, and Jessica steps outside, joining me at the railing, shivering due to a chilly breeze, which is a hint of our version of a mild winter. 

			“I hear you might want to talk to me.”

			I turn to face her, and she does the same to me. “What do you know?”

			“Pretty much everything. I can’t believe her parents did all that they did. It’s going to hurt her. She talks about them a lot. She’s trying to get them here for the festival.”

			“Should I tell her now?”

			“I think handing her the deed to the land gives her something positive to focus on in the middle of the negative you’re going to share with her. And Jason says he really thinks he can make that happen for you.”

			“But it’s weeks out,” I say. “It’s killing me not to just tell her. It’s killing me not to just propose, but I feel like I need to deal with this first.”

			“Are you ready to propose?”

			“I never wanted her to take the ring off. Hell yes, I’m ready. I was thinking Thanksgiving, though, just to give her time to feel how damn much I love her.”

			“That’s perfect. You should have the deed by then, or at least, that’s how Jason makes it sound, but honestly, I think you should propose before you tell her, and hear me out. The family rivalry will take away from what should be untarnished and special. Give her a chance to enjoy that moment with nothing to tear it apart.” 

			“I have to tell her about this. It’s eating me alive.”

			“Propose and then let her enjoy the success of the festival, the one she’s worked hard to make perfect. Then, tell her well before Christmas, so it doesn’t screw up Christmas.”

			I take in her suggestions, and they sit well. “It’s a good plan. I’ll propose on Thanksgiving.”

			“Do you have a ring?”

			“Her old ring, but I took it in yesterday to have it turned into a necklace. I picked a new ring. A new us. A new ring.”

			“Is it bigger than the last one?” She holds up her hands. “Not that it matters.”

			I laugh. “Yes. It’s bigger.”

			“Can I see it when you pick it up?” she prods.

			“You can see it when Hannah puts it on her finger,” I say, vowing to keep this one on her finger. 

		


		
			Chapter Forty-One

			Hannah…

			In the month following me moving in with Roarke, we grow closer than I’d ever imagined possible, and I’d thought we were close the first go-around. But this time, it’s as if we value us all the more because we know how easily we could lose each other. 

			Easily, as if it’s natural, I start doing what I’ve always loved doing: photographing nature and the animals, in particular the horses and even the Horse Wrangler himself. Secretly, at first, I submit my shots to magazines, contests, and my agent, who is glad to see me active again. After seeing my recent shots, she coordinates a gallery showing for me in Dallas in January, and this news not only has me excited, it earns me more lilies from Roarke, who shares in my joy. He knows what this means to me, I feel that in him, and that’s easy to do, considering we spend every moment possible together and without interruption thus far. That is, until the weekend before Thanksgiving, when we wake to an emergency call for Roarke that will take him to Tennessee. 

			“I can’t go,” I say as he throws the blankets off our bed. “The festival is only a week away.”

			“I know, baby,” he says, meeting me at the end of the bed. “You can’t always be with me, no matter how much I wish you could. You take care of the festival.” He strokes my hair and kisses me, before setting me aside to hurry to the shower. 

			I pull on leggings and a tank top and rush downstairs, fighting a wave of weird queasiness as I make him coffee and then fill a thermos with it blended just the way he likes it. It’s not long before we’re at the chopper pickup site with me behind the wheel of the Jeep I’ve been driving and loving for the past few weeks. “After this festival,” he says, “I want you to come with me on these trips. You can bring your camera.”

			“I’d love that,” I say, because as much as I’ve enjoyed planning the festival, my camera is loving my new direction, and it’s given new life to my photography.

			I watch as he rushes away and the helicopter lifts off, disappearing into the horizon. Once I’m back at the house, I hurry upstairs to shower and change when I have a sudden realization. I haven’t started my period. I grab the bathroom sink, stunned. I can’t get pregnant. Or I can, but it’s like a five percent chance. That basically means I can’t get pregnant. And if I did, by some odd, freak chance, have that happen, we aren’t ready for that. Roarke hasn’t said a word about marriage. Not a word. Not that it matters. We’re happy. We are, but we’re still new to this second chance we’re giving ourselves. I press my hands to my face. I have so many feelings right now. I drop my hands. I need to take a test, but I can’t get one in this town without word getting out. 

			I glance at the clock. Jessica will be here soon. We’re headed into town because holiday lights are being installed, right along with a massive tree to be lit at the festival. Grabbing my phone, I call her now, thankful for the friend she’s become. “I can’t believe I’m asking this. You wouldn’t have a random pregnancy test lying around, would you?”

			“Wait. What? I thought you couldn’t—”

			“I can’t, but I didn’t start my period, and I just need peace of mind that isn’t town news.”

			“Well, it just so happens,” she says, “that I had a scare a month back. I might have one test left. I kept repeating just to be sure.”

			“But you weren’t pregnant?”

			“No. The doctor said it happens sometimes. We aren’t ready yet, you know? We want kids, and if it happened, we wouldn’t be upset, but we want to plan. Anyway, I’ll grab the suitcase I think it’s in. We were traveling during my panic attack.”

			“At least that kept it from being town gossip.”

			“Amen to that,” she says. “I’ll see you soon.”

			We disconnect, and I quickly shower and then dress in black jeans and a red sweater. We are, after all, decorating for the holidays today. I’ve just filled up a cup with coffee when Jessica walks into my kitchen, also wearing a red sweater. “Aren’t we cute?” she asks, joining me at the island and whispering. “Where’s Roarke? Does he know?”

			“He flew out to handle an emergency. And no, he doesn’t know.”

			She sets the test in front of me. “Let’s go take it.”

			I pick up the kit. “I can’t believe I’m doing this to myself. I can’t even get pregnant. I’ve told you the story.”

			“It would be a special miracle, since you want kids. Go. Take the test.”

			I pant out a breath, and we both hurry upstairs. I walk into the bathroom, pee on the stick, and leave it on top of the trash can to join Jessica in the bedroom. “It’s going to be a fast result, and I can’t look. If I am pregnant, I don’t even know if I can carry to term. I don’t want a miscarriage to shake me and Roarke up right now. I don’t.” 

			“Why are you thinking about miscarriages, woman? Stop working yourself up. You and Roarke are strong. You will be fine. The baby will be a miracle and wonderfully full-term and healthy. You want me to look at the results?”

			“Yes. Please. I feel sick.” Literally, actually. I sit down on the bed and watch her disappear into the bathroom. She exits in thirty seconds, her eyes alight with joy. “It’s positive. You’re pregnant.”

			I stand up. “What? Really? I am?” 

			“Yes, honey. You are.”

			I rush past her and stare down at the test. I throw it in the trash and turn to face Jessica, who is now in the doorway. “Roarke hasn’t even asked me to marry him. What if he isn’t ready? And what if I can’t carry a baby? I need to see a doctor. I need to see one before I tell him.”

			“You need to tell him, and then you both go see the doctor.” She stops in front of me, her hands on my shoulders steadying me. “You’re a team. Be a team. Tell him. There is no other answer.”

			“Right. Right. You’re right. I’ll tell him. I’ll tell him on Thanksgiving. That gives him time to get back and for me to decide how to tell him. It’s a gift, right? I know he’ll feel like it’s a reason to be truly thankful on Thanksgiving.”

			“Yes. Exactly. Tell him. That’s what matters.”

			“Thanksgiving it is.” I don’t know why I’m letting this be an issue with Roarke. I’m not going to doubt him. He wants this, too, but nevertheless, my world is spinning. I’m afraid of believing this can be real only to have it fall apart.

		


		
			Chapter Forty-Two

			Roarke…

			It’s the day before Thanksgiving when I land at Dallas Love Field to have Jason pick me up. “How does it look?”

			“The ring or the real estate deal?” He hands me the bag he picked up at the jewelers. “The ring is huge, the biggest damn diamond heart you can get, I imagine. The necklace set in a stallion—clever, man. The real estate deal is going to take another week.”

			I curse. “What the hell? I thought today was the day. That’s why I flew in here to sign the papers. And I’m proposing tomorrow.”

			“And you’ll give her the deed well before Christmas.”

			I grimace, already feeling really damn uncomfortable with the time that’s passed. “I’m on borrowed time here. Her parents could tell her before I can.” 

			“First of all,” he says, pulling out of the parking area, “you told me yourself that her parents have gone silent on her. They hate that she’s in Sweetwater. They don’t want her to know what shits they were to your family and the horses. Greed got them in trouble, not you. Secondly, even if they did tell her, I’ve got your back. I know what you’re trying to do for her. Stick to the plan. It’s a damn good one.”

			Stick to the plan, he says, but I don’t know how I feel about that anymore. So much so that I spend most of the drive thinking about this, and by the time we’re pulling into Sweetwater, I’m convinced I’m doing this all wrong. I need to tell her everything bad and get it over with. I’ll give her the deed, let her digest the mess of the family war, and then end with the good. I’ll propose at Christmas and hope she still says yes. 

			Beside me, Jason’s phone rings, and he answers with, “Hey, babe.” He listens a minute and then hands me the phone. “Jessica.”

			Here we go. I get to tell her there will be a wait on the proposal. “Do you have the ring?” she asks excitedly. 

			“I do,” I say, “but I’m going to wait until Christmas. I need to have everything on the table when I ask her. I need her to know there are no secrets.”

			“You need to propose now, like tonight or at midnight to make it Thanksgiving or whatever.”

			“Jessica—”

			“I’m telling you that you need to do this, as a friend. Listen to me.”

			I go cold inside. “Is she thinking about leaving me?”

			“Oh God no, but you’ll understand soon. Just please do this for you and her.”

			“Look,” I say. “I really want to tell her everything first. It’s eating me alive, keeping this from her.”

			“Don’t tell her now. Propose.” 

			“No. I don’t want the proposal muddied by this. And I want her to hold that deed in her hands when I tell her about our family feud. That’s not today. I’m sure Jason told you that—”

			“Roarke. Propose. Screw the title. Screw the family feud. Please listen to me.”

			My brows dip, and I glance at Jason as I ask, “What the hell is going on, Jessica?”

			Jason shakes his head, telling me he’s clueless while Jessica says, “Friendship. My friendship with both of you. She wants you to propose, and she believes something special is happening on Thanksgiving. Don’t let her be disappointed.”

			I’m officially irritated. “Did you tell her?”

			“No! No. She told me. She feels that Thanksgiving is a big day for you two. I swear to you that I didn’t tell her that you’re proposing.”

			“Did the damn jewelers call her?”

			“I don’t know anything about that,” she says. “Just don’t let her feel the hit of disappointment.”

			“Right.” My lips thin. “Thanks, Jessica.” I hand the phone back to Jason. 

			Holy hell! I can’t wait now, and the truth is, I don’t want to wait. The two things that stick with me from that call with Jessica is that Hannah wants me to propose and that I can’t let Hannah down. I don’t ever want to let her down. 

			By the time Jason disconnects the line, we’re at my house, and I’ve pulled the necklace from the bag, inspected it, and stuck it in the pocket of the jacket I’m wearing. I grab the ring box next, open it, pleased with how it turned out. It goes in the other pocket.

			“You doing this now?” Jason asks. 

			“Seems I am,” I say, popping open the door. 

			“Good luck, man.”

			“My good luck was when she came back.” I exit into a chilly afternoon and eye the Jeep by the door, which means Hannah is home. Home. She’s home. That punches me in the gut in all kinds of ways. This is where she belongs. I can’t let any of this go south. I grab my suitcase and head inside. 

			“Hannah!”

			Silence greets me, and I know what that means. She’s in the stables. I exit the house and walk toward a gated area where two horses that we ride often are running free. Once I’m in the stable behind the house, the one that I use for our personal horses, I saddle them up, complete with the Christmas saddle pads that Hannah bought for the festival, and then text Hannah where to meet me. In all of four minutes, she’s in front of me, wrapping her arms around me. 

			“I’m so glad you’re home,” she says, and there is so much genuine joy in her that I vow to never make her feel anything but happy to see me. 

			I cup her head and kiss her. “Let’s go take a ride.”

			“Now?”

			“Now.” I smack her jean-clad backside. “We’ll go sit in our favorite spot, and I’ll tell you a little story.”

			“A story.” She smiles. “You tell me a story, and I’ll tell you one.”

			“Deal,” I say, and in a few minutes, we’re riding, taking the fifteen-minute trip to the river, where we secure the horses. While we do so, Hannah starts singing, stroking her horse, Carrie’s nose, while my horse, Mercy, nuzzles her neck. I laugh as she makes up lyrics to “Rumor” to include Mercy’s name, and then I pull her with me under the tree. “About that rumor.”

			“They’re willing to live large and let everyone talk.”

			“I was talking about the one about you and me.”

			She laughs that sweet, sexy laugh of hers that I want to hear every day for the rest of my life. “I’m pretty sure we’ve ended those rumors. Everyone knows that I’m living with you again.”

			“Not all the rumors,” I say as I go down on my knee. 

		


		
			Chapter Forty-Three

			Roarke…

			“Marry me, Hannah. Be my wife. Do it for real this time.” I pull out the ring case and open it.

			“Roarke,” she whispers, tears pooling in her eyes. “Roarke, oh God. I—”

			“A new ring for a new start.” The diamond heart that is a full carat larger than the prior version glistens against the velvet. 

			She gasps. “You got me a new ring? I mean, I know you said you did and you did, but oh my God. Roarke. It’s stunning, and I can’t believe you did this. I didn’t know if you would and—”

			“Say yes, Han. You’re killing me here.”

			“Yes!” She smiles and laughs and smiles all over. “Of course, yes. Did you really doubt my yes?” 

			Relief that I shouldn’t need to feel, but I do, washes over me. I pull the ring out of the velvet and slide it on her finger before casting her a hopeful look. “You like it?”

			“I love it, but I didn’t need a new ring. It’s so—big and beautiful, but I know this was expensive.”

			“I really wanted you to have a new ring for a new us. I have one more thing for you.” I stand up and reach into my opposite pocket. “You still have your old ring.” I open the bag and the heart inside the stallion is a glistening diamond. She gasps and tears up. 

			“It’s amazing. It’s perfect. It’s so very special.”

			I step into her and cup her face. “You’re so very special.” My voice is low, rough, laden with emotions no one but Hannah stirs in me. “You’re everything to me. I love you, Hannah.”

			“I love you, too. Can I put on the necklace?”

			“Of course you can. I’ll put it on you.” 

			She turns around, and I help her settle it at her neck, and when she turns back around, she’s tearing up. “This was your story you had to tell me?” she asks, touching the stallion with her fingers. 

			“Our story,” I amend. “This is our story.”

			“Actually, our story is a little bigger than you might think.”

			My brows furrow. “What does that mean?”

			“It’s means—God, I hope you’re good with this, and I don’t know if it will stick or how it’s possible but—”

			I know. Somehow I know what’s coming, and that call with Jessica makes sense. “You’re pregnant.”

			“Yes,” she breathes out. “I missed my period, and I took a test, and I’m scared because what if I can’t carry a baby to term? And what if—”

			I don’t let her finish that sentence. I kiss her, driving away the bad, vowing to always drive away the bad, before I say, “Don’t be scared, Han,” choosing my words carefully, ensuring that she knows that this pregnancy is special, but it’s not our beginning or our end. “Whatever is meant to be will be, and we will do it together. I need you. We need each other. That doesn’t change.” 

			“But you do want this? You do, right? It’s not just me.”

			“You know I do, but only because it’s us, baby. Only because it’s a part of us. If it doesn’t happen, we have a world to explore together.”

			“I know. I do. I really do, but I want this. I know you know I want this. But I’m afraid to even talk about it right now. I have an appointment booked with a doctor in Abilene.”

			“We have an appointment,” I say. “When?”

			“We,” she agrees. “The day before the festival, which is horrible timing, but I don’t want to put this off. That was the only time I could get in anywhere because of the holidays.”

			“We’ll make it work.”

			Her hand settles on my chest, heavier than I might expect. “I don’t want anyone to know until we feel like this is going to last.”

			“Whatever feels right to you, Han,” I say, really damn glad I didn’t tell her about the family feud before now. The last thing she needs right now, while trying to carry our child through these early stages, is that kind of stress.

			“So tell me,” I say, “when do you want to get married and where? Because tomorrow works just fine for me.”

			She laughs. “Tomorrow?”

			“Today?”

			“How about—” She motions to the tree hanging low around us, our willow tree. “Here,” she says. “This is our special place.” 

			“When? And for the record, in case I didn’t make myself clear, tomorrow isn’t soon enough for me.”

			“How about Christmas Eve? Just a small wedding, a few friends, and my red boots?” 

			“Your red boots, baby. And a red tie for me if I remember correctly?”

			“Yes,” she approves. “A red tie for you. And if it’s only you and me, Jessica and Jason, I’m happy. And your father. And Linda. That’s all.”

			“What about your parents?”

			“I think I’ll call them right before the wedding. I don’t want them turning negative on me. I want to enjoy this time and all the planning. I’ll tell them I have a surprise and insist on them showing up.”

			I know then that the sooner I hand her that deed the better, but it can’t be until after her doctor’s appointment. Christmas Eve is going to be special. I cup her head and lean in to kiss her. “Christmas Eve, I get to marry my best friend.” I kiss her, and we sit down under the tree and talk about the wedding for hours. 

			When we finally head home, it’s with a detour to see Jason’s house, where my grandmother and Ruth are hanging out as well. Hannah shows off her ring and necklace, and joy erupts around us. Jessica slips back from the chaos to nudge me. “Everything great?”

			“She told me. And you were right. I don’t want to stress her out.”

			“Are you happy?”

			“Elated, but I don’t want to say that to her. I don’t want her to feel like a loss means I’m no longer satisfied.”

			She squeezes my arm. “Good call. Oh, what the heck.” She hugs me and whispers, “You two are perfect together,” before she releases me. 

			She’s right. We are perfect together, and somehow, some way, I need to make her parents see that, too. For Hannah, because she’s what matters. 

		


		
			Chapter Forty-Four

			Hannah…

			Thanksgiving Day at Jason and Jessica’s with Martha cooking is pretty special. It’s a time filled with laughter and family. I come through for Nick, too. He joins us and starts eating the minute he comes in the door. Roarke’s father even shows up with his new woman on his arm, and watching Roarke’s joy over this surprise is an amazing thing to behold. His dad’s girlfriend, Becca, is lovely, inside and out, with an abundance of red hair. 

			His father takes one look at my ring and hugs me so tightly, I can’t breathe. “About damn time you two got this thing moving.” He pulls back to look at me, and he looks good, healthy, happy. “When’s the big day?”

			“Christmas Eve,” I say. “This just happened. We haven’t even had time to tell anyone.”

			“I’ll be here,” he replies, glancing at Roarke. “You bet I will.”

			He doesn’t ask about my parents, which sits a little odd with me, but then they’ve been gone a long time, and it seems they left quite bitter. It has to hurt Roarke’s father to be shut out by lifelong friends. It hurts me for him. 

			By evening, the two of them are on the porch talking for hours on end while I’m in the stables brushing Snowflake. “You’ll have your baby soon, girl,” I say. “If all goes well, we’ll be mamas together.” 

			I want to call my parents and tell them all my news, but they’re so negative about me being back in Sweetwater that I want to tell them in person. Thankfully, Roarke approves. If they don’t show up to the festival, then we’ll travel to them right away, to give them time to plan for a Sweetwater wedding and a grandbaby. 

			…

			On the morning of my doctor’s appointment, I step onto the porch to find that deer standing at the bottom of the steps staring at me. It’s a magical moment, truly magical. Roarke joins me, and it doesn’t even dart away. “Hope,” he says, knowing what that deer means to me. “This appointment will be good news.”

			It’s the perfect thing to say, but I ruin it by hanging over the porch and throwing up.

			“You’re nervous,” Roarke insists. “About the appointment and the festival. That’s making your morning sickness worse.” 

			This after we’ve been on the road half an hour, and I’ve been talking to Jessica the whole way, only to hang up quickly and make Roarke pull over so I can dry heave on the side of the road. “You know what I read this morning?” Roarke asks.

			“That pregnant sick women are emotional and cry a lot? Because I feel like I might cry.”

			He smiles. “That sickness is a sign of a healthy pregnancy.” He strokes my cheek. “It’s going to be good news. I feel it.” He squeezes my hand and adds, “Remember the deer, Han.”

			A few minutes later, we step into the doctor’s office, and I’m so nervous that my hands shake, and Roarke has to fill out my paperwork for me. It takes me a minute to even remember that I have insurance that I’m now glad I’ve had in place for years. I’m also happy to learn that my records have arrived from my prior doctors. It’s a good half hour later when I’m weighed, poked with a needle, and sitting in a doctor’s office with Roarke by my side. The doctor is a jolly old man, who reminds me of Santa Claus, and who delivers the best gift of all.

			“Your chances of conception were next to impossible, but you are, in fact, pregnant,” he says. “Your risks during pregnancy are no different than anyone else’s. Is this good news?”

			Roarke stands up next to me where I sit on the table, wraps his arms around me, and leans in close. “It’s amazing news,” he murmurs before kissing me. 

			…

			The morning of the festival arrives with a rush of famous people in and out of our house and Jason and Jessica’s. It’s craziness, but it’s so much fun, with Christmas decorations on every store and window in the town. The Adeline High School marching band even does an early-morning show in the town square to launch the event. Linda and her team hit the town in time to take lots of photos of the event, and it’s not long before she’s at Jason’s house with all of us, with donuts in hand that Martha immediately throws away. I laugh as Linda complains right up until the moment that Martha hands her a homemade cinnamon roll that she devours. Someone else is at Jason’s house, too. Max the mad catcher, and soon, he and Linda are teaming up to help the town get ready for the scavenger hunt. 

			Midday, parking lots are filled and so are the streets. There are booths with games for the kids in town and at Jason and Jessica’s ranch. At our place, kids ride horses, visit a petting zoo, and parents watch the action. It’s all-day fun with a choir, baseball players tossing balls with kids, and lots of food that Martha coordinated with care. There are also television cameras that I control with the security I’ve hired, but it’s still a challenge. This little town has a lot of famous people in one tiny place, and it’s almost too much for the media to handle. 

			By evening, Sweetwater is a twinkling cheerful display of Christmas lights, and the town square awaits the auction and tree lighting, with well-placed heaters that may not even be needed. The temperature is in the seventies, a Texas-style holiday celebration for sure. We have horses with ribbons and holiday saddles, and the ranch is decorated. Nathan and Allison, as well as about another ten more staff members, are present, allowing guests to visit the retired horses. Luke is in charge of the auction, and he even makes up with Roarke, not that they were really fighting in the first place. Everything is perfect, except, of course, my parents’ refusal to join us, but Roarke and I plan to take matters into our own hands. We have plane tickets to leave to visit them in a few days. 

			I watch as Roarke steps onto a stage in town square that’s decorated with white lights. Tonight he’ll be auctioned off with ten other volunteers, after which the tree will be lit. The auction begins, and Linda cracks me up with her bids on Max. She pays five thousand dollars for him, but I suspect that Max might have donated that money. She hugs me when she wins and rushes to the stage. 

			Roarke, who isn’t even offering a date, but rather a tour of the ranch and a chance to ride with him, goes for just as high. Ruth also bids on a retired fireman from one town over. She doesn’t win, but the way those two look at each other, I think she’ll get her date anyway. 

			The auction is just wrapping up when a hand comes down on my arm. I turn in shock to find my father there. “Dad?”

			“Come with me right now. We need to talk.”

			Fear fills me. “What’s wrong? What’s going on?”

			He doesn’t answer. He bulldozes me through the crowd and to the side of a mustang statue on the opposite side of the town square, where I find my mother. “What’s wrong?” She looks thin and worried, her dark hair in disarray. She grabs my hand. “It’s true. You’re engaged to him.”

			“I was coming to surprise you in Pennsylvania to tell you,” I say. “Next week.”

			My father steps to her side, and he looks weathered and older than I remember but still fit. He’s not missing meals like my mother. “Roarke’s family drove us into bankruptcy. We’ve been trying to get our property back ever since. And now we can’t. We were informed that it’s being purchased. Roarke and Jason are buying it. He doesn’t want to marry you. You came to town, and you were a threat. He was buying time to get the property.” 

			My hand instantly goes to my belly, and I feel sick, not figuratively, either. I’m going to be sick.

		


		
			Chapter Forty-Five

			Roarke…

			As soon as I step off the stage, Jason steps in front of me, and he doesn’t look happy. “Hannah’s parents are here, and they just pulled her aside. It didn’t look like a good thing, either. Sorry, man. We’ll get that deed. Soon. Next week. I’ll make it happen.”

			I curse. “This isn’t on you. Where are they?”

			“Mustang statue.”

			I start to turn, but he catches my arm. “The property—”

			“I don’t care about the damn property,” I say, pulling my arm free. “Right now, all I care about is how this affects Hannah.” I rotate, and I’m already walking, thinking about every move I’ve made to protect her and now her pregnancy, our baby. I’m trying to protect our baby, and now this. 

			I don’t want her upset. I don’t want her to find out about our families’ feud this way, and I pray that’s not what this is about. I pray her parents actually came here to put all that shit aside and to just see their daughter. I clear the crowd and come up behind the statue as Hannah’s voice lifts in the air. I’m just about to round it when something tells me to wait, to stop and listen. 

			“I’m fine,” Hannah says, her voice raised. “I’m fine. I was sick. It’s over for now, but you know why I’m sick?” she demands, not giving them time to reply. “Because I’m pregnant with Roarke’s child. We’re pregnant. We’re getting married.”

			“You’re pregnant?” her mother exclaims. “I didn’t think you could get pregnant. Are you sure?”

			“I’m positive,” she says. “And I’m happy. I can’t believe you both can’t just be happy for us.”

			“Does he know?” her father asks. 

			“Of course he knows,” Hannah says. “Why would I keep this from him?”

			“He’s using you and you got pregnant,” her father snaps. “He’s buying time with you to secure that land, Hannah,” he adds, and right when I think I’ve had enough, when I’m about to step into this, Hannah snaps back at him. 

			“If Roarke’s buying our old place, good. We need more room to help more animals.”

			I couldn’t hope for a better response from her, but it doesn’t back her father off. “And you don’t know about it?” he challenges. “Isn’t that strange?”

			“I didn’t know about the ring before he gave it to me, either,” she argues. “Or the six dozen flowers he had waiting for me on my birthday. Or the surprise birthday party. He’s good to me. I love him, Dad. And I’m back to repeating myself here: why can’t you just be happy for me?”

			“He cheated on you,” he says. “That video—”

			“What video?” she demands, and I can almost feel her fury beating at them and at me. “I never told you about a video.”

			“You sure as hell did tell me,” her father bites out.

			“What video?” her mother asks. “What is this about?”

			“The one Dad sent me to make me think Roarke cheated on me,” Hannah says. “You did it, didn’t you, Dad? No. Don’t answer. I can’t stomach the reply. I’m leaving. I’m going to be with the father of my unborn child and my future husband. I hope you both enjoy the festival. Try the cookies. The baby and I recommend them.” 

			“Hannah!” her mother shouts, making it clear that Hannah is walking away. 

			“Not now, Mother,” Hannah calls out, close to me now.

			“Let her go,” Hannah’s father says to her mother, and then suddenly, Hannah’s rounding the statue and running smack into me. I catch her arms. 

			“Roarke,” she gasps. “Oh God. You’re here.”

			“Yes,” I say, blown away at the way she just stood up for me, for us. “And I always will be.” 

			“I need out of here right now. Can we go somewhere, please?”

			I don’t hesitate. I don’t ask questions. I link the fingers of one of her hands with mine, and I lead her away from the statue, with no real direction besides away. Two blocks down, I spy one of the horse-drawn carriages decorated for the event and donated by our ranch parked nearby. “This way,” I say, leading her in that direction and then helping her inside the carriage. Once we’re settled into the cushioned seat, I pull the blanket over her and wave the driver onward. 

			My hand finds her hand, and we look at each other, a world of history and emotion between us. “Did you hear it all?” she asks, and her voice is trembling; really, her entire body is trembling despite the mild night that can barely be called winter. 

			Aware that emotions and adrenaline have her, I pull the blanket around her shoulders. “I heard it all. You okay?” 

			“Are you?” 

			“Han, baby, you said yes to marrying me again. I’m more okay than I have been in years. It’s you I’m worried about.” 

			“My father sent that video.”

			“I know that. I knew before tonight.”

			“You knew?” She twists around to face me. “You didn’t tell me? When did you find out?”

			“Right after you left for L.A. and changed your number. I didn’t know how to reach you, and that felt like a clear message to stay away.”

			“You didn’t try very hard or you would have found a way.” She twists in the other direction, trying to get away from me. 

			I hold onto her hand. 

			“Let go,” she orders.

			“Let me tell the story. Then, if you still want your hand back, I’ll give it back. Please. Make that deal with me?”

			Her jaw tenses. “Fine,” she says. “Tell the story, but I want my hand back.”

			I’d let her go and that’s where I went wrong. I let her go before, but I don’t think that’s what she needs from me now. “Right after you left, my father let me in on what was going on.”

			“Which was what?” 

			“A highway was coming through town, right across our properties. All the animals would be displaced and you know that, at any given time, there are animals with us that can’t survive a move, including the retirees. It’s not something that can be done quickly on someone else’s terms. Your family and Jason’s seemed to understand. They agreed not to sell, but your father worked a side deal to give up part of his land. That move would have allowed the highway to cut in front of the property, right in front of the enclosures for the horses.”

			“Why would he do that?”

			“Money. A million dollars. He convinced Jason’s dad to sell, too. My father fought back. He hired someone who found an endangered insect on all of our properties. There are laws to protect endangered species of any kind. Those laws killed the highway.”

			“My parents did that?”

			“I think it was mostly your father, but yes.”

			“I don’t understand. How did that drive my family into bankruptcy? Was my family in financial trouble? Did they need the sale to stay alive? Was he so panicked over debt that it affected his judgment?”

			“My father does think that’s the case, which is why he offered them help, which they rejected. What ultimately sent your parents into bankruptcy was spending the advance they got from the state. The deal had a small print clause. If the deal died in sixty days or less, they had to pay back the money. They didn’t wait. They spent the money, and when they couldn’t pay it back, they were foreclosed on.”

			“And Jason’s parents?”

			“They never got paid, and thank God for it, or he might have ended up the same.” I lean in closer. “I didn’t tell you about the highway because as far as I knew, you hated me. You thought I cheated, and I loved you enough not to want to hurt you any more than you were already hurting. I knew the animals mattered to you. I knew your parents playing the games they played with their safety would upset you. What end did that give me but making you angry at them? That would have seemed like I was viciously attacking them. That would have hurt you all over again.”

			Her lashes lower and then lift, torment etched in her beautiful face, brushed by moonlight. 

			“And the video? Why did he send that video? And why was she all over you?”

			“Interesting story there. I was trying to get out off the elevator and she stepped in front of me and wrapped herself around me. Later, looking back, it felt like a setup.”

			“He didn’t want me with you because he hated your father.”

			“He told my father that we’d never get married. A week later, you were sent that video.” 

			“In other words, we lost years of ours lives over a highway.”

			“We’re here now,” I say, squeezing her hand. “That’s what matters.”

			“What was he talking about you buying the land?” she asks, and there isn’t an accusation in her voice. None. Not even a hint of her doubting me, a realization that speaks volumes about how far we’ve come. 

			“I’ve been trying to buy it for years,” I explain, “but it’s been locked down. When you came back, I knew I had to make that happen. I knew there was really only one person who could help. That’s when I finally told Jason the whole story.”

			Her eyes go wide. “He didn’t know?”

			“No. He was off playing ball when all this went down, and I didn’t see any reason to tell him that his father was willing to sell out the animals and the people who worked for him. Especially after Jason all but lost everything trying to save that ranch when his father died. Once he knew, though, all he saw was the need to help you and me. He went to his team’s owner, and he pulled strings. The idea was to tell you the history and then hand you the deed.” 

			“You were buying the land for me?”

			“Yes, Han. For you. That was always my intent. It felt like a way back to you. We’ll have the deed next week. You can give it to your parents.”

			She shakes her head. “No,” she says adamantly. “I’m not giving it to my parents. I’m giving it to the animals we can save with that extra land.”

			“It’s your decision. That was how I always intended it to be. That’s how it will be. It’s yours.”

			Her expression softens. “You amaze me with your generosity, Roarke. With the animals. With the people around you. With me.”

			“Does that mean that I can keep holding onto your hand?”

			“It means you better keep holding on. Don’t ever save me again if it means dividing us. Promise.” 

			“I won’t,” I say, cupping her head. “I told you, Han, I’m not letting you go again. I’m not letting you go again, Han. Ever.” 

			She leans in and presses her lips to mine. “I love you.” 

			“And I love you.”

			We share a spontaneous smile, and her trembling is gone. She sinks against me, and I pull her under my arm, holding her close, the way I plan to hold her for the rest of her life. For several minutes, we ride in silence before she asks, “What do you think of the name Hope if it’s a girl?” 

			I smile and nuzzle her hair. “I love the name Hope.” 

			“And Matthew for a boy? It means God’s gift.”

			“I love the name Matthew,” I say, because the truth is the name doesn’t matter. Hannah and the joy of sharing this life, of creating life with her, is what matters. That’s the gift. 

		


		
			Chapter Forty-Six

			Hannah…

			I wake the morning after the Christmas festival without feeling sick, which is a miracle, but then I’m snuggled into Roarke, and he’s pretty good medicine. So much so that I don’t want to get out of bed, but I have no choice. Today is festival cleanup, and we have to supervise a hired crew to make it all happen. With that in mind, it’s not long before Roarke and I are dressed in tees, boots, and jeans, ready for a workday, when Jessica and Jason show up, eager to talk about the festival’s massive success and worried about my encounter with my parents. 

			Considering they’re the only two people who know I’m pregnant, it’s good to share coffee and hear their thoughts. We talk about my parents and all that happened in the past but move on to the festival. “We don’t have the final totals,” Jessica says, “but the money we brought in tops six figures. It’s amazing. The auction was the big ticket. It was huge money.” 

			We’re all celebrating this news when a truck I don’t recognize pulls up in front of our house. “I’ll see who it is,” Roarke offers, giving me a kiss as he heads out of the kitchen. 

			Jessica launches into talk about the camp waiting list last night created, but Roarke doesn’t return quickly, which bothers me. His extended departure has me concerned there might be an emergency animal arriving. “Let me go check on him,” I say, hurrying through the house. As I step out onto the porch, I find Roarke talking to my father. 

			The minute my father’s eyes land on me, his expression softens. “I’m sorry. I don’t know what else I can say. I’m sorry. Your mother gave me a thrashing last night and talked some sense into me. She made me see that I’m destroying you and our family. You two, you and Roarke, you’re the new generation. I forget that sometimes. I don’t want to miss out on my daughter’s life or my grandbaby’s. Please don’t let me lose you and that baby.” 

			I don’t miss how his voice cracks, nor do I miss how bloodshot his eyes are, but it just feels like too little, too late. He could have brought me and Roarke back together. He could have spared us years apart. “You still think Roarke was trying to trick me and use me?”

			“No,” he says. “I was just angry and lashing out. Roarke explained the situation with the land. He’s a better man than me, generous. I’m stubborn. I hold grudges. You know this about me.”

			“Why would you do something that would hurt the animals, Dad? Why? You know Roarke and his father needed to protect them. They had to protect them.”

			He scrubs his jaw and looks away before meeting my stare, his eyes redder now. “I thought we could all become millionaires. I thought I was helping Roarke’s dad get more money to help the animals. His refusal to take the money made no sense to me at the time. I wanted to force him to take it.”

			“The animals can’t just be moved,” I say, my voice lifting, “and finding a suitable place is no easy task.”

			“Roarke’s father called me Thanksgiving Day,” he says. “I heard what he said. It made sense, but when I found out Roarke was buying the property—”

			“For you,” I say. “He told me I could give it to you, but I’m not doing it. We need it for the animals. You have a new life. And you know what? You showed up when you got pissed, but you couldn’t show up for me when I asked you to show up.” I try to turn away. 

			Roarke catches my arm. “Easy, baby. It’s time to put this behind us. Let’s put it behind us.”

			“How can you just let this go, Roarke?” I demand softly. “He hurt us.”

			“How about inviting your mother and me in for coffee?” my father asks, and when I glance over at him, he waves behind him. “For your mother. She needs to see you. I’ll make this up to you.” 

			The door to my parents’ truck opens, and my mother climbs out. The next thing I know, she comes rushing forward. “Hi, honey! Hi!”

			“She’s been so upset over these secrets,” my father says, his voice low, taut. “She won’t eat. I’m worried about her. She wanted this out in the open. I fought her on it, but she needs you, Hannah,” he adds. “We need you.” 

			“You made me think Roarke cheated,” I hiss.

			“I was a fool in a desperate, angry mode,” he says. “I didn’t want you with him because of his father. I can’t undo the past, Hannah, but I’m standing here begging for another chance. I’d love to have that coffee with my daughter and her future husband.”

			I glance up at Roarke, and he pulls me under his arm, next to him. “Say yes,” he says, when I’m not feeling eager to agree at all. He made me think Roarke cheated. He drove us apart for years. Roarke leans in and whispers, “Life is short, too damn short. Think about Jason’s parents. Think about my father.”

			That statement hits me hard, so I do. I think about his father, and I know why Roarke wants me in that headspace. The stroke. It’s about his father’s stroke and suddenly facing reality here; how easily it could have been one of my parents. How easily it still could be one day. “You’re right,” I say to Roarke and nod with my approval. “Yes.” 

			Roarke’s eyes warm on me, lingering a moment, confirming, I think, that I’m really okay with this. He turns his attention to my father and says, “We’d love to have coffee.” 

			My mother sobs and then launches herself at me, all but dragging me from Roarke’s arms to pull me into hers. 

			Half an hour later, it’s not just me and Roarke with my parents but Jessica, Jason, Martha, and Ruth. Somehow, despite all the pain around the island of our kitchen, there’s healing, there’s family. My parents even volunteer to help with the festival cleanup. 

			Many hours later, Roarke and I stand on our porch watching the sun set on the horizon, his arm around me. “I did coffee, but I don’t know how to just put this thing with my father behind us. I don’t know how to fully forgive him.”

			He turns me to face him. “Go slow. Talk to him on the phone. Invite him to the wedding.”

			My heart starts racing with that idea. “You want a man who tried to destroy us at the wedding.”

			“He’s the only father you will ever have,” he says. “The day you say goodbye to him forever shouldn’t be filled with regrets.”

			I swallow hard. “I know. I know. I do. That’s why I let him in for coffee. I’ll get there with him, ironically because of you, the man he treated horribly.”

			“We’ll get there together, Han. Together always. This is the end of the day but the beginning of a new family, our family.” He lowers his forehead to mine, and we stand there, just living in the moment, the two of us who will soon be three. And perhaps in that and the reconnection to family, we have more than the hope that deer brought me. We have a holiday miracle. 

		


		
			Epilogue

			Hannah…

			December 5th…

			My morning starts with a call from my father. He’s trying. He really is, but I have yet to send him a wedding invitation. I’m closer, though. After lots of long talks with Roarke about forgiveness and life being short, I’m closer. The holiday helps, too. It’s about family and friends, and today has really proven that to be true. It’s been a fun day of planning that included picking out my first real Christmas tree in years. 

			Roarke and I currently stand in the living room decorating that tree, a giant Christmas tree actually, that I had to have, despite Roarke and Jason swearing it would kill them to get it into the house. I actually did think at one point it might take them both out, but they came through, brawny men that they are. It’s perfect in our living room, too. The night really couldn’t be more perfect. We even have a fire in the fireplace while we fill the limbs with bulbs, thanks to one of those Texas one-day-long cold fronts. We have company, too. A border collie who was deserted at a rest stop and brought to us that I’ve named Shirley, despite Roarke’s mock protests. Shirley is adorable and sweet. Roarke doesn’t know yet, but I’m not letting her go. 

			When we finish decorating, we sit down on the couch, me snuggled close to Roarke as we enjoy the twinkling wonder of the lights on our tree. Shirley hops on the couch and settles her head on Roarke’s lap, and he gives her a good stroke and glances at me. “She thinks she’s staying.”

			“Because she is,” I assure him, and he laughs. 

			Roarke arches a brow in my direction, those brown eyes as warm as the fire. “Is she now?”

			“She is. Any objection?”

			“Not even a small one,” he says, kissing me, as Shirley decides to kiss him, leaving us both smiling our way closer to our wedding and Christmas. 

			…

			December 15th…

			I stand in the Dallas bridal shop staring at myself in the mirror wearing the red dress that I want to wear for my wedding with Jessica by my side. “Red dress,” she says. “Red boots. I love it. The skirt flaring at the bottom is my favorite. Or maybe the lace at the bodice that makes the dress so darn perfect.”

			“It’s not traditional,” I say, running my hands through the lace at my waist, which thankfully isn’t showing my pregnancy yet.

			“It’s not about traditional or nontraditional,” Jessica says. “It’s about you loving it. It’s about you and Roarke being in love. And who wants to be about everyone else’s expectations anyway? How many white-dressed brides did you photograph in the fashion world?”

			My cellphone rings, and I grab it to find my father, who is almost going overboard with daily calls. I answer the line. “What if my wedding dress isn’t white?”

			“It depends,” he says. “Do I get to come see you get married?”

			My chest tightens. “Christmas Eve. Are you busy?”

			“Now I am. And so is your mother. What color is the dress?”

			“Red.”

			He laughs. “It reminds me of the red princess gown you wore around the house for a year when you were ten. I think red is perfect. And it is a Christmas wedding.”

			I laugh. “I remember that dress, and yes, it is a Christmas wedding. Thanks, Dad. I have to go buy the dress.”

			“I love you, honey.”

			“I love you, too.”

			We disconnect and I inspect myself in the mirror before I smile. “This is the dress!”

			The attendant behind us starts to clap and so do we. I’m marrying the love of my life in less than two weeks.

			…

			December 20th…

			“What can I do to help?” my mother asks. “We’ll be there tomorrow. I can do anything you need.”

			“All I need is for you to be here,” I assure her. “And to be nice to Roarke’s father.”

			“We’ve been talking with him,” she surprises me by saying. 

			“You have?”

			“Don’t sound so surprised. We were friends much longer than enemies.”

			“Then you’ve given me the best wedding gift ever,” I say. “Because I want us all to be family.”

			“That boy was like a son to me growing up, honey. I love Roarke. He’s a good catch, but don’t forget, so are you.”

			So am I. “I know,” I say, and I mean it this time. The time apart hurt, but perhaps it’s how we came together now, stronger than ever. I’m stronger. I’m more confident, and in that, I feel that I can love and be loved on a much deeper level. 

			All things happen as they should, and I now believe that’s the case with me and Roarke, past and present. 

			…

			December 22nd…

			Roarke and I are in surgery on a stallion who just arrived, and I can’t seem to help him the way I normally would. The blood is just too much for me and my delicate stomach these days, as is the metallic smell. Somehow, though, I stand there next to him without leaving the room because I will not allow him to be distracted. But he knows. I don’t know how he knows, but he does. He leans close and whispers, “Go get some air, Han. I’m good.”

			“I’ll help,” Allison offers, moving to my side. “Go, honey.”

			“I’m fine,” I argue, but her lips purse. 

			“You’re turning green. Go get some air.”

			I listen. I have no choice. Once I’m outside, I sit down on a step, and Shirley is right there with me, giving me kisses. Slowly, I start to feel better, and thankfully, when my phone rings, I’m able to answer, especially since it’s my agent. 

			“Good news. I sent some of your work to Hamiltons in London to be considered for a rising stars event. They’re in love. They’re featuring you next summer.” Hamiltons is one of the most famous photography galleries in the world. “You’re on your way, honey!” she says. “You are a rising star.”

			I stand up and shout with excitement. “What photos?”

			“All horses with their Horse Wrangler. Seems you and your future husband know how to make magic together.”

			“Yes,” I say, teary-eyed with joy. “Yes, we do.”

			Later, much later, Roarke and I celebrate with sparkling cider and cucumbers with ranch dressing, which might seem like an odd combination, but it’s what the baby wants. And Roarke doesn’t even blink. He eats cucumbers and ranch dressing while drinking sparkling cider. 

			…

			Roarke…

			December 24th…

			I’ve never been so damn nervous in my life. 

			I stand under the tree where I proposed to Hannah in a tuxedo with a red tie, as per Hannah’s directions, with Shirley by my side and our personal horses grazing nearby. Her parents, my father, and Becca are in the crowd that has morphed into one hundred as the surrounding areas got word that we were finally doing this. Linda is all over the crowd, shooting photos, while Max has tagged along with her, trading in his pitching glove to help control the crowd.

			The preacher, a man who has known Hannah and me since we were in diapers, is in front of me, smiling at my nerves while Jason is by my side in the role of my best man and the best damn friend anyone could ask for. Jessica, the bridesmaid, is somewhere with Hannah, in the trailer setup, I think. It doesn’t matter where. Hannah’s not here with me yet. Finally, the song “God Gave Me You” by Blake Shelton starts to play, and Hannah appears on the lily-and-rose-lined walkway set up between chairs, stunning in a red dress. I step to the end of the walkway, and we stand there, staring at each other before we both break into smiles. 

			She starts walking toward me, her long brown hair lifting in a light breeze off the river running beside the ceremony. 

			The closer she comes, the more impatient I feel. I want to run down the aisle and pick her up, but I stay where I’m at. The moment she’s in front of me, Shirley barks with excitement, and when I take her hand, my heart thunders in my chest, the emotion I feel for this woman something I can’t even put into words. 

			“I love you, Han,” I whisper softly, walking her to me. “You look beautiful.”

			“I love you, too,” she whispers. 

			“What do you say we get married?” I ask. 

			She laughs. “Yes. Let’s get married.”

			And so we do. We stand before the town of Sweetwater, and we say “I do,” and with those words to the rest of the world, I vow to love and cherish Hannah, but silently there is so much more for me to add. I will listen to her. I will talk to her. I will never allow us to be divided by insecurities or other people’s wars ever again. 

			I will hold on and love her, and our child, for the rest of our lives. 

			…

			Roarke…

			Eight months later…

			Hannah screams with the final push of labor while I hold onto her hand. “It’s a girl!” the doctor shouts, which we knew, of course, but hearing it damn near knocks me over. We have a girl. I’m a father. We’re parents. It’s almost too much to comprehend, and yet it’s also everything I could ever want: the complement to a perfect life with Hannah. 

			I stroke Hannah’s face. “A girl, Han. Hope is here.”

			“Hope,” she whispers, tears in her eyes. “She will never understand that name the way we do, the way we will every moment with her. Can I hold her?”

			The doctor bundles her up and sets her in Hannah’s arms, and when Hannah starts to cry, really cry this time, my heart swells with love for my wife and our new daughter. “I’m in trouble,” I tease. “You and a little you to team up on me.”

			She laughs. “Yes. You’re definitely in trouble.”

			But it’s the best trouble I could ever hope for. Hannah and Hope, my perfect family. My everything.

			[image: ]

			Like FREE Books?!  Download one of Entangled’s bestselling books here!

		


		
			Acknowledgments

			Thanks to the entire Entangled team for all the support and work that went into this book. Thanks to Louise Fury for always working so hard to be the “Fury” in my career. Thanks to Emily, my fearless, dedicated assistant. Thanks to Zita for proofing so many books over so many years, including this one. And finally, thank you to my readers, many of who follow me across genres and dive into my books just because I write them. I am forever honored!

		


		
			About the Author

			New York Times and USA Today bestselling author Lisa Renee Jones is the author of the highly acclaimed Inside Out series, now in development with MarVista Entertainment. She is also the author of many successful titles, such as the New York Times and USA Today bestselling Tall, Dark, and Deadly series and The Secret Life of Amy Bensen series. Lisa loves to hear from her readers. You can reach her on Twitter and Facebook daily.

			LisaReneeJones.com

		


		
			

A new heartwarming and humorous romance from USA Today bestselling author Amy Andrews that is sure to have you in stitches.

			The Trouble with Christmas

			by Amy Andrews

			All Suzanne St. Michelle wants is an over-the-top, eggnog-induced holiday with her best friend in Credence, Colorado. But when her hoity-toity parents insist she come home for Christmas in New York, she blurts out that her sexy landlord is actually her boyfriend and she can’t leave him—Joshy loves Christmas. The more twinkle lights the better.

			Rancher Joshua Grady does not love Christmas. Or company, or chatty women. Unfortunately for him, the chattiest woman ever has rented the cottage on his ranch, invited her rich, art-scene parents, and now insists he play “fake rancher boyfriend” in a production of the Hokiest Christmas Ever. And somehow…she gets him to agree.

			Apparently, he’ll do anything to get his quiet life back.  At least there’s mistletoe every two feet—and kissing Suzy is surprisingly easy. But in the midst of acres of tinsel, far too many tacky Christmas sweaters, and a tree that can be seen from space, he’s starting to want what he lost when he was a kid—a family. Too bad it’s with a woman heading back to New York before the ball drops…

		


		
			

She’s just one of the guys…until she’s not in USA Today bestselling author Cindi Madsen’s unique take on weddings, small towns, and friends falling in love.

			Just One of the Groomsmen

			by Cindi Madsen

			Addison Murphy is the funny friend, the girl you grab a beer with—the girl voted most likely to start her own sweatshirt line. And now that one of her best guy friends is getting married, she’ll add “groomsman” to that list, too. She’ll get through this wedding if it’s the last thing she does. Just don’t ask her to dive for any bouquet.

			When Tucker Crawford returns to his small hometown, he expects to see the same old people, feel comfort in the same old things. He certainly doesn’t expect to see the nice pair of bare legs sticking out from under the hood of a broken-down car. Certainly doesn’t expect to feel his heart beat faster when he realizes they belong to one of his best friends. 

			If he convinces Addie to give him a chance, they could be electric…or their break-up could split their tight-knit group in two.

			Hiding the way he feels from the guys through bachelor parties, cake tastings, and rehearsals is one thing. But just asTucker realizes that Addie truly could be the perfect woman for him—he was just too stupid to realize it—now she’s leaving to follow her own dreams. He’s going to need to do a lot of compromising if he’s going to convince her to take a shot at forever with him—on her terms this time.

		


		
			

How to Lose a Guy in 10 Days meets Accidentally on Purpose by Jill Shalvis in this head-over-heels romantic comedy.

			The Aussie Next Door

			by USA TODAY bestselling author 
Stefanie London

			American Angie Donovan has never wanted much. When you grow up getting bounced from foster home to foster home, you learn not to become attached to anything, anyone, or any place. But it only took her two days to fall in love with Australia. With her visa clock ticking, surely she can fall in love with an Australian—and get hitched—in two months. Especially if he’s as hot and funny as her next-door neighbor…

			Jace Walters has never wanted much––except a bathroom he didn’t have to share. The last cookie all to himself. And solitude. But when you grow up in a family of seven, you can kiss those things goodbye. He’s finally living alone and working on his syndicated comic strip in privacy. Sure, his American neighbor is distractingly sexy and annoyingly nosy, but she’ll be gone in a few months...

			Except now she’s determined to find her perfect match by checking out every eligible male in the town, and her choices are even more distracting. So why does it suddenly feel like he—and his obnoxious tight-knit family, and even these two wayward dogs—could be exactly what she needs? 
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