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      Leaves fell from giant birch trees and swirled to the ground. They scattered across the path and crunched beneath Jack McBride’s boots. He continued up the path toward the rustic building in front of the special needs ranch in the foothills of the Bradshaw Mountains.

      A cool September wind pushed back at him, chilled his cheeks, and slid inside his sheepskin-lined jacket. He shrugged his jacket more firmly around his shoulders to chase away some of the cold.

      Smoke curled from a chimney of the stone and log building. The smell of wood burning was warm and inviting.

      He’d never been to the Special Dreams Ranch, but his baby sister, now grown and recently married, was best friends with Dara, who ran the place.

      Over the years, Jack had spoken only briefly with Dara when she’d been at the McBride house to see Bailey. She was also his high school friend’s little sister—only Dara Winters had grown into a beautiful, mature woman.

      From what he saw of the grounds and building, Dara made sure her employees kept up the place—well-maintained fencing, buildings in good condition, and tidy landscaping.

      He opened the heavy wood door and let himself into the roomy entryway of the ranch house. A gust of wind followed him in and the flames in the fireplace diminished before he closed the door and the fire grew brighter again. The warmth in the room was comfortable, the feel of the place inviting.

      Jack stuffed his hands in his front pockets and rocked back on his heels as he took in his surroundings. Leslie, his sixteen-year-old daughter was supposed to meet him in the front room. Her truck hadn’t started this morning after he’d gone out to the north pasture of his ranch to repair a fence line. Leslie had texted that her friend was giving her a ride to school then work.

      Relaxing-looking overstuffed leather couches and chairs took up the room in front of the fireplace. The end and coffee tables looked rustic in what was likely the place guests to the ranch waited.

      “Hi, Jack.”

      He turned at the sound of his name. Dara walked toward him, a smile lighting her beautiful features. Her dark hair lay over one shoulder, shining in the afternoon glow pouring through the window she passed.

      Snug blue jeans hugged her curvy figure. She’d rolled her long-sleeved rust-colored shirt up to her forearms, the shirttail hanging over her ass in the back and past her thighs in front.

      Damn, she looked even sexier than he’d remembered.

      He cleared his throat. “I like what I see of the operation you have here.”

      Like what I see of the operator, too.

      Her smile widened. “I’ll show you the ranch when you have the time.”

      “I’d like that.” He smiled. “Where’s Leslie?”

      Dara looked over her shoulder at a glass door. On the other side was a patio, and beyond that lay a path. She brought her gaze back to his. “She’s finishing up with the horses. One of the kids wanted more time with the Appaloosa, and Leslie was happy to let him. She’s cleaning up the last stall now.”

      “That girl loves her horses,” Jack said. “If she could, I think she’d spend more time with them than she does with people.”

      “I wouldn’t be surprised.” Dara exuded the attractive quality of confidence and being comfortable in her own skin. “She’s done a great job with our stable.” Dara pushed her long dark hair back behind her shoulders. “Heard from Bailey?”

      Jack flashed a grin. “I’d bet you hear from her a hell of a lot more than we do.”

      Dara laughed. He liked her laugh a lot. Full, genuine—the kind of laugh that made a man feel warm and welcome.

      “You’re probably right.” Dara slid her hands into her back pockets, and the movement caused her shirt to tighten over her breasts that were full enough to fill his hands.

      Damn.

      “But since she left on her honeymoon with Seth,” Dara went on, “Charlee and I haven’t heard from her.”

      “If you and Charlee had made it on time to Hawaii, that girl wouldn’t be in Spain for the next couple of months.” Jack grinned. “Considering Seth is a good man, we’ll let it slide.”

      “True.” Dara laughed again. “Things do happen for a reason.”

      Do they? That thought had passed through Jack’s mind whenever someone made that same casual statement. He’d wondered how that could be true after his wife died in the car accident five years ago.

      Dara’s words had been casual and friendly, not meant to send him down a dark path of thought. But the comment didn’t cause him pain or bitterness anymore, especially when it came from Dara.

      Jack braced one hand on a high-backed leather seat. “How’s your big brother?”

      “Andy is doing great.” Dara smiled. “Living the good life that only being a pro assistant basketball coach can provide.”

      “Andy’s team had a good season this year,” Jack said. “Too bad they didn’t make it all the way to the finals.” Jack smiled. “Andy set more pro basketball records during his career than I can remember.”

      “You set a lot of Prescott High records,” Dara said thoughtfully. “But you gave up a basketball scholarship to Arizona State University, didn’t you? Playing forward?”

      “University of Arizona and I played guard.” Jack rolled his shoulders to work out the kinks. “I wasn’t interested in the same career path as your brother. Mine led me down an entirely different road.”

      “You’ve done well.” She nodded slowly. “Bailey told me Silver Dove Ranch is one of the largest ranches in the state.”

      “At one time it was.” He shrugged. He’d settled into a less demanding role. “Started scaling back a few years ago, once the kids got closer to their teens.” When he’d felt his kids needed him home more after their mother passed.

      Dara glanced at the glass doors again, before returning her gaze to meet Jack’s. “I can check on Leslie if you’d like.”

      “Nah.” Jack smiled. He enjoyed talking with Dara. “Unless I’m keeping you.”

      “Not at all.” She nodded toward an archway to the left. “Have a mug of coffee with me.”

      “Coffee sounds good.” He fell into step beside Dara as they headed into a huge kitchen.

      “The kids will be coming in soon to help with dinner.” She walked to a long counter, to a half-filled coffee pot. “We have about fifteen minutes before all hell breaks loose.”

      Jack grinned. “It’ll remind me of home.”

      Dara gave him a wry smile. “Only if you live with a small herd of elephants.” She filled two mugs with coffee. “Sugar or cream?”

      “Nah. Black is good.” He accepted the mug she offered and took a long swallow. Not bad.

      She sipped hers, which she’d kept black, too. “I can’t seem to keep my hands warm once fall hits.” She gripped the mug with both hands. “Half the time I’m either in front of the fireplace or carrying coffee around with me.”

      Dara warmed him, he thought idly, more than the coffee. The smile in her voice, the sparkle in her eyes, the soft curves of her body.

      He’d always liked Dara but this was the first time he’d talked with her for more than in passing. She, Charlee, and Bailey were always on the move. Now he found himself wanting more than just a brief conversation with her.

      “I just had a thought, Jack.” Dara looked as if she was considering something before she continued. “Our 4-H leader, Sam Greenfield, is moving to Wyoming next month. Would you consider thinking about being his replacement? I think you’d be perfect.”

      Jack raised an eyebrow. “I haven’t been a 4-H leader since the kids were young.”

      “Like falling off a horse,” Dara said with a grin. “Except, please don’t do that.”

      Jack gave a low laugh. “I’ll give it some thought.”

      “Good.” She set her mug on the kitchen island. “We’re having our last monthly meeting with Sam a week from Thursday. Why don’t you come by and we can fill you in?”

      He nodded. He liked the idea of seeing Dara again. “What time?”

      “We get started at six-thirty.”

      “I’ll be here.” Before he knew it, he found himself adding, “Are you up for getting together at Nectar’s for a drink this weekend?”

      “I’d like that.” She didn’t miss a beat. “When?”

      He leaned his hip against the kitchen island and set his mug down. “Why don’t I get your number and give you a call?” he asked.

      “Hold on.” Dara pulled open a drawer in the island and rummaged through it. She brought out a business card and a pen. After she scribbled on the card, she handed it to him. “My cell number is on the back.”

      He intentionally brushed his fingers against hers. He liked the softness of her touch as he took the card from her. He pulled out his wallet and tucked the card inside.

      The back door leading into the kitchen opened and Leslie whirled in over the threshold. “Hi, Dad.”

      “Hi, gumdrop.” Jack slid his wallet into his back pocket. “All finished?”

      “Yup.” Leslie brushed her windblown bangs out of her eyes. “Do you know what’s wrong with my truck?”

      “Battery connectors needed to be cleaned,” he said. “Good as new.”

      “Awesome.” She reached him and he leaned down a bit so she could kiss his cheek. “Thanks, Dad.”

      “Ready to head on home?” he asked.

      Leslie hitched her backpack higher on one shoulder. “I’ve got a ton of homework to do.” She groaned. “I think Mrs. Olander hates me.”

      Jack tweaked her long braid that laid over one shoulder. She liked to wear her hair like her Aunt Bailey. “I doubt that,” he said.

      “She wrote me up and gave me detention.” Leslie’s shoulders slumped. “All I did was come into class ten seconds late.”

      “Detention will give you extra time to get your homework done in school.” Jack sighed. “And maybe you’ll start getting to class on time.”

      “Ten seconds, Dad,” Leslie grumbled.

      “How about getting there ten seconds before class?” he said.

      “Ugh.”

      “More coffee, Jack?” Dara filled her mug again and glanced at Leslie. “How about you, Leslie?”

      Leslie shook her head. “I’ll be bouncing all over the place if I have caffeine now. I need focus, not ping pong.”

      Dara grinned. “A young woman who knows her limits.”

      Jack emptied his coffee in a couple of swallows. “No more for me.” He set the mug on the island. “Thanks for the coffee, Dara.”

      “Looking forward to next Thursday,” she said.

      “So am I.” He wondered why she hadn’t said anything about this weekend.

      Leslie frowned as she looked from Dara to her dad. “What’s Thursday?”

      “The next 4-H meeting,” Dara said. “I asked your dad to consider being the 4-H leader to replace Mr. Greenfield.”

      “Oh.” Leslie glanced up at her dad. “Are you going to do it?”

      “Maybe.” He jerked his thumb toward the front door. “Let’s get on home and you can get busy on your homework while I fix dinner.”

      “Have Max do it.” Leslie grasped the strap of her backpack. “He makes the best mac and cheese with hotdogs in it.”

      “Her favorite meal since she was a toddler.” Jack looked at Dara. “I wonder if she’ll be serving it to her husband one day.”

      “Dad.” Leslie groaned and turned toward the archway out of the kitchen. “Let’s go.”

      “Right behind you.” He grinned at Dara. “I’ll give you a call.”

      She gave him a smile so beautiful it could have dropped him to his knees.

      “If you decide to take over leadership, that would be fantastic.” She raised her hands, palms facing him. “No pressure, of course.”

      He shook his head but smiled. “I can see that—none at all.”

      Dara flashed him a mischievous grin as they walked toward the front door. “Call me if you have any questions.”

      Jack wasn’t sure if he read more meaning into her words than she meant. He found himself hoping she had intended to let him know she wouldn’t mind a call from him sooner rather than later.

      “I’ll do that.” He turned to see Leslie watching from the open doorway.

      Her brows furrowed. “Come on, Dad.”

      He joined her at the door, turned and gave Dara a nod before stepping out into the chilly evening with his daughter.

      Leslie’s braid flopped over her shoulder as they walked to his truck. She looked deep in thought and didn’t say anything. They climbed into his vehicle and she finally spoke when they were headed away from Special Dreams Ranch, into the late evening.

      “You haven’t forgotten Mom, have you, Dad?” Leslie asked.

      He frowned as he looked at his daughter. “How could I forget your mother? Even though she isn’t here, she’ll always be in our hearts and memories.”

      Leslie worried her lower lip. “Are you ever going to date someone?”

      Jack blew out his breath as he looked at the road ahead. “I don’t know, Gumdrop.”

      Now was not the time to mention he was taking Dara out this coming Saturday. He wasn’t sure when would be a good time. He hoped Dara wouldn’t say anything before he had a chance to. He didn’t think she would make casual conversation with a teenager who worked with her, but hell, who knew?

      “Mom’s only been gone five years.” Leslie’s throat sounded tight, like she might cry. “You still love her, don’t you?”

      “Of course I do.” He reached over and put his hand over hers. “I was with your mom since we were twelve-years-old and in junior high school. You can’t stop loving someone you loved for twenty-four years.”

      Leslie nodded. “Then why would you think about dating some other woman?”

      He sighed. “Leslie, there’s a lot of room in all our hearts.” It had taken him five years to finally feel like he could make room for someone else. For the right someone. He glanced at Leslie and saw her biting her lip again. “Right now you don’t need to worry about that. Okay?”

      A hesitation and then Leslie nodded. “Okay.”

      What brought that on? he thought.

      Had it been too obvious that he’d found himself interested in Dara? It was the first time he’d opened up to another woman since Lucy passed away. His family had been telling him for some time now that he needed to move on. He’d finally realized they were right, but he had no interest in online dating or hanging out in bars.

      He’d been waiting for the right woman to cross his path.

      Could Dara be that woman? He’d known her since she was a kid and she was one of his baby sister’s two best friends. He already knew she was a good person even though he hadn’t spent much time talking with her while Bailey and Charlee were around.

      He wanted to talk to her now. Wanted to know more about her and what she was like on the inside.

      “Dad?” Leslie’s voice drew his attention to her. “What are you thinking about?”

      “Need to check the south pasture for damage from the last storm,” he said. “Just before I stopped to pick you up, your Uncle Jayson was telling me there were some downed trees in that area. We don’t have any cattle in that pasture right now, but I’ll have to take a look at it.”

      Leslie seemed satisfied with his response.

      Girl is too smart for her own good.

      If he did decide to date, he’d have to have a talk with Leslie and Max. The two missed their mother like hell. Leslie would take it harder, he knew that much.

      Leslie was more like her mother. Dynamic, exuberant, and positive for the most part, but reactive. Like Lucy, Leslie held onto things that bothered her and blew up if she didn’t work it out constructively. Usually the working out came after the blowing up.

      Max would just move on instead of letting things get to him. He was easygoing and wise for his years. He accepted things more easily than Leslie.

      “Are you all set to chase the cans at the county fair?” Jack asked. His daughter was a natural barrel racer. She’d started the sport because her Aunt Bailey had been so good at it.

      Leslie shrugged. “I’m always ready.”

      Wasn’t that the truth. Girl was a superstar in the making.

      “I’m planning to go to Michelle’s house tomorrow for a girls’ day,” Leslie said. “Is that okay?”

      “That’s fine.”

      Michelle had been Lucy’s best friend. As Leslie grew, Michelle had taken more of an interest in doing girl things together, probably as a way to be there when Lucy couldn’t be.

      Jack pulled up to the new ranch house and threw the truck into park. Leslie was out of the vehicle like a shot. She was a dynamo, like her mom.

      He closed the truck door and shoved his keys into his front pocket. They’d lived here for over a year now, but he still thought of it as the “new house.” Three years after Lucy’s death, Jack had decided he needed a new start for his family that wouldn’t be filled with memories of his late wife. It had been hard to move on with her everywhere around them, her touch in everything they did.

      He’d sold the other house on the western hundred and sixty acres to a couple from Indiana. He’d had the new house built in the northeastern section of the five hundred remaining acres of Silver Dove Ranch.

      It had been easier to let the past slide away since moving to the new house. Much easier.

      Demon, their Australian cattle dog, met Jack in the front yard.

      “Hey, boy.” Jack stroked the dogs head. “Holding down the fort?”

      Demon raised his head and barked twice.

      “I’ll take that as a yes.”

      Following in Leslie’s wake, Demon at his heels, Jack entered the house and heard his daughter begging Max to make his mac and cheese with hotdogs. He smiled as he heard Max agree, a note of pride in the kid’s voice at having his big sis love the dish so much. If it was up to Leslie, they probably would be eating it far too often. Thankfully, it wasn’t up to her.

      Leslie was already out of the kitchen, probably in her room by now, when Jack entered. Demon trotted ahead of him, straight for the water bowl.

      Jack hung his keys on one of the hooks beneath the letter holder before he flipped through the stack of mail that Max must have put there on his way into the house. Electric bill, Cabella’s magazine, credit card offers. He slid the mail back into the holder to deal with later.

      “Hi, Beanpole.” Jack ruffled his son’s dark hair as he passed by. “Good day at school?”

      “Hi, Dad.” Max got two boxes of the pasta with cheese out of the pantry. “School was okay.” He held up one of the blue boxes. “How much do you want tonight?”

      Personally, Jack would rather have tacos, but he went with the flow. “Two hotdogs in mine.”

      “You’ve got it.” Max opened the fridge and snagged a package of hotdogs. “Coming up with my special ingredients.”

      Max was only thirteen but tall and lanky, already closing in on six feet in height. He’d probably end up being taller than Jack’s six-five. Height ran in the McBride family—Jack had an inch on his fraternal twin brother, Jayson.

      Unlike his dad, Max had no interest in playing basketball and preferred soccer, and was a damned good player in the Prescott Youth Soccer League.

      Jack leaned back against the granite countertop and braced his hands to either side of him on the polished surface. “When’s your next practice?”

      “Season starts in January.” Max put a pot of water on the stove to boil. “I haven’t checked the dates yet.”

      “How’s Granger coming along?” Jack asked about Max’s prize bull. “Ready for the county fair?”

      Max nodded. “Yeah.”

      “Good.” Jack shifted his position against the counter. “Are you taking Agriculture and joining the Future Farmers of America when you start your freshman year at Prescott High next fall?”

      “I’m thinking about Ag and FFA.” Max pulled a can of green chilis out of the pantry. “But ranching and farming are not the career paths I’m looking at right now, so I haven’t decided.”

      News to Jack. “What’s going on in that head of yours, son?”

      Max shrugged as he got out a bulb of garlic and took off a couple of cloves. “I want to look into becoming a pilot. Maybe even join the Air Force when I graduate.”

      Big news to Jack. “I think that’s an admirable career path to follow.”

      Max used a garlic press instead of mincing, and put the results into a small bowl, along with the green chilis. “Great Uncle Hart used to be in the Air Force.”

      “Yes, he did.” Jack nodded. “He served during the Vietnam War.”

      Max furrowed his brow. “I think there’s a lot of stuff going on in the world, and I want to help protect our country.”

      “I’m proud of you, Max.” Jack didn’t think he could get any prouder. “Whatever you decide, whether it’s serving in the military or going into ranching, I’ll be more than proud of you.”

      “Thanks, Dad.” Max took a moment put the pasta in the water, along with chopped hotdogs. “I know I have time, but I want to start thinking about it now. I might apply for the U.S. Air Force ROTC in college.”

      “You can talk to your Great Uncle Hart about it, too.” Jack grabbed a glass out of the cabinet and poured cold water from the fridge dispenser. “I’ll bet you’ll learn a thing or ten from him.”

      “I bet I will.” Max put the butter, milk, cheese mix, garlic, and green chilis into a bowl to throw in with the pasta and hot dogs after he drained them. “I like him a lot.”

      “So do I.” Jack smiled. “I’m going to wash up so I can be back in time for a big bowl of your special mac and cheese.”

      “Okay.” Max looked up at Jack, his blue eyes solemn. “Thanks for believing in me, Dad.”

      “I always have and always will.” Jack wrapped his arm around Max’s shoulders and squeezed. “And you know I’m here for you no matter what.”

      Max nodded before turning to finish preparing dinner.

      Jack headed to his bedroom, his mind poring over his son’s possible career choices and his daughter’s worry of Jack dating. Maybe he should have told her about this weekend.

      Just because we’re getting together for a drink doesn’t mean it’s a date.

      As his thoughts turned to Dara, he pictured her smile. Her smile brightened something inside him that hadn’t been lit for a long time.
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      “Trevor.” Dara held the developmentally challenged teenage boy’s gaze as he glared at her defiantly and held a book close to his chest with both arms. “Give Missy her book.”

      He shook his head, his mop of blond hair flying into his eyes. He scrubbed it away with his hand. “No.”

      “Miss Winters.” Missy wailed the words. “I want it back.”

      Dara reached the boy, her gaze level with his. “Trevor, we do not take things that belong to others.”

      “It’s mine.” The boy held the book tighter to his chest.

      Trevor was one of the eight teens with Down syndrome at the ranch. He had more to learn about interacting with others.

      “I’ve got an idea, Trevor.” Dara smiled. “You love to bake, right?”

      The fourteen-year-old boy’s expression brightened. “I want to bake.”

      “We’re going to make a big batch of cookies now.” She nodded in the direction of the kitchen. “If you help me make them, I’ll let you choose the kind of cookie.”

      “Peanut butter.” Trevor dropped the book. “With chocolate kisses in the middle.”

      “You’ve got it, Trev.”

      Missy snatched up the book and ran across the room. She plopped down in the corner, her knees close to her chest, and peered at the pages through thick lenses.

      Dara ushered Trevor past six other teenagers spending what was supposed to be quiet time in the family room, toward the entrance to the kitchen. She paused and spoke to one of the teachers who worked for her. “Emily, I’m taking Trev with me to start making cookies.” She looked at Trevor and smiled. “He’s great at baking.”

      Trevor nodded vigorously. “I am.”

      “You’ve got it here?” Dara asked Emily.

      Emily looked calm and unruffled, her usual appearance. “I’ll let you know if you need more cookie assistants.”

      “No.” Trevor shook his head. “I am the helper.”

      Dara laid her hand on Emily’s shoulder. “You’re the best.”

      “No problem at all.” Emily smiled before she turned to address a fifteen-year-old urgently trying to get her attention.

      Dara got to work with Trevor. She usually had two of the teens helping her at a time, but some days Trevor needed a little extra attention. Today was one of those days. He was frequently the most challenging out of all the young adults on the ranch. Still, he could be sweet and thoughtful, and he was a hard worker and very loyal to her and the other teachers.

      Trevor knew every ingredient necessary to make cookies by heart. With Dara’s help, he measured everything and put the ingredients into the giant bowl and mixed it all by hand.

      They laughed and chatted as they worked together. It wasn’t long before they were spooning the cookie dough onto big pans, pressing chocolate kisses into the center of each cookie, and sliding the pans into the oven.

      “Great job.” She held up her hand.

      “I’m the best.” Trevor gave her a high-five. He smiled. “We’re the best.”

      Dara hugged him. “Why don’t you wash up and come right back. When the cookies are finished baking, we’ll have everyone sit at the table and we’ll serve the cookies with milk. Deal?”

      “Deal.” Trevor took off for the bathroom in the wing of the house where his bedroom was, a broad smile on his face.

      Dara hummed to herself as she washed her hands. Evenings on the ranch were her favorite. They were one big family, and she enjoyed spending time with all the young adults. During the week she slept in her room at the ranch. On the weekends she stayed in her own home in Prescott.

      One day she wanted children of her own, but right now these young adults were her kids.

      Her cell phone vibrated in her pocket. She didn’t answer it when she was with the teens, choosing to focus on them and not a phone call. She fished the cell out of her pocket.

      A fluttery feeling swept through her belly when she saw Jack’s name on the screen.

      Dara. She took a deep breath. He’s just your best friend’s older brother.

      Who just happened to ask her out yesterday.

      She pressed the connect icon and brought the phone to her ear. “Hi, Jack.” She managed to keep her voice steady, but couldn’t help a broad smile.

      “How was your day?” The deep timbre of Jack’s voice doubled the fluttery feeling inside her.

      Stop it, Dara.

      “Good.” She leaned back against the kitchen island, where they’d talked just two days ago. “A couple of near disasters, but that’s par for the day.”

      “Glad to hear it.” As he spoke, she pictured his tall and muscular form. He had the kind of body that made a woman’s palms itch to touch. “Looking forward to that tour you promised me, and taking a look around your operation.”

      She was looking forward to it, too.

      “Things go well for you today?” she asked.

      “Had a good stretch of fence to repair,” he said, and she thought about how beautiful his blue eyes were and the firm cut of his jaw, and how it would feel to slide her fingers through his short dark hair.

      Stop it, she ordered herself.

      “Took all day long,” he was saying, “But my foreman and I managed to get it back up again.”

      She brought her attention back to his words. “Sounds like a lot of work.”

      “So does running a special needs ranch with over half a dozen teenagers.”

      She smiled. “You’ve got me there.”

      “Saturday still good for you?” Jack asked.

      “Do you want me to meet you at Nectar’s?” She didn’t want to assume anything.

      “Nah, I’ll pick you up.” His sexy drawl made her smile. “How about we hit happy hour? Say, pick you up at five?”

      “I’m in. They’ve got great margaritas,” she said, then gave him her address since he’d never been to her home.

      She was glad he hadn’t suggested Jo-Jo’s. Dara loved Charlee’s big sister, Jo, who owned the nightclub. But Dara preferred not go to nightclubs unless it was a girls’ night out with Bailey and Charlee. It was hard to talk much less think straight with all that noise, and she wasn’t much of a dancer.

      But then Jack did not seem like a nightclub kind of man. She pictured him as more of a pub guy, but liked the fact he wanted to take her to Nectar’s.

      She added, “Five sounds perfect.”

      “I’ll see you then,” he said.

      When Dara disconnected the call, she held the phone against her heart that was beating much faster now than it had been fifteen minutes ago, before Jack called. She shouldn’t be having this reaction. No, this is not good, so not good.

      She took in a deep breath then slowly let her breath out, hoping to calm her beating heart.

      Not working.

      Jack is Bailey’s big brother, ran through her mind, followed by, So? He’s a hell of a man and I can’t wait to spend time with him.

      Yeah, Saturday couldn’t come fast enough.

      

      “How’s Spain?” Dara asked Bailey on the three-way call with Charlee Saturday Morning. “You must be having the time of your lives.”

      “We are.” Bailey sounded so excited and exhilarated. “It’s been non-stop fun since the wedding.”

      “Still can’t believe Kade Fields sang at your reception,” Charlee said. “Incredible.”

      Dara leaned back in her chair at her desk in her Prescott home art room. “You not only snagged yourself a hot cowboy, you also managed to get the hottest star in country music to show up.”

      “He and Seth became good friends after they met in Hawaii,” Bailey said. “When we sent him an invite to the wedding, he offered to sing as our wedding gift,” Bailey went on. “We even went fishing together after our trip. He followed Seth’s rodeo career before he even met him, and was a big fan. He really is a nice guy.”

      “I wonder if he’s single and available,” Charlee said as if she meant it.

      Dara was pretty sure Charlee was teasing, especially since she tended to shy away from men. She’d let loose a little in Hawaii by going out for dinner and dancing with the “cabana boys,” which had been a big step for her. Charlee and Dara had kept it all at just fun, nothing beyond that, and the guys had been great.

      It had been like Charlee hadn’t felt any pressure or concern that one of them might use her and hurt her the way that bastard hurt her a few years ago. Not to mention the SOB tried to kill her sister. Going through that would put any woman off of men.

      “Tell us about Barcelona.” Dara glanced at Satan, her slightly evil black cat, as he strolled into her office. She’d thought about naming him Three for 3-3-3, but he was more than half evil. “I want to hear everything, and I’m sure Charlee does too.”

      “Yep,” Charlee said. “Everything.”

      Bailey laughed and told them about her and Seth’s villa with a view of the Mediterranean Sea. “It’s gorgeous,” she said. “We’ve shopped and eaten in the markets and mom and pop places, and we’ve also enjoyed some small fine restaurants.”

      She continued, her exuberance in every word. “Seth and I have gone on tours of museums and architectural sites. And the beach—can’t forget the amazing beaches here. All in all, the best honeymoon any couple could possibly want.”

      “I’m totally envious,” Dara said. “I’m living vicariously through your experiences.”

      “So am I.” Charlee gave an audible sigh. “You’ve met such a wonderful man. You deserve all of this and more.”

      “You two are the best,” Bailey said.

      “When do you meet your online students?” Dara asked. “English as a second language, right?”

      “Yep,” Bailey said. “I’ll meet my students in a week and prepare them for their final exam. The following week, Seth and I will tour parts of Europe for the remainder of our honeymoon.”

      “Two months in Europe. Rough life,” Charlee said in a teasing voice.

      Satan bounded onto Dara’s lap. “I so envy you.” Dara ran her hand along Satan’s back, from his head to the tip of his tail like he preferred. “Hey, Charlee. What do you think about going back to Hawaii? Like tomorrow.”

      “I’m so there,” Charlee replied. “Book the flights and we’re gone.”

      Bailey laughed. “Anything going on at home?”

      “Not really.” Dara wasn’t about to tell her friends about drinks with Bailey’s big brother, Jack, later this afternoon. “Keeping busy with the kids at the ranch. Usual stuff, you know?”

      “Same here,” Charlee said. “It’s been crazy at my salons. One stylist and a couple of my nail techs are out sick, but what’s new?”

      “So I’m not missing much?” Bailey said with a smile in her voice.

      “Nope,” Charlee said.

      “Nada,” Dara added.

      “Working on any new stained glass bottle projects, Dara?” Bailey asked.

      Dara looked at the materials around her office that she used to make the lamps and lights out of wine bottles, as well as interesting alcohol bottles like Patrón. Scattered across her workspace were her tools, including simulated liquid lead, stained glass paints, and patterns she had designed on tracing paper.

      “I’ve got a new peacock design I’m working on,” Dara said. “I’ll probably have it and half a dozen more done by the time you get back.”

      “The stained glass mural you made for our new home in Montana is simply incredible,” Bailey said. “It’ll go in the big front window of my office, where I can see it all the time.”

      “I love your work, Dara,” Charlee said. “I should commission you to do my entire house.”

      “You two are awesome.” Dara stopped petting Satan and he lightly pricked her skin with his claws, telling—no, demanding that she continue. She absently ran her hand over Satan’s silky hair again. “You’re good for my ego.”

      Dara added, “Charlee, tell her about the antique vases you found at an estate sale.”

      “A couple cleared out the elderly father’s home when he went into an assisted living facility. The two were in a hurry to sell what they could and make some fast money,” Charlee said. “I bought a pair of vases for five dollars each. When I got home I researched them and found they are worth over $1,000 for the pair.”

      “Holy crap,” Bailey said. “I’d call that a bargain.”

      “More like a steal,” Charlee said. “But they were practically throwing things out the door at people, so better me than someone else.”

      “I agree,” Bailey said.

      A man’s voice came from the background on Bailey’s end of the line. “Seth’s out of the shower and ready to go to the market,” she said. “It was great talking with you girls. I miss you.”

      “You’ll get over it,” Dara said.

      Charlee laughed. “Yeah, something tells me you’re not going to be thinking about us once you get off the phone.”

      “Ha.” Bailey had a smile in her voice. “I always think of you two.”

      “Same here.” Dara did feel like a shit for not telling her friends about drinks with Jack. She’d just hold that in for a little longer until she figured it all out for herself. “Give us a call next time you get bored.”

      Charlee added, “Because we know you’ll be oh-so-bored.”

      “Love you girls,” Bailey said. “Adiós.”

      After she ended the call with her two best friends, Dara gently pushed an indignant Satan off her lap and leaned over her art table. No doubt the cat would make her pay for that soon enough.

      She started on one of her stained glass bottle projects and fell into the work. She loved using the materials and the bright colors of the finished designs.

      Dara had always loved painting on canvas, and had several completed paintings—a couple on her walls, the rest in her master bedroom closet.

      For the past two years, though, she found she really enjoyed working with her hands with the faux stained glass projects. She’d run across a video on YouTube and before she knew it she had a room full of materials to work with in her down time.

      She had given bottles and later glass murals as gifts, and had become skilled enough and confident enough to consider selling them. Etsy would be a good place to set up an online shop. It would give her another outlet for something to do on weekends when she was off work. And an extra income never hurt anything, too.

      Dara hummed as she drew a peacock feather design on a piece of tracing paper. She fell into the rhythm of using the simulated liquid lead to outline the pattern and filled it in with a vibrant set of transparent paints that was perfect for glass as well as other non-porous items.

      Time slipped by, but she couldn’t seem to stop thinking about Jack. She would force her thoughts away from him, but they always seemed to turn right back and put him squarely in her mind again.

      Dara squeezed out more liquid lead to create her peacock design.

      When she was a young girl, she’d had a crush on her big brother’s best friend, Jack, who had been way too old for her at that time for him to have given her more than a passing thought. Jack had been with Lucy forever—

      She’d forgotten about Lucy.

      How could I have forgotten her?

      Jack wouldn’t forget his late wife.

      No one could forget Lucy McBride.

      Dara focused on her art again, and saw that she had squeezed so much liquid lead out of the bottle that she now had a blob of the stuff in the middle of the design. She ground her teeth, capped the bottle, and set it aside. She rested her hands on either side of the almost-finished design.

      There’s no fixing this.

      Although, if she used another method, she could make a pieced design. Might be fun.

      She sighed and got back to work. That should take her mind off of Jack’s dead wife.

      But one thought of Lucy after another clouded Dara’s mind.

      Lucy had been everyone’s darling. She had been in constant motion—social butterfly, party organizer, peacemaker. People adored her—if they weren’t jealous of her.

      Often, Dara would hear of something going on that Lucy was organizing or taking part in. Since Dara and Bailey were close, Dara got to see a lot of Lucy’s work in person on more than one occasion.

      God, the woman had been too much of what Dara was not. Lucy had been bigger than life. Dara had never been envious of Lucy. She was a nice person, but all of what Dara never wanted to be.

      Dara was forward-speaking, stood her ground if challenged, and was happily a cat lady. Even if it was only one cat and he was slightly evil, she was single and had a cat. Besides, Satan had to be worth at least six cats worth of trouble.

      Some people thought Dara was quirky in her likes and dislikes, her clothing, and her hair. She didn’t care what they thought. She lived her life the way she wanted to.

      Prescott’s residents and Jack’s family had mourned Lucy for a long time. It had been five years or so since the accident. Was she still bigger than life in everyone’s memories?

      Would Jack’s family think of Lucy if she and Jack did become involved?

      Horse before the cart, Dara reminded herself. This could be just two friends going out for a drink, nothing more.

      Her intuition told her it wasn’t that at all.

      But thinking of the future—if there was one—was valid, right?

      Of course it was.

      Something crashed to the floor, startling Dara into knocking over half a dozen stained glass paint bottles. Fortunately, she had closed them all tightly.

      When she looked in the direction the sound had come from, she saw Satan walking away from the desk clock now lying on the floor. Satan’s tail twitched high in the air.

      “Brat,” she grumbled at the beast as she got out of her seat and knelt to pick up the clock, which looked fine. She glanced at the time and rushed to her feet when she saw the digital numbers.

      Damn. She’d totally lost track of time. Jack would be here in less than forty-five minutes.

      Thank God she had looked at the time. Or should it be thank Satan for knocking off the clock?

      Dara put the clock back on a shelf and frowned at the cat. “Something about thanking Satan versus God doesn’t sound quite right to me.”

      Satan looked away from her, nose in the air.

      After stripping off her jeans and T-shirt, and taking a shower, Dara breezed to her closet and looked for something to wear. Panties and bra came from bins in the cube shelves by her closet.

      She searched her clothing hanging on rods, and picked out one of her boho-style tops and a skirt. The varying shades of bronze, brown, and rust looked great on her. She liked how the material caressed her curvy figure and how it flowed around her.

      After she put on some boho jewelry—including three rings and four bracelets—she threw on a little makeup to accentuate her eyes and a bit of lip color, too. She grabbed a hair tie and dropped it. Satan bolted out of nowhere, snatched up the tie, and darted under her bed.

      “Satan.” She tapped her foot on the tile. “Bring back my hair tie.” As if that would work.

      A low yowl came from beneath the bed in response.

      Dara sighed and grabbed another tie from the top of her dresser. She looked in the mirror as she brought her hair over her shoulder and grasped the mass before tying it loosely at the ends

      Her hair swung forward as she leaned down and checked her patchwork hobo-style bag to make sure her keys were there. Yep, right where they should be. She did not want to get locked out of her house—she’d done that way too many times. She kept forgetting to have an extra key made to hide in one of those key holders that looked like a rock, that she could place somewhere outside. Plenty of rocks lying around to disguise a hidden key holder in her desert landscaping.

      The chime of the doorbell caused her to jump. She glanced at the clock and saw that it was two minutes before Jack was due to arrive.

      Pleasant tingles traveled throughout her body. She couldn’t believe she was about to go out to have drinks with her old crush.

      Her belly decided to take a nose dive.

      Getting ahead of yourself again, Dara. This is just drinks, not a big date. If it was, he would have asked you out to dinner.

      Right?

      Oh, shut up.

      Dara slipped on a brown leather jacket and swung her purse over her shoulder. She straightened, raised her chin, took a deep breath, and headed for the door.
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      Jack felt like a feather could have knocked him on his ass when Dara opened the door and smiled at him. He just about had to pick his jaw up off the floor.

      Damn, she was beautiful—all that brown hair that looked almost red in the sunlight. Fair skin with freckles sprinkled across the bridge of her nose—adorable as hell.

      Tall, sexy, completely kissable.

      Damn, McBride. Get it together.

      Dara radiated an energetic beauty that caused him to move closer. “You are gorgeous, Dara.”

      Her amber eyes widened slightly.

      Did she blush?

      “Thank you.” She closed the door behind her and locked it.

      “I’ve been looking forward to this evening,” he said before he rested his hand at the small of her waist and escorted her to his truck.

      Touching her stole all thought from his mind and words from him. He was glad when she broke the spell and said, “I’ve been looking forward to today, too.” She smiled. “I am so ready for that margarita.”

      After he opened the passenger door and helped her into his vehicle, he climbed in on the driver’s side. It wasn’t long before they were on their way to Nectar’s. Dara didn’t live far off the beaten path, and it was a short drive to the small bar and grill. He parked his truck on the street, just a short walk away.

      By the time she had her seatbelt off, Jack had already made it to her side of the truck.

      She was grinning when he opened the door and helped her out. The corner of her mouth curved in the sexiest way imaginable.

      “What’s the big smile for?” he asked.

      She laughed. “To move that fast, cowboys have to be superheroes.”

      The way she laughed made him want to smile even more. “I guess I’m just happy to be here,” she added.

      He wanted to touch her so badly, his palms itched with it. He placed his hand on the small of her back again and escorted her into Nectar’s.

      “Hi, Jack.” Penny approached them.

      “How’re you doing, Pen?” he asked.

      “Better than ever.” When Penny glanced at Dara, she smiled. “Oh, hey, Dara. Didn’t recognize you at first.”

      Dara laughed. “Has it been that long?”

      “Must be.” Penny glanced at Jack. “High top or booth?”

      Jack looked at Dara, who said, “Booth.”

      Good, she had picked a booth. It would be cozier and he liked the idea of being as cozy as possible with her.

      He rubbed the bridge of his nose. This was supposed to be just drinks, right?

      Yeah, who was he fooling?

      After he helped Dara take off her jacket, he took off his own. They settled into the booth and Penny left them with happy hour menus.

      He watched Dara as she picked up hers and perused it. He found himself studying her—the way she scrunched her cute nose, her long dark lashes shading her beautiful eyes.

      Why hadn’t he noticed all these things before? He’d always liked her, but he’d never completely taken a good long look at her in this way. Maybe it was because she was his kid sister’s best friend and his high school buddy’s kid sister. Who knew?

      He was sure as hell noticing her now.

      She looked up at him and caught him staring. “Do I have something on my nose?”

      He grinned. “You have a cute nose.”

      She blinked. That sure caught her off guard. “Uh, thanks.”

      He let her off the hook. “What are you hungry for?”

      She squinted at the menu. “I was thinking about their street tacos.”

      “Great choice.” He glanced at his own menu. “I’ve always been partial to the pork sliders here. That and a Sam Adams and I’m a happy man.”

      Dara shook her head and smiled. “An easy to please man. Good to know.”

      Easy to please in so many damn ways, he thought, then wanted to knock himself upside the head for thinking that way.

      “Why don’t we get a sampler platter, too?” He scanned the list. “Onion rings, buffalo wings, loaded fries and mozzarella sticks.”

      She shook her head but smiled. “That is a lot of food, Jack.”

      He shrugged. “It’s been a long day and I’m hungry.”

      She set her menu down. “I’m going hardcore and opting for their specialty, the gold standard margarita on the rocks, salt on the rim.”

      “Ah, the gold standard.” Jack placed his menu on top of hers. “You are hardcore.”

      She folded her hands on the tabletop, her rings and bracelets glittering under the glass lamp overhead. “Yep.”

      Penny stopped in front of their booth. “Let me have it, Jack.”

      “Dara wants the street tacos and your gold margarita on the rocks with salt on the rim,” he said. “I’ll take the pork sliders and a Sam Adams. Add an appetizer sampler to the order and we’re set.”

      “I’ll tell Dave to step on it.” Penny scooped up the menus. “I know you cowboys get awfully hungry.”

      He flashed her a grin. “Thanks, Penny.”

      When she vanished into the growing crowd, Jack turned his attention back to Dara. Truth was, his attention had never fully left her. He’d been intensely aware of her every second since he’d picked her up at her house.

      She looked so comfortable in her own skin. He loved her confidence and the way she made him feel. Somewhere between completely at ease with her and wanting to go places his thoughts had no business going.

      “Charlee and I spoke with Bailey this morning.” Dara played with one of her rings, a small copper engraved band on her right index finger. “As expected, she’s having the time of her life.”

      “Can’t say I’m surprised,” he said. “That girl could have fun with anyone, anywhere she chose to go.”

      “True,” Dara nodded. “I’m glad she and Seth found each other.”

      “I’ve always been glad she’s had you and Charlee as her closest friends.” Jack watched Dara’s expression. “You both ground her yet let her be herself. Good qualities in friends.”

      “Bailey and Charlee are pretty amazing friends to have,” Dara said.

      Penny showed up and placed a huge margarita in front of Dara and a beer bottle before Jack. “Won’t be long until chow’s here.”

      “Thanks, Penny,” Jack said.

      “Oh, this is what I’ve been waiting for.” Dara picked up the margarita, pushed the straw aside, and drank from the rim. When she lowered the glass she had a satisfied expression. “I so love margaritas with salted rims.”

      Every damned thing she did was sexy, including drinking a margarita.

      Jack took a swig of beer and set the bottle down. “Bailey have anything interesting to say?”

      “Lots.” Dara played with the end of her hair that was held so loosely with a tie that it looked like it might fall out.

      He imagined how all that hair would feel sliding through his fingers as he took off the tie.

      Jack nearly groaned.

      “She told us about some of the places she’s been and the things she’s done,” Dara went on. “They’re going to have lots of pictures to share when they get back.”

      “No doubt a slideshow,” he said with a grin.

      “Probably.” She smiled. “Bailey does get excited about things.”

      “You think maybe you’re toning things down a bit?” he said.

      Dara laughed. “Okay, she definitely gets extremely excited about things.”

      He swallowed more beer and watched her drink from the rim again. The way she licked the salt from her lips…

      His body was telling him things that made him grateful no one could see his lap.

      Well hell, McBride.

      

      The way Jack looked at her made Dara’s insides squirm. He openly watched everything she did, his gaze intense.

      When she’d purposefully licked salt from the rim of her margarita glass and then her lips, heat had flared in his eyes.

      Jack McBride wasn’t just interested in having a drink with her and going on his way. He wanted to get to know her better in the same way she wanted to get to know him.

      One of her gifts was the ability to size a man up and know more about him than he wanted her to. Their interaction at the ranch had been so short, and she’d been around him so long as her best friend’s brother, she hadn’t really known what to think.

      Invariably, when she didn’t listen to her instincts, she’d have a disappointing evening. She could name a couple of those regretful times off the top of her head.

      “Why did you ask me out for drinks?” She held his gaze. She wanted him to say it.

      He studied her a moment longer before the corner of his mouth turned up into a devastatingly sensual smile. “I like you, Dara, and I want to get to know you better. You’re beautiful, sexy, intelligent, compassionate. You’re one fascinating package.”

      Her throat went dry. It was one thing to gauge Jack’s intentions—it was another to actually hear him say them out loud.

      Dara leaned back in her seat as he held her gaze. “There’s a lot about you that makes me feel the same way. I want to explore that attraction and spend time with you.”

      His answering smile made her feel warm and gooey all over.

      She traced the outline of his carved features with her gaze, and wished she was closer so that she could kiss him while sliding her fingers over the expanse of his chest and shoulders, feeling the hard muscle beneath her fingertips.

      “I’m glad to hear it,” he said, his voice low, reverberating throughout her body.

      Dara sighed with the pleasure of knowing this man was interested in her.

      Jack McBride, one of the sexiest cowboys on earth.

      He took another swig of beer, and she watched the way his throat worked as he swallowed it down.

      Dara folded her forearms on the table, her bracelets clattering on the surface. She leaned closer to him. “Where do we start?”

      “Maybe you can begin by telling me how a woman like you doesn’t have a man hanging on her every word.”

      She couldn’t help a grin. “And here I thought that was what you’ve been doing.”

      He chuckled. “There’s that.”

      She played with one of her bracelets, a smooth wood piece she’d found in a farmers market in Hawaii.

      “I guess I have ridiculously high standards and I haven’t met anyone I cared to get really serious with.” She shrugged. “I’ve dated and I’ve had a couple of long-term relationships. There was something missing in both.”

      He cocked his head. “What makes you think I might meet those standards? That is if you do.”

      She smiled. “Jack, how long have we known each other?”

      “Point taken.” He offered her one of the sexiest smiles a man could give a woman. “I’ve always known you’re a good woman. Hell if I know why I didn’t stop to think harder about it.”

      “You’ve had a lot going on these past years,” she said. “I don’t think a relationship with anyone was on your mind.”

      He nodded slowly. “That’s true.”

      “But it is now?” She wasn’t sure she should be asking this, but their conversation had arrived at this point and time naturally.

      He looked thoughtful. “I’ve known for a while now that I need to move on from the past. I’ve just been waiting for the right woman to come along.”

      Her belly flipped. Was she the right woman?

      “The only potential problem I see is Leslie’” He let out a long sigh. “She doesn’t want her daddy to date.”

      He went on. “When we left Special Dreams earlier this week, I think Leslie suspected something between us—even though there wasn’t anything before now.”

      “Did you tell her about us meeting for drinks today?” Dara asked.

      Jack dragged his hand down his clean-shaven face. “I chickened out. Why should a sixteen-year-old young woman make me feel like a teenager sneaking out to meet a girl? But it does.”

      He shook his head. “I guess it’s partly due to me not knowing what’s in your head.” He smiled. “Thank you for sharing that with me.”

      “If you didn’t know this already,” Dara said. “I share pretty much everything on my mind if I think it’s important.”

      “And you find this important?” he asked.

      “Yeah.” She kept her gaze focused on him. She wanted him to see it in her eyes. “I want to explore this with you, see if we’re on the right track, and go from there.”

      He looked so intent, almost serious. “I’m right there with you, honey.”

      Honey.

      The way he said it sent swirls of something through her belly. Butterflies of excitement? Nerves from fear and the unknown?

      Penny arrived with platters of food, interrupting the conversation Dara hadn’t expected. She’d never been so direct with a man. She didn’t pull punches, but she hadn’t gone anywhere in a conversation like this.

      But then, this was Jack.

      Where do we go next after starting in this direction?

      Dara put sauce on her street tacos and took a bite. She gave a happy sigh after she swallowed. “These are yummy.”

      Jack wiped his mouth with a napkin. “The sliders here have always been my favorite.”

      “What grade is Max in?” Dara asked between bites. It felt the most natural thing in the world to fall into another subject, even after the conversation they’d just had.

      Jack swallowed. “Eighth grade—he’ll start his freshman year next fall.” Jack shook his head. “Damn, that kid has grown. He’ll be taller than me soon.”

      “I’ve never really had the opportunity to chat with Max over the years,” Dara said. “He’s grown from a squirt to a good-looking young man.”

      Dara ate her taco while Jack spoke.

      “Max and I talked a couple of times this week about him looking at going into the Air Force after college,” Jack said. “He’d always talked about ranching like the majority of the McBride family. This seemed to come out of the blue. But he has a well thought out plan if he decides to go in that direction.”

      “That’s admirable,” Dara said. “What does he want to do in the service?”

      “First and foremost to serve our country and protect it from those who do us harm,” Jack said. “Made me prouder than I can tell you.” He went on, “Wants to be a pilot.”

      “From the way his Grandpa Max talks about him and his accomplishments, I bet he would make a good pilot, too,” Dara said.

      Jack grinned. “Yeah, Dad is crazy about the kids. I don’t think they could do anything wrong in his eyes.”

      “I can’t believe how adult Leslie is now.” Dara set her taco back on the plate. “Just since she started working at Special Dreams a few months ago, she’s matured.”

      “Scary as hell,” Jack said. “My baby girl is nearly a woman.”

      “Have your shotgun ready?” Dara said in a teasing tone.

      “Damned straight.” Jack grabbed his beer bottle. “I’m ready for the first young man who wants to date my daughter.”

      “You and your brothers were sure protective of your little sister,” Dara said. “Bailey would tell us how she had to sneak out just to meet up with a boyfriend.”

      Jack frowned. “She did what?”

      “Oops.” Dara bit into her taco. She took her time chewing so she wouldn’t have to say anything else.

      “Bailey always did like to live life under her terms,” he said.

      Dara just nodded and took another bite.

      They enjoyed their bar food and drinks as they continued to talk and share stories. As far as Dara was concerned, nothing had been easier or more enjoyable when it came to dates than what was happening right now.

      Not only was the conversation comfortable, but the sexual tension between them was off the charts. Dara had never felt anything like it. Nothing was said about it, but it was a feeling that seemed to grow the longer they talked.

      What would it be like to make love to Jack?

      Heat rose to her cheeks at the thought.

      He stopped in the middle of a story about Bailey when she came face-to-face with a diamondback rattlesnake when she was a kid.

      “Are you okay?” He studied her. “Your face is red.”

      Dara swallowed. “Just a little hot.”

      “Why don’t we get out of here?” he said. “We can walk around the Plaza.”

      “That sounds great.” Dara was so glad he couldn’t read her mind. “I can use a walk after all this food.” Not to mention it would be a great way to spend more time with Jack.

      

      After putting a bill on the table large enough to pay their tab, along with a generous tip, Jack stood, grabbed his jacket, and stepped away from the booth.

      He smiled at Dara as he helped her out of her seat. She returned his smile and it warmed something deep inside him.

      He led her toward the front entrance. A thought appeared in his mind that surprised him. He’d never known the real Lucy until they were married.

      It had seemed incomprehensible that he’d known her for twelve years, yet never knew those sides of her.

      Could Dara be something other than what he saw on the outside?

      Stop it, McBride.

      He’d known Dara a long time, and he’d always been able to read people well.

      But then he’d thought he’d known Lucy after having been with her from the time they were in junior high until they married after their college graduation.

      He’d found there was a side of Lucy that would have shocked those who knew her.

      Did anyone really know anyone at all?

      The doubts that had popped into his mind right this moment pissed him off. That was a long time ago, and he’d been a kid who’d taken Lucy at face value.

      He wasn’t a kid anymore, and Dara wasn’t Lucy.

      Dara cut into his thoughts as they walked through the entrance and out into the evening. “Is everything okay, Jack?”

      “Yeah.” He nodded and found himself smiling at the beautiful woman.

      “Good.” She smiled. “Because I think you’re going to break my hand.”

      “Sorry about that.” He let up on his grip and drew her to the side so that they were in the shadows near the park. He brought her hand between them and rubbed it between his palms. “Better?”

      She nodded. “Much better.” She took his hand this time. “I’m ready for that walk.”
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      The way Jack held her hand as they walked made Dara feel secure, like nothing bad could ever happen. She wondered why he had been gripping her hand so tightly as they came out of Nectars, but she didn’t ask.

      “You’re cold,” Jack said and released her.

      She hadn’t realized she was shivering. He helped her into her jacket before he slipped on his own and took her hand again.

      They walked around the Prescott Courthouse Plaza. Stars winked from the cloudless sky and the cool autumn-scented breeze chilled her cheeks. Jack’s hand felt warm, his presence solid beside her.

      “I’ve always liked it here.” Dara studied the horse and rider statues around the plaza. “I did a painting of the Rough Rider monument in front of the courthouse.”

      “You’re an artist?” he asked.

      “Yes.” She nodded. “Sometimes I still paint, but I’ve been working on other art projects, currently faux stained glass. I’m having fun with it, but I might move on to stained glass.” Dara glanced up at him. “I chase my artistic whims. I can’t say for sure what I’ll do next.”

      “I’d like to see your work.” He smiled at her. “There’s so much to appreciate about you, Dara.”

      “I’ll show you.” She leaned her head against his shoulder, his supple leather jacket against her cheek, as they walked. It felt right. “When I paint, I mostly do landscapes and western art.”

      “Right up my alley.” He released her hand and slid his arm around her shoulders. “My cousin Clint’s wife, Ella, creates western sculptures in the Remington style. She has her own gallery on Whiskey Row. I have a couple of her pieces.”

      “I’ve been there.” Dara pictured the pretty blonde artist. “She’s really nice and her work is incredible. I can’t afford her sculptures, but I can appreciate them. I believe she has some of her pieces in a Scottsdale gallery, too.”

      “Do you sell your work?” he asked.

      “I have.” She looked ahead at another horse and rider statue. “I’ve never been into it for the money, though. That’s not what drives me.”

      “What does drive you?” Genuine interest was in his voice.

      “What I do for a career.” She thought about it. “I love the kids and helping them get to a point where they can function well in the outside world. It’s hard to see them leave as young adults when they graduate from our school, but there are always more kids who join us, more kids to love.”

      “It’s an admirable career,” Jack said. “It sounds rewarding.”

      “It is an extraordinary blessing in my life.” Dara’s nose had grown cold, unlike the rest of her that was warmed by being so close to Jack. “When I was in college, I focused on non-profits because I wanted to help others. I never dreamed how much I would love it.”

      “I’m looking forward to seeing more of what you do when you show me around the ranch.”

      She tilted her face to look at him. “So am I.”

      He brought them to a standstill, and turned her in his arms so that he was looking down at her. He studied her, as if trying to memorize every freckle on her nose.

      A streetlamp behind him glowed soft and yellow, yet threw his face into shadow. He looked dark and intense with a powerful masculinity, and she wished for someplace private so that she could explore every inch of him.

      Streamers unfurled in her belly as he drew her close, inside the warmth of his open jacket so that she was pressed against his chest.

      He caught her face in his hands and lowered his head…and met her lips with his.

      The reverence in his kiss left her breathless. He explored as if wanting to get to know her more from the kiss. He lightly bit her bottom lip and she made a soft sound of surprise and pleasure.

      He slid his palms from her face, down her neckline until he reached her open jacket. He moved his palms down her sides, lightly skimming the curves of her breasts, then gripped her waist in his big hands.

      His scent filled her and she thought she could never get enough of him. No, she knew she could never get enough of this man.

      Was it too soon to be falling for him? Could it be because she’d known him so long? Respected him, admired him, and enjoyed what time she’d had around him?

      Or was it just this moment?

      Did it matter?

      Neither of them seemed to want to break the kiss. Dara’s mind whirled and she leaned into him more fully.

      When Jack broke the kiss, Dara sank into him and pressed her face against his chest. He wrapped his arms around her and nuzzled the top of her head.

      “You take my breath away.” The low rumble of his words filled her.

      “I seem to be having difficulty catching my breath, too.” She tipped her head to look at him. “I think I just saw fireworks.”

      “I know I did.” He captured her lips again in another gentle yet intense kiss.

      This time when he raised his head, she thought she might not be able to stand by herself, much less walk.

      He hugged her, his chin resting on the top of her head. “I like the way you feel close to me, Dara.”

      “It feels good,” she said softly. Actually, that was an understatement. It felt amazing.

      Jack drew back and brushed his lips over hers before wrapping his arm around her shoulders and keeping her close to his side.

      Dara had a hard time thinking past Jack. It was hard to believe that here she was, with him, when days ago she hadn’t known he would walk into her life like this.

      “You ready to go home?” he asked. “It’s still early.”

      “I’m enjoying this too much to want to go home.” She smiled. “But I do have hot chocolate and we can watch a movie.”

      He squeezed her to him. “I promise I don’t want anything more than to spend time with you tonight. I’d also like to see your artwork.”

      “Jack, if there’s one thing I’m certain of,” she said, “is that you’re an honorable man. You don’t need to promise me anything. I trust you.”

      

      On their way to Dara’s home, Jack knew his thoughts wouldn’t have been considered honorable. It was hard not to imagine being with her in every way possible.

      It was too soon for both of them to take things that far.

      Still, he couldn’t help thinking about it.

      When they reached her door, Dara fumbled with the key when she tried sliding it into the lock. He took the key from her and unlocked the door before opening it and letting her walk inside, onto a rug on the hardwood floor.

      Jack handed her the keys and Dara set them on a stained glass plate on a stand in the entryway.

      “Did you make the plate?” He helped her out of her jacket.

      She hung it on a coat hook beside the door. “It was one of my first projects in creating faux stained glass pieces.”

      “I like it.” He took off his own jacket and put it on the hook, next to hers.

      She inclined her head toward a doorway. “Come on into the kitchen. Do you like Mexican mocha?”

      “One of my favorite cool weather drinks,” he said.

      She smiled over her shoulder before she turned and he followed her. They walked into the homey kitchen, which showed touches of Dara everywhere. On the other side of a counter was a cozy living room.

      He leaned with his back against the countertop as he watched her get out a saucepan, milk, and a box of Abuelita Mexican mocha.

      Her home felt comfortable as she made the drink. “Mom used to make Mexican mocha when I was just a little kid,” she said. “I was so young—only three—that sometimes I wonder if I’ve made up the memories.” She shook her head. “But this one is so clear.”

      Jack braced one hand on the counter. “I seem to remember Andy starting school in Prescott when we were sixteen.”

      “That sounds about right.” Dara stirred the mixture. “Dad moved us to Arizona from New Mexico after our mom died. I was too young to know those things, but looking back I think he wanted a new start.”

      Jack thought about his current home, which he’d built for the same reason.

      “Andy was mad because he was the star of the high school’s basketball team and he didn’t want to leave. Of course he did well here.” Dara poured the mixture into two mugs before she added a cinnamon stick to each. “But it was a lot harder on him than me.”

      The mug she handed to Jack had Drink like dwarves, smoke like wizards, sing like elves, party like hobbits. Hers had My vacation home is a hobbit hole, with a colorful image of one on the opposite side.

      “Careful, it’s hot.” She held her mug close to her lips and blew on the mocha. “One of my favorite winter drinks ever.”

      He watched her sipping hers before drinking from his own mug. He winced. Yeah, it was hot. Next time he blew on it before taking a sip.

      “I made homemade cookies this morning.” She set her mug beside the stove and pulled out a handmade cookie jar shaped and painted like a hobbit hole with a round green door. She took off the lid. “Chocolate chip or snickerdoodle?”

      “I’d like both if you don’t mind.”

      “Your wish is my command.” She opened a cabinet.

      She brought out a small plate before piling cookies on it. She handed the plate to him. “Can you set this on the coffee table, please?”

      He carried the cookies and his mug into the living room.

      Something black streaked by and almost tripped him. A cat.

      “Satan!” Dara said. “Watch out.”

      Jack looked over his shoulder at Dara. “You named your cat, Satan?”

      Dara shrugged. “Suits him.”

      He faced her. “My Australian cattle dog is Demon.”

      Her laughter did funny things to his gut. “Nothing like an evil pet, is there?”

      “Nothing at all.”

      Jack sat on the small couch in front of the coffee table, which faced a good-sized flat screen TV. He rested his mug and the plate of cookies on the table’s glossy surface. He intentionally hadn’t given Dara much room on either side of him. One way or another, he intended to keep her close.

      She shook her head but smiled as she looked at him and the couch. “Sneaky.”

      “Not so sneaky.” He patted the cushion on his right. “Have a seat, honey.”

      Dara placed her mug on the end table beside the couch. She kicked her shoes off and nudged them under the coffee table. A feeling of contentment flowed over her as she settled next to him and he put his arm around her shoulders.

      Satan jumped up onto the back of the couch and started playing with Dara’s hair. “Beat it, Satan,” she said, but in a teasing voice. She pulled the hair tie off and threw it onto the rug in front of the TV.

      The black cat bolted around Jack’s shoulders, straight for the hair tie. He batted it around in the air and dropped it before he grabbed it in his mouth and scampered toward the hall.

      “I know you like Lord of the Rings.” He shifted and slid his fingers through her loose hair. “So you clearly have good taste.”

      “How did you know?” She looked at her mug and his on the coffee table. “Oh. Duh.” She smiled. “Yes, I love the books and the movies.”

      “Same here. Grew up reading the books and enjoyed all three movies when they came out on the big screen.” He kissed the top of her head. “So what’s on tonight?”

      She retrieved a remote from a cloth basket on the end table. “Let’s find out.”

      They picked an action-adventure flick that had just left the theaters a couple of months ago.

      “Your cookies are almost as amazing as you are,” he said after finishing his fifth. “You do have more, don’t you?” he said in a teasing voice.

      “Lots.” She leaned her head against his chest. “You can have all the cookies you want.”

      Her closeness set his body on fire and made it hard to focus on the movie. But he enjoyed watching it with her and how tense she became during every action scene.

      Once, she’d rested her palm on his thigh, only to clench her hand and grip his jeans until the scene was over and she relaxed again.

      The intense sex scene had not helped his constant desire for Dara. He had to grit his teeth and hope she didn’t look at his lap.

      He didn’t need the sex scene to make him hard. Dara did a pretty good job of that without even trying.

      

      The fact that she could focus on the movie at all surprised Dara. She and Jack might have done this a hundred times as comfortable as she felt with him.

      She rested her head on his shoulder, his arm around her. He hadn’t left any room for her to move away from him, and she liked that just fine.

      The movie was tense and exciting. In particular, the scene with the hero hanging from the side of a sleek glass building with only an ice axe to punch holes into the glass. Shards floated past him as he put his hands into the breaks created by the axe, holes that he could hold onto with his gloved hands, as he slowly made his way up the building.

      The whole scene, which progressed as things seemed to get worse and worse for the hero, had been enough to keep her holding onto Jack tightly. Not that he seemed to mind.

      The intense sex scene made her mildly uncomfortable due to the fact it also made her as hot as hell.

      When the movie ended, the tension in her body faded and she was back inside the room and reality. Although, she’d never actually felt like she’d gone anywhere away from Jack or the way he made her feel.

      “The movie was a great choice,” Jack said. “I wouldn’t mind seeing his others.”

      “Definitely. If you enjoyed this one, you’ve got to see them.” She nodded. “His movies always keep me on the edge of my seat.”

      Jack helped her up from the couch to her feet. “Why don’t you show me your art?”

      “Sure.” She took his hand and guided him to the left side of the room. One of her cowboy and horse paintings hung on the wall. “I did this one three years ago.”

      “The detail is incredible.” He turned to her, an amazed look on his face. “It looks like a photograph.”

      “If an artist can truly have a favorite, it’s one of mine.” She studied her painting of the cowboy frozen in time, riding bareback on a bucking horse.

      Cowboys didn’t seem to have changed a whole lot over time. Dara hadn’t grown up around them in the same way Bailey had, but she sure appreciated the breed.

      Rugged, dedicated, loyal, grounded, polite, and built like a dream—a lot of them fit the bill. The McBride men she’d met sure did.

      Like Jack.

      Dara showed Jack around her small house, her heart filled with pride as he examined the painting she showed him.

      “I have more in the closet,” she said. “Originally I was going to sell them through a Scottsdale gallery, but I changed direction with my art and set them aside.”

      “Mind if I see them?”

      A nervous flutter went through her belly. The paintings were in her bedroom closet. “This way.”

      He followed her down a short hall, past a guest room and to the master. She ignored the bed and didn’t look at him as she headed straight for her closet.

      “I don’t have much room in the house, so this is where I store them.” She glanced over her shoulder. “Give me a sec.”

      She pushed her clothes aside and leaned into the closet that wasn’t very deep.

      “I have five paintings in here.” Dara carefully brought out the first one. “These haven’t seen the light of day for over two years.”

      “That is a damned shame.” Jack looked thoughtful as he gazed at the painting of a cowboy and horse in motion, the cowboy roping a steer. “These should be hanging in the homes of people who would appreciate them.”

      She slid out the other four and let him take his time to study each one with the same intensity he’d looked at all the rest of her pieces.

      He finally met her gaze. “Are you willing to sell these?”

      “If you’re offering to buy one,” Dara said, “It’s no. I only give them to friends and people I care about.”

      She held up the one he’d looked at the most, a painting of a horse drinking from a stream. Beside the horse, the cowboy scooped water with his cupped hands, his face lowered.

      “I want to give this to you.” She raised the large painting and smiled. “Doesn’t mean you have to put it up anywhere, I just want you to have it.”

      Jack looked at her like he was going to argue about wanting to pay her, but then he took the painting from her. He smiled like there was no one else on the planet but her.

      “Thank you.” He gazed at the painting then her. “This means a lot, Dara.”

      She smiled, the warmth coming from him, from what felt like the depths of his heart washed over her. She started to gather the other four.

      “People should be able to enjoy your work, Dara.”

      “I’ll give them to family or friends,” she said. “I give my work away when it feels right, like it did just now.”

      He set down the painting she had given him, and brought her into his arms. “You are an incredible woman.”

      She looped her arms around his neck. “I feel the same way about you.”

      Jack slowly brought his face to hers as he searched her gaze. “You make me believe in miracles again. Don’t know why, except the fact that you’re right here in my arms.”

      He kissed her long and slow, and rested his hands on her hips again. At this moment she wished he wasn’t such a gentleman. She wanted his mouth on her breasts, sucking each nipple, and wanted him to slide his palms over her bare skin.

      She placed her hands over his and moved them up to cup her breasts.

      He groaned and placed his forehead to hers as he traced her nipples with his thumbs. His breathing came harder than normal, his chest rising and falling. She moved her hands to his heart and felt it racing beneath her palm.

      “Damn, but you’re driving me out of my mind.” He paused, as if trying to pull himself together. “You’re going to drive every good intention right out the window if you’re not careful.”

      “I don’t want to be careful,” she whispered. “I want you.”

      Jack groaned louder this time. He raised his head and cupped her face in his hands. “You are beautiful, talented, and you have a heart filled with love and caring. I know this about you, Dara.”

      He slid his fingers into her hair, burying them in the mass. “I wouldn’t feel right about taking this too far tonight.” He studied her features as he stroked hair from her face. “I don’t think we should rush things. You need more than one night to decide I’m the right man for you.”

      She could have felt embarrassed, but she didn’t.

      Instead, she smiled up at him. “You’re pretty amazing yourself. Thank you for thinking clearly for both of us.”

      He slid his hands from her face to her shoulders. “I will always think clearly about you.” He gave her a little grin. “At least that’s the sum of my good intentions.”

      She pressed her lips to his and kissed him lightly before drawing back. “Jack McBride, you are incredible.”

      He grinned. “I’m now the proud owner of a Dara Winters original, and I’m going to take my treasure home.”

      She threw her arms around his neck and hugged him. His return hug was tight and made her feel so good.

      They parted and he picked up the painting. “After you.”

      Jack followed her out of her bedroom and to the front door. They paused in the small entrance. “I’d ask what you’re doing tomorrow, but I promised the kids we’d spend the day together. We plan an outing at least once a month. I’m a lucky man that neither of them has tried to get out of it—yet.”

      “You are a lucky man to have such great kids.”

      “I’ll see you Thursday at the meeting,” he said. “Why don’t we plan on getting together Saturday. We’ll figure out the what, where, and when between now and then.”

      A thrill of pleasure tickled her belly and warmed her. “Perfect.”

      He leaned the painting against the wall before giving her one more kiss.

      God, could that man kiss.

      She handed him his jacket, which he shrugged on before heading out into the cool night with the painting she’d given him.

      And maybe even her heart.
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      Jack carefully stashed the painting in between the driver’s seat and the back seat of his king cab truck.

      Before he put the truck into gear, he glanced at Dara’s front door and saw she no longer stood in the doorway. He missed her already.

      Damn.

      He had it bad for Dara. Just how bad he hadn’t known until tonight.

      Jack guided his truck onto the road leading out to the ranch, so many things running through his mind that he needed to organize and work out.

      Dara was right, until now he hadn’t been ready to consider a relationship, so he hadn’t allowed himself to look at women in that way.

      Jack had been trying to be both dad and mom to his kids, who’d lost their mother too young. Hell, no kid should have to go through that. But they had, and he figured they’d made it this far okay.

      It had been hard losing Lucy. Things had been far from perfect, but he’d loved her, and a part of him always would. But like he’d told his daughter, everyone has plenty of room in their hearts to love.

      Leslie.

      Ah, hell. He’d have to sit down with her tomorrow, and tell her he was seeing Dara. He should have already, but that ship had sailed. He wanted more from Dara than one date. He had a lot to think about, but a lifetime might be on the menu.

      Jack dragged his hand down this face as he stepped on the gas and headed home.

      He’d considered asking Dara to join him and the kids tomorrow, but he needed to get them used to the idea of their dad dating her. He wanted to make sure they had processed her being a part of their lives.

      And that, of course, could be a long time as far as Leslie was concerned. He might just have to figure it all out down the road.

      After he parked in the driveway of the ranch house, he was greeted by Demon.

      “Hey, boy.” He knelt and rubbed the cattle dog behind his ears. “I just met a cat named Satan tonight. You just might get to meet him, and have a time of it being evil together.”

      He could picture the destruction now.

      Demon licked his hand and Jack rubbed the dog’s head before straightening. “Let’s get inside, boy.”

      The dog trotted at Jack’s side to the front door, and followed him inside the house. He hung his jacket on the coatrack before heading to the kitchen. He hung his keys on the key holder. Demon curled up on a dog bed near the kitchen table.

      Dara had bewitched him, all right. He couldn’t stop thinking about her.

      “How could you, Dad?” Leslie’s voice rose high and angry from behind him.

      Frowning, he turned and faced his daughter. Her eyes were red and her cheeks flushed.

      “What’s wrong?” He wanted to hug his little girl, but she clearly would not appreciate that right now.

      “I can’t believe you.” Leslie looked like she was going to lose complete control of her emotions. “You lied to me.”

      His frown deepened. “What—”

      Then it dawned on him why she was so angry. How could she know about his date with Dara?

      Leslie cried harder. “How could you, Dad?”

      “Let’s sit down, sweetheart,” he said.

      Tears rolled down Leslie’s cheeks. “I don’t want to sit down.”

      He pointed to the kitchen table. “Sit at the table and we’ll talk.”

      “Don’t tell me to sit,” Leslie shouted. “I’m not a dog.”

      He gave her a stern look. “Do what I told you and sit at the table.”

      She looked like she was going to shout something else, but she turned and marched to the table and threw herself into a chair.

      “Where’s your brother?” he asked.

      She folded her arms across her chest. “In his room.”

      “Stay right there.” Jack went to the hallway leading to the kids’ bedrooms and shouted, “Max.”

      A moment later, and his son poked out his head. “What, Dad?”

      “Come into the kitchen.” Jack turned before Max could respond.

      Jack peered into the freezer and Max showed up a moment later. Jack looked over his shoulder. “Family meeting. What flavor?”

      “I don’t want anything.” Leslie slumped in her seat.

      Jack said calmly, “I asked you what flavor, Les.”

      “Cake batter,” Max said.

      “Chocolate fudge,” Leslie muttered.

      Jack grabbed pints of both flavors of ice cream, along with butter pecan for himself. He grabbed three spoons, then passed out everything before he took his seat at the table.

      “What’s going on?” Max asked as he popped the lid off his pint. “Why are you crying, Les?”

      She glared at Jack and didn’t say anything.

      “Your brother asked you a question.” Jack took the lid off the pint of chocolate fudge. “Tell him and me what’s upsetting you.”

      He knew, but he wanted her to say it.

      Leslie turned her glare on Max. “Dad is dating Dara.”

      Max had just shoved a spoonful of cake batter ice cream into his mouth. His eyes widened and he gulped down the ice cream.

      “No way.” Max brightened. “Dara’s great, Dad.”

      “What?” Leslie nearly screamed the word.

      “Leslie.” Jack gave her a stern look. “You will not scream in this house, and you won’t talk to me or your brother like that.”

      Leslie stared at her ice cream pint. She didn’t look at Jack as she said in a lower voice, “How could you forget about Mom like this?”

      “I told you I will never forget your mother. She will always be with us.” He paused. “I also told you there’s room in our hearts for others.”

      Leslie’s tear-streaked face made his chest ache.

      “Mom wouldn’t like it,” Leslie said.

      Max shoved ice cream in his mouth as he looked from his sister to Jack.

      “Have a bite of your ice cream,” Jack said.

      “No.” Leslie kept her arms across her chest.

      “You know family meeting rules.” Jack pointed to her pint with his spoon. “Take a bite.”

      When the kids were still young, after their mother died, he’d started family meetings, which always included ice cream. Something about ice cream calmed the kids down. Its coolness diffused some of the heat of anger, and its texture and taste gave something for each of them to consider before they got into what was happening that was important enough to call a meeting for.

      Leslie ripped the lid off her pint. He half expected her to throw it on the floor like a child, but she set it on the table and picked up her spoon. She glared at the container before she stabbed the ice cream with her spoon, then shoved the bite of chocolate fudge into her mouth in a hard, angry motion.

      Jack waited until she’d had a chance to finish the bite and continued to watch her until she’d had a second. He could see the heat in her expression dissipate some.

      Maybe feeding his kids ice cream when they were upset wasn’t the best method, but it had worked for him as a dad on his own with two young kids.

      Now he’d swear to the method.

      “Les, if you’ve calmed down enough, explain what’s bothering you,” Jack said.

      Leslie gripped her spoon in her hand. “Michelle told me she saw you with Dara at Nectars.”

      Jack hadn’t even seen Lucy’s friend earlier.

      He concentrated on the bite of butter pecan in his own mouth. When it had melted away, he looked from Leslie to Max and back.

      “I would have liked to tell you myself,” Jack said. “I probably should have told you before I left, but I didn’t.”

      “Why not?” Leslie demanded, then seemed to catch herself and shoved her spoon into her ice cream again. She said much quieter. “Why didn’t you tell us?”

      Jack sighed. “Dara and I haven’t been dating and just decided to go out for drinks.” He slid his spoon into the butter pecan. “But after tonight, yeah, I want to see her again.”

      Tears rolled down Leslie’s cheeks. “You’re forgetting Mom.”

      Jack put his hand over his daughter’s. “I will never forget your mother.”

      “I think it’s cool, Dad.” Max scooped out more cake batter ice cream. “I like Dara.” Leslie glared at him but he turned his calm expression onto her. “Les, it’s been a long time. Dad deserves to be happy.”

      “Aren’t you happy with us?” Leslie sobbed.

      Jack squeezed Leslie’s hand. “I am the most fortunate dad in the world having the two of you.”

      “Why do you need to date anyone?” she said, then hiccupped.

      Jack wanted to rub his eyes, but didn’t want to make it look like he was exasperated or tired of her questions. This was important to Leslie, and he needed to let her know he understood.

      “Your feelings are valid.” He watched as she took a bite of ice cream. Good sign. “And believe me, I want you to feel good about me seeing Dara.”

      Leslie scowled. “How can I even go to work now?”

      “It’s your job and you’re going to be responsible about it.” Jack held his daughter’s gaze. “You’ve got to learn that in this world, and that includes the fact that we’re not always happy with the people we work with or the situation we’re in when it comes to a job,” he said quietly, but forcefully. “You know Dara’s a good person and good to work for. Just because I’m seeing her doesn’t change that.”

      His daughter stared at her ice cream and didn’t reply, just took another bite.

      He ate a spoonful of butter pecan as he waited for her to respond. Max had just about downed his whole pint.

      Leslie finally raised her eyes and looked at Jack. “I don’t like it, Dad. I don’t want you seeing anyone.”

      “I understand that, gumdrop.” He purposefully hadn’t used his nickname for her when she had been full-throttle angry. “You’ve always liked Dara, and you’ve known her your whole life. She’s your Aunt Bailey’s best friend.”

      “That was before you went out with her,” Leslie whispered.

      “I like Dara a lot,” Jack said. “I want you to like her as you always have. She’s the same Dara you’ve always known. I’m just going to be dating her now. Okay?”

      Leslie’s throat worked as she swallowed. “I don’t have to like it.”

      “That’s true,” he said. “But think about all I’ve said.”

      Instead of answering, she ate another spoonful.

      She looked so dejected and sad that it tore at Jack’s heart. He didn’t want to hurt his little girl, but he knew that he couldn’t let his children rule his life. They would just have to work this out.

      “We’re the McBride team and we always stick together, right?” Jack said.

      Max nodded. “Yup.”

      Leslie sighed. “Yeah.”

      Jack stood and went to his daughter’s chair and waited for her to stand. When she was up, he wrapped her in his arms and gave her a bear hug. “I love you, gumdrop,” he said quietly.

      “I love you, too, Dad.” Leslie buried her face against his shirt. He rubbed his daughter’s back until she raised her head and took a small step back. “Can I do my homework now?”

      “Put away your ice cream and then you can go,” he said.

      Leslie pushed the lid back on and put the pint into the freezer. She grabbed her backpack and headed for her room.

      Max had been watching the whole exchange with interest. “Girls,” he finally said when Leslie was out of the room.

      Jack smiled. “Just wait until you have more in your life. A girlfriend, then a wife, maybe even a daughter.”

      Max grinned. “And a stepmom.”

      Jack hadn’t thought that far ahead. Dara being a stepmom to his kids?

      He liked that idea. Liked it a hell of a lot.

      

      Mrs. Elsie Hammerschmidt showed up early Sunday morning like clockwork. She knocked on the glass Arcadia door, the rear entrance to the house.

      The elderly woman shared the backyard fence with Dara, and she liked to stroll across Dara’s yard when she visited.

      Dara opened the sliding glass door. “Hi, Mrs. Hammerschmidt. Coffee is percolating now.”

      “Smells wonderful.” The older woman spoke in a heavy German accent. “Love looks good on you, dear.”

      Dara had to process the comment as she took the woman’s arm and helped her over the threshold. “I’m not—where did you get that idea?”

      Mrs. Hammerschmidt shrugged her frail shawl-covered shoulders. “I saw that McBride boy with you yesterday. How could I not have known?”

      Dara thought about telling her friend that she wasn’t in love with Jack McBride, but would that be the truth?

      She also wondered what Jack would think about being called that McBride boy. He’d probably laugh.

      “When did you see Jack?” Dara asked.

      “I went for a walk.” The woman patted Dara’s hand. “Do you forget my daily walks?”

      “I didn’t see you.” Dara scrunched her brows. “I didn’t know you walk so late at night.”

      “Sometimes, when I have a lot on my mind,” Mrs. Hammerschmidt replied. “It is interesting what one will see after dark.”

      “Is it safe for you to be out alone at night?” Dara frowned. “You could fall or something and no one would see you.”

      “I am fine, young lady.” Mrs. Hammerschmidt said it in a way that meant there would be no arguing about it.

      Dara could see it wouldn’t do any good to continue pressing her point right now. She’d just have to work on her friend later.

      “I have Mandelhörnchen today.” Dara walked beside Mrs. Hammerschmidt. “I bought the almond horns at Sweet Things Bakery first thing this morning.”

      The lady leaned on her cane with every small step she took. “You know how to make my day.”

      Dara smiled and nodded in the direction of the kitchen table. “Your favorite seat has been waiting for you all morning.”

      The woman’s body trembled as she slowly lowered herself into her chair.

      Dara poured two cups of German coffee. She’d started buying it after her friend began coming over for coffee every Sunday. After two years, Dara was officially addicted to the roast.

      She set a plate of four almond horns on the table before she served the coffee, along with cream and sugar. Mrs. Hammerschmidt enjoyed copious helpings of both. Not to mention a little something extra.

      From beneath her shawl, she produced a small flask. “Would you like rum today?”

      Dara shook her head and smiled, and replied the same way she did every Sunday morning. “No thank you, Mrs. Hammerschmidt. Too early for me.”

      The elderly lady poured a liberal amount of rum into her coffee, stirred it with a spoon, and brought it to her nose. She audibly inhaled. “Ahhh,” she said. “Nothing like the smell of coffee.” She took a sip before putting an almond horn on her plate. “And a good Mandelhörnchen to go with it.”

      As always, Dara enjoyed the hour with Mrs. Hammerschmidt. She was fun to be around, a lady with a sharp wit.

      She also had a bit of a sharp tongue when talking about the neighborhood boys on her street. They made far too much noise with their loud cars and louder voices.

      Lately, she had also not been pleased by the amount of noise her next-door neighbors were making. They worked on remodeling their home early in the morning and late at night, during the hours when they weren’t working their day jobs.

      “People should be allowed to sleep in every morning and have quiet evenings,” she said with a deep frown.

      After two almond horns and two cups of coffee loaded with sugar, cream, and rum, Mrs. Hammerschmidt tucked her flask away. “Thank you for the coffee and company, young lady.”

      “The hour you visit me always goes by too quickly.” Dara walked with elderly woman to the back entrance and opened the sliding glass doors for her. “See you next Sunday.”

      Dara smiled as she watched her friend totter across the grass to the gate between their yards. After the elderly woman had started visiting, Dara had replaced the once rusty latch and the hinges so the gate worked easily.

      The thought of her friend walking out late at night caused Dara to frown. Mrs. Hammerschmidt was an elderly woman and if she was out walking, it should be during the daylight hours so that she could be seen if she fell.

      They lived in a nice area, so Dara wasn’t too worried about that. Although what if danger came from outside of their quiet neighborhood?

      Dara locked the Arcadia doors and returned to the kitchen to clean and put away the dishes.

      The interlude had helped keep Dara’s mind off of Jack. Not completely, but at least he wasn’t all she was thinking about.

      However, Dara had a hard time focusing now that Mrs. Hammerschmidt had left, so she cleaned her house. Not her favorite task, but one that needed to be done. She’d been glad it had looked decent when Jack was here, but she would have preferred it to be spotless.

      Not all this dust.

      She started out listening to an audiobook as she cleaned, but couldn’t concentrate on the plot or the action thanks to her mind constantly returning to Jack.

      What an amazing night she’d had with him. She wondered what he and his kids were doing right now.

      Had Jack told them?

      Would he call her later today?

      She scrubbed the bathrooms, cleaned the kitchen, then mopped the tile in the kitchen and bathrooms.

      It was now eleven, and after she ate a quick lunch she would tackle the curios in the living room.

      She plopped down in a leather recliner, then knew it had been a mistake. Her tired muscles didn’t want to move again. She looked at the dust everywhere and knew she couldn’t stop yet. The curio cabinets especially needed to be wiped down thanks to a too-heavy layer of dust.

      The treasures in her curios came from just about every place she’d traveled. She’d added a small carved wooden pineapple from her vacation to Hawaii with her two best friends a little over a year ago.

      At the thought of Charlee and Bailey, a warm flush stole over Dara. She’d have to tell them that she was seeing Jack. Yesterday morning she hadn’t wanted to talk to them about it because Jack was Bailey’s big brother, and Dara hadn’t known if they were headed into a relationship. It had been too soon.

      Funny how things changed in a flash.

      Dara’s phone rang in her pocket. Can it be Jack?

      Her heart beat faster as she slipped the cell out and looked at the screen.

      Charlee.

      The moment of truth had arrived faster than Dara had wanted it to.

      Dara answered. “Hi, Charlee.”

      “Good morning.” Charlee sounded bright and cheerful. “We need to start an exercise program. I was thinking about walks around one of the parks three or four times a week for starters.”

      “That’s a good idea.” Dara plopped on her sofa and curled her legs under her. “What’s the plan?”

      Charlee spoke with a smile in her voice. “We’ll walk early mornings or late afternoons. Your call.”

      Dara couldn’t help but smile at her friend’s enthusiasm. “I think early mornings would be the best, before I go to the ranch. Six-thirty work for you?”

      “Perfect,” Charlee said. “How about a walk this afternoon to start things off, and then we’ll switch to early mornings on Monday? I guess that’s tomorrow.”

      “I have a few more Sunday chores, so pick me up at two,” Dara said. “We’ll hike that one-mile loop trail at Acker Park. We can work our way up to longer trails at the other parks.”

      “Deal,” Charlee said.

      Dara grinned. “A pastry at Sweet Things after.”

      A girl could not have too many pastries at their favorite bakery.

      “Awesome.” Charlee laughed. “We’ll work off the calories before we indulge. I’ll get to your house by two.”

      “See you then.” Dara disconnected the call and shoved the phone into her front pocket.

      Dara smiled at the thought of getting together with her friend today—although her body might protest after her cleaning spree.

      She looked forward to spending time with Charlee, but on the other side of the coin, she didn’t know what to expect when she told her friend about dating Jack.

      Dara sighed. She’d find out soon enough. The hardest part of the whole telling-friends-everything was that she’d have to tell Bailey she was dating her older brother.

      She had a couple of hours to clean the house and eat a sandwich before Charlee picked her up.
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      After she’d finished cleaning and had taken a shower, Dara threw on a pair of forest green sweatpants and an orange T-Shirt. She pulled on her athletic shoes and laced them up before she brought her hair back into a ponytail and grabbed her gray zip-up hoodie.

      She looked out the front window and saw Charlee driving up in her red Mustang convertible, the top down. Dara shoved her keys in one of her sweatpants pockets, and a small wallet with her ID, credit card, and a twenty, in her other pocket.

      Dara locked the door behind her and jogged down the stairs, her long ponytail swinging. Her sore muscles protested from all the cleaning, but she looked forward to the walk.

      It might not be easy to start off with, but it would be good to talk about Jack with Charlee.

      “Hi, girl.” Dara opened the door and climbed into the Mustang.

      “It feels like forever since we’ve been together,” Charlee said.

      “Yeah.” Dara nodded with her most serious expression. “Goodness, I think it’s been a whole week.”

      Charlee laughed. “Buckle up.”

      Inevitably, Dara found herself hanging on to whatever was closest to her when Charlee drove. The girl was a speed demon. It was a wonder she didn’t have a glove box full of speeding tickets and a warrant out for her arrest.

      In no time, they arrived at Acker Park on Virginia Street, near downtown Prescott. The park was a good eighty acres of natural parkland.

      After parking, they headed to the entrance of the one-mile Loop Trail.

      “Smells so good out here.” Charlee took a deep, audible breath. She smiled at Dara. “Thanks for walking with me.”

      “What are best friends for?” Dara asked. “Unfortunately, now that Bailey’s moved to Montana, we can’t rope her into it, too.”

      “That girl is so physically fit, a hard walk for us would be a casual stroll for her.”

      Dara nodded her agreement. “Sooo true.” She looked at her friend who’s streaky-blonde hair shone beneath the afternoon sun, and her matching two-piece jogging suit that looked perfect on her slender figure. “You look really good, Charlee.”

      “Thanks.” Charlee smiled.

      Charlee had come a long way from the girl who had lived in her outgoing, popular, former model sister’s shadow. Charlee loved her big sister Jo to pieces, but she’d never really had a chance to shine on her own until the past few years.

      Far worse than that, was the man who had used Charlee to try to get to her inheritance back when she was in her early twenties. The man had attempted to kill Charlee’s sister to keep her out of the way.

      Over the past few years, Charlee had blossomed. She had come into her inheritance about four years ago, and now owned the salon she used to work at, plus one other. Her salons were successful thanks to Charlee’s business and people skills.

      “What are you thinking about?” Charlee asked as they walked. “You’re being quiet, and you’re never quiet.”

      “I was just thinking about how much you’ve blossomed over the past few years.” Dara smiled at her petite friend. “You’ve come a long way, baby.”

      Charlee grinned. “I know there’s something else you’re not telling me.”

      “You’re right.” Dara bit her lower lip as she tried to find the words to say. “I’m seeing Bailey’s brother, Jack,” she blurted out.

      Charlee came to a complete stop, her eyes wide. “You’re screwing with me.”

      Dara halted beside her. “Uh, no.”

      Charlee’s brow creased like she was trying to absorb what Dara had just told her. “You’re. Seeing. Jack. McBride.”

      “Yup.” Relief had settled on Dara’s shoulders by telling Charlee about her and Jack.

      “When did this happen?” Charlee was shaking her head as if rattling the thoughts in her brain. “How could you not tell me and Bailey?”

      “Come on.” Dara inclined her head to the trail. “Let’s walk while I tell you everything.”

      “Okay.” Charlee put her hand on Dara’s arm. “Tell me the story and I’ll be appropriately excited for you after. Right now I’m trying to wrap my mind around it.”

      Dara laughed as they fell into step together. “It happened pretty sudden and unexpectedly. Earlier this past week, Jack stopped to pick up Leslie from Special Dreams Ranch. Jack and I talked for some time because Leslie was taking care of some tasks that had gone late. While we were chatting, Jack asked me out.”

      “Just this week?” Charlee asked. “And you’re already dating?”

      “Yes.” Dara shrugged. “We met for happy hour and had such a great time we watched a movie at my house.”

      Charlee’s eyes grew even wider and she put her hand over her mouth.

      “No.” Dara shook her head. “We didn’t do anything more than kiss. Not even heavy petting. Just amazing, wonderful kisses.”

      Charlee looked like she didn’t know what to think. “You talked about seeing each other again.”

      “We had a conversation that I’ve never had with a man before,” Dara said. “We put it all out on the table, that we’re interested in each other and want to take this relationship farther.”

      She went on. “I know it happened really fast, but I’ve known Jack freaking forever and I know the kind of man he is. Honestly, I’ve never looked at him the way I am now, but I always trusted him and cared about him. He’s a man who’s honest, has integrity, and cares about those he loves and cares for.”

      “Wow.” Charlee was grinning now. “This is freaking amazing and wonderful.” She stopped them on the trail again and grasped Dara’s forearm. Charlee threw her arms around Dara and hugged her. “I am so happy. So, so, so happy for you. You deserve a man like Jack, and he just might deserve you as well.”

      Dara hugged Charlee in return. “Thank you. I wanted to tell you and Bailey, but Jack and I weren’t dating then. We were just going out to happy hour and I didn’t want to say anything until I knew whether or not it could turn out to be more than that.”

      “I get it.” Charlee released Dara. “Oh. My. God, but Bailey’s gonna flip.”

      Dara hesitated. “Do you think she’ll be okay with it?”

      Charlee rolled her eyes. “Of course she will be. She’s going to be psyched to have you as a sister-in-law.”

      “Whoa.” Dara put her hands up. “Slow down, sister. Jack and I are dating, not contemplating marriage.”

      Although the idea was a pretty wonderful one.

      Charlee smiled and started down the path again. “I so can’t wait to tell Bailey.”

      “Not without me,” Dara said.

      Charlee gave her a wicked smile. “Next call we’re on, you’d better spill the beans from the beginning, or I’m going to.”

      “I will.” Dara nodded. “I promise, first thing.”

      

      While doing her best to get into a thriller novel on her e-book reader, Dara rested her back on pillows stacked up against the headboard. She had to have at least ten pillows on her bed, most decorative, but it was a ridiculous number regardless.

      She and Charlee had walked the trail twice as they chatted, then enjoyed more than one of Ricki’s pastries at her bakery, Sweet Things. Ricki was a doll and an amazing baker.

      Dara’s hips were so going to suffer for the indulgence, but it was worth it.

      Charlee and Dara had talked and laughed a lot more at one of the small tables in the bakery before heading home.

      Dara had thought about watching Netflix or Prime, but in the end had settled on reading the thriller.

      It had taken a while, but she’d finally gotten into the book. The suspense, the excitement of the chase, the capture, the escape, stuff blowing up, and a little romance mixed in—she loved it.

      Her phone rang beside her bed, jerking her out of the story. She glanced at it. The moment she saw Jack McBride on the screen, her heart started pounding.

      She held her hand to her chest and took a deep breath. She answered with, “Hey there.”

      “You have a good day, honey?” he asked in a way that made her feel warmth straight to her core.

      Hearing him call her honey made her day complete. Hell, the rest of the week would be perfect.

      “Cleaning the house wasn’t the most exciting part of my day.” Dara shifted on the pillows. “But I got a lot done.”

      “That wouldn’t be on my list of favorite things to do.” Could he possibly sound even sexier, talking about mundane chores?

      “I also went walking with Charlee at Acker Park.” Dara held her breath, wondering if he’d ask her if she’d shared their new relationship with her friend.

      “Did you get read the riot act for seeing me?” Jack asked with amusement in his tone.

      Dara laughed with relief. “I did get the third degree, but Charlee thinks it’s great.”

      “Just wait until my sister finds out.” Jack laughed. “That ought to be interesting.”

      “She’ll think I’m kidding,” Dara said. “Then she’ll think it’s great.”

      She appreciated Jack’s assumption she would tell her friends, which included his sister, and that he didn’t seem to have a problem with it.

      “Jayson thinks I’m robbing the cradle,” Jack said as he mentioned his twin. “But I’m thinking ten years isn’t a big difference when it comes to you and me.”

      She liked how he said, “you and me,” and the fact that he’d mentioned their new relationship to his brother added to her pleasure.

      Dara hesitated. “Did you tell the kids?”

      Jack gave what amounted to a groan. “An old friend of Lucy’s told Leslie she saw us together before I had a chance to. It wasn’t pretty.”

      “I’m sorry,” Dara said quietly.

      Jack sighed. “Telling Leslie before you and I met up would have been the best thing to do, but it’ll all work out.”

      “Do you think it will?” Dara bit her lip as she waited for his response. This mattered, more than anything else in their relationship.

      “I love my kids, Dara,” Jack said in a tone that told her his heart was in every word he said. “They mean the world to me.”

      He went on, “The thing I have to think about is that one day they’ll be gone with families and lives of their own. Hell, I’m looking forward to being a grandpa one of these days.”

      Dara laughed. “Grandpa Jack.”

      “When you put it that way…”

      She grinned. “Has a ring to it.”

      “I’m looking forward to that future,” Jack said. “But in the here and now, Leslie and Max can’t be in charge of my life and dictate my future. So yeah, Leslie will get used to it and eventually I’m sure she’ll accept it. She’s a teenage girl, though, so it’s gonna take some time.”

      “As a former teenage girl, I can understand that.” Dara leaned back on her pillows. “What about Max?”

      Jack chuckled. “He’s already planning for the future with you in it.”

      Warmth inside her grew. “I’m glad Max is good with it all. I just hope one day Leslie will be too.”

      She hesitated before going on. “How do you think she’ll be at work?”

      “We talked about that.” Jack quieted. “I explained to her that throughout our lives, things aren’t always the way we want it to be. She needs be professional and do her job, and I think she will.”

      “Okay.” It saddened Dara that this sweet teenager, who she’d known for all of the girl’s young life, was so upset that Jack and Dara were seeing each other.

      “Hey,” Jack said. “Everything will turn out fine. Leslie just isn’t used to having another woman in her life.”

      “I understand.” Dara played with the material of her silk PJs. “What did you and the kids do today?”

      “I took them fishing at Lynx Lake,” he said. “You wouldn’t want to smell me right now. I haven’t taken a shower yet.”

      Dara laughed. “Catch anything?”

      “Leslie and Max both caught their limit of trout,” he said. “I managed to hook the smallest fish possible all day, so mine went right back in the lake.”

      “My dad used to take us when I was a kid,” Dara said. “Well, let’s say he took Andy and had to drag me along, too. Dad wasn’t real patient when it came to younger kids, so he didn’t teach me how to fish. Maybe because I was a girl.”

      She went on, “Anyway, I was always happy to go. I spent my time building things out of mud, rocks, and sticks while they fished.”

      “Good memories?” Jack asked.

      “Pretty much,” Dara said. “I worshiped Andy while I was growing up. He could do no wrong in my eyes. That was until I was old enough to know better.”

      “Sounds like Andy to me.” Jack had a grin in his voice. “You like trout? Dipped in cornmeal batter and fried?”

      “I love trout,” Dara said. “Isn’t that the only way to fix it?”

      Jack laughed. “Yep.”

      “Andy and I enjoyed fishing when we were growing up,” Dara said.

      “When’s he due to come in?” Jack asked.

      “Last time I talked with him, he was thinking about a quick trip out here before the pro basketball season starts.” Dara thought about it. “Since the season starts in the middle of October and it’s now the end of September, it’ll probably be a real quick trip if he does make it.”

      “I’d like to see him when he’s out,” Jack said. “It’s been a good long time.”

      “A real long time,” Dara said. “I barely get to see him anymore. Especially since he took that assistant coach position. When he does make it, I do think he’d enjoy visiting with you.”

      “Is the 4-H meeting at six-thirty this Thursday?” Jack asked.

      “Yes.” Dara slid her palm over the satiny PJs covering her belly. Why did butterflies always take off in her belly at the thought of seeing him? “If you want to come earlier, I can show you around the ranch.”

      “I’d like that,” he said. “What time?”

      “Emily and Leslie always help get the kids together for the meeting.” She thought about it. “I think five-thirty would give enough time for me to show you around.”

      “Sounds good to me,” he said. “Are you getting sleepy?”

      “I’d rather talk with you all night than sleep.” Dara smiled. “But since we’re not teenagers and I have to get up earlier than normal and walk with Charlee before work, I guess I should get to sleep. Walking is supposed to be our new routine, then I need to get to Special Dreams.”

      “Ranch work starts pretty early around here, too.” Jack paused. “Good night, sweet Dara. I’ll call you tomorrow evening.”

      “Good night, Jack.” She hesitated just a moment before she pressed the disconnect icon on her phone.

      She smiled as she set her cell on the nightstand, then drew her legs up and wrapped her arms around them. She settled her chin on her knees.

      Should she pinch herself? She’d dated and dated and dated over the years, but they were always the small fish that she ended up throwing back, like Jack had done today with the trout.

      Over the years, she’d have a relationship here and there that she’d thought might get serious that ended up fizzling out. That was about all that had been in her life. Including the time she’d dated the father of one of the ranch kids. What a mess that had been.

      But Jack McBride? She’d long respected and admired the McBride men, especially Jack. She’d always liked what she’d seen of him with his kids, and the way he joked around with his brothers and his sister.

      They were a fun bunch. No family was perfect, and the McBrides had their not-so-great moments, but everyone did. Overall, she respected and admired them more than any other family she’d met.

      She’d just never thought she would have the chance to become closer with those she loved. She’d had no idea she’d get to know Jack better, much less date him.

      He’d even gone so far as to explain their relationship to his kids. And he’d explained to her that he needed his kids to understand that his life wasn’t entirely theirs.

      Not all parents realized that. Their children were their complete world. But once the kids were grown and gone, the parents were often left looking at each other, suddenly realizing they’d given everything to the kids and nothing to their relationship.

      She’d seen it happen with parents who brought their child to the ranch to learn real world skills. They chose to put the child in an environment that would nurture them and help them grow in ways that the parents couldn’t.

      Some of those parents had put everything into raising their child and then found themselves trying to deal with the reality that they had to rebuild their relationship or part ways.

      That was the sad part of what she’d sometimes seen. Other times the couple had a healthy love for each other and their child.

      And then of course there were those who left their child and walked away.

      Dara tried not to let those thoughts burn at her. What she concentrated on was the fact she loved those kids and gave them everything she could.

      But, like any parent, she needed to nurture herself as well.

      Jack had a healthy outlook for the future and that was a wonderful thing.

      Dara put her hand over her belly that decided to do tricks and flip around as she thought about the man she was already falling for.

      For the first time since Saturday, before she’d met with Jack, she thought about Lucy. Why the memories of the woman popped into her mind now, she didn’t know.

      Dara tried to breathe. Would she be competing with a ghost when it came time for things to move forward? When it came to his family?

      She forced air in and out. Just stop, she told herself. One day at a time.

      Still, she felt a little of her sunshine dulled by the ghost of a woman who might still be in everyone’s hearts and minds, with no room for Dara to become a part of Jack’s life.

      She closed her eyes tight and forced the thoughts away. She should be doing nothing more than enjoying her new relationship with Jack.

      He was ready to move on from his past, and that was what mattered. She believed it with all she had in her heart.

      Everything else would work out fine. She and Jack wouldn’t rush things—more than they already had—and they would take it a day at a time.

      This extraordinarily virile, good looking, and sexy man had just turned her world upside down.

      She loved the way his lips would curve into a smile that made her stomach flip, and the heat in his gaze when he’d just finished thoroughly kissing her. He made her entire body tingle the way he audibly breathed in the scent of her hair and tasted her skin when he kissed her neck.

      One of these days she’d get to skim her fingers over his bare skin and touch all that incredible muscle that she’d felt through his shirt. She loved a man in Wranglers, and damn, but he looked good in them. Was it possible for one man to look better in those jeans than another?

      The solid lines of his features and the stubble on his jaw made him even more incredibly attractive.

      The most important things, however, were his integrity, honesty, intelligence, and the way he loved his family and cared for others in his life. He had such good qualities in every way she could think of.

      She was sounding pretty starry-eyed, she knew. No one was perfect, but the one thing she definitely knew was that Jack McBride was a good man.

      Could she get any luckier? She smiled. She’d find out soon enough.
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      Dara hurried around Special Dreams Ranch’s kitchen as she worked with Adrian and Shelly. The teens were helping fix dinner and get it on the table by five-thirty.

      She only had two of her kids in the kitchen at a time so that she could address their needs more easily.

      And make sure she didn’t have chaos erupting with too many cooks in the kitchen.

      Earlier today, before starting dinner, Jacob and Belle had made a Jell-O and whipped cream dessert for later that evening, after the 4-H meeting.

      Not long after dinner, Jack would be here for a tour and the meeting. Emily could handle cleaning up after dinner with the kids, while Dara took Jack around the place.

      The first four days of the week, including today, had been tense with Leslie. Dara tried to act like nothing had changed, but Leslie was clearly having nothing of it. She was polite and did her work as efficiently as usual, but she didn’t make any effort to talk with Dara as she normally had.

      Right now, Leslie was out with the horses. She was a 4-H senior leader and helped run the meetings, as well as teach a project on caring for horses. The kids loved Leslie, and she was good with them.

      Shelly, one of the teens making dinner, touched Dara’s sleeve. “Can I serve dessert after dinner, Miss Dara?”

      Dara smiled. “You’re doing so well with making dinner. We need to give others the chance to help, too.”

      Shelly sighed. “Okay.”

      “Aren’t you on the list for serving dessert tomorrow?” Dara asked.

      Shelly went to the chart on the wall near the fridge. The type was big to help those who had difficulty seeing. She turned back to Dara. “I help tomorrow.”

      “Wonderful.” Dara gave Shelly another smile.

      She turned to Adrian, who stood on the other side of the kitchen, struggling with a sack of flour.

      This isn’t going to end well, was her thought as she shot across the kitchen.

      Adrian grappled with the package and dropped it two seconds before Dara reached him.

      Flour poofed up in the air, hitting Dara straight in the face.

      She managed to keep her groan inside as she tried not to suck more flour up her nose. She wiped flour out of her eyes and blinked it away.

      “I’m sorry, Miss Dara, I’m sorry.” Adrian looked around at the mess. “I will clean.”

      “It’s not a problem, Adrian.” She reached him and put her hands on his shoulders. “I’ll help.”

      Adrian hugged her and she was covered with even more flour.

      Dara laughed and hugged him back.

      “I like the new look.”

      Jack’s voice came from behind her and she whirled to see him grinning.

      Dara struck a pose. “Didn’t you know flour is the latest fashion?”

      He rocked back on his boots, still grinning. “Where’s the broom?”

      “The pantry.” She was grinning herself as she watched him go in the direction she’d pointed to.

      Emily helped Shelly finish up the last of dinner while Dara and Jack worked with Adrian to clean up the mess.

      They ended up having more help from other teens than was required. The kids enjoyed cleaning up the mess a little too much.

      A small flour fight started, but Dara got that under control pretty quick. The flour ended up distributed pretty evenly over all their clothing.

      By the time they had gotten it all up and the entire mess cleaned, Dara and Jack were coated from head to toe in the white stuff.

      They were laughing, the kids were laughing, Emily was laughing.

      In those moments, Dara had more joy bubbling up inside her than she could have thought possible. The whole thing had been funny, and she’d shared the experience not only with her kids, but with Jack, too.

      “You look terrible.” Leslie’s voice caused Dara to turn. Leslie’s expression was dark as she looked from Dara to Jack. “You’re acting like kids.”

      “We’re not going to discuss your attitude here, but we will when we get home.” Jack frowned, his forehead creased. “I think you have work to do.”

      Leslie scowled and marched out of the kitchen.

      “I’m sorry.” Jack reached out and took Dara’s hand. “She shouldn’t have spoken to you the way she did. Leslie and I are going to have a long talk.”

      Dara squeezed Jack’s hand. “I understand. She’s hurting, and I’m the source of her pain.”

      “No, you’re not.” He frowned and brought her closer to him. “She’s a teenage girl who needs an attitude adjustment. Just because she has those feelings, doesn’t mean she can take it out on anyone.”

      Dara nodded, but a heaviness weighed down her heart that hadn’t been there before.

      She did her best to shake it off and smiled. “You’re here early, but I can’t say I mind it one bit.”

      Jack grinned. “You look so damned cute.”

      Warmth heated her cheeks. “I’m going to clean up a bit and then I’ll show you around.”

      “You look beautiful dressed in flour.” He held onto her. “But if it makes you feel better, go on. I’ll work on getting some of this off, too.”

      “There’s a room down the hall for corporate guests to stay in while they’re here.” She drew him along with her as they entered the west wing. “All the way down to the end of the hall, last door on the right.”

      Jack slid his hand into her hair and brought her closer for a kiss. His lips were warm and firm against hers.

      Dara sighed as he drew away. His kiss chased every bit of shadow that had dulled her happiness.

      Was this how it felt to be in love?

      She had to stop thinking this way.

      It was much too soon to have these thoughts.

      “Go on now.” She smiled. “I need to put on something that doesn’t have flour inside and out.”

      He leaned down and put his forehead to hers before stepping back. He left her with a smile as he walked down the hallway to the guest room.

      After brushing off as much flour as she could so that she wouldn’t get gummy from the mixture of flour and water, Dara took a quick shower. Her hair did get sticky and it took a little longer to wash it out, but in the end, she figured she did a pretty good job.

      She dressed in a pair of soft, well-worn jeans and a forest green polo shirt with the Special Dreams Ranch embroidered logo. She slipped on socks and athletic shoes, braided her hair into a single plait, and headed out to meet Jack in the kitchen.

      He’d done a good job of getting most of the flour off his clothing. She walked up to him brushed her fingers along his jaw line. “You missed some.”

      He captured her hand in his, and kissed her knuckles. The butterfly softness of the kiss sent a thrill through her.

      They enjoyed dinner with the kids. When the table was cleared and Emily was managing the kids on kitchen duty, Dara turned to Jack. “Ready to see the place?” she asked.

      “Yep.”

      She took his hand and drew him into the living room where the teens were engaged in quiet activities before the meeting started.

      One of the other members of the staff, Jeanette, was with them. Like Emily, Jeanette had to be one of the most patient, sweetest people Dara had ever known. Janette’s daughter, Sadie, had graduated from the ranch and now worked in a bakery.

      Dara and Jack walked out of the house through the French doors and onto the patio.

      Jack looked around the flagstone patio enclosed by a low rock wall. The patio had tables with closed umbrellas and fire pit with stone benches around it.

      “Nice place,” he said.

      “The investors are very generous.” She walked beside Jack, across the flagstone to the path leading out into the flower garden. “Sylvia’s daughter and Warren’s son each have Down syndrome. Sylvia and Warren are advocates for providing a safe, loving environment for young adults with the syndrome to flourish and grow, and eventually find their place in society.”

      They walked past the flower beds. “Unfortunately, you’re missing the lushness of the flowers since it’s now fall.” She gestured to the beds. “They’re gorgeous in the spring and summer.”

      She went on to show him the vegetable gardens. “We still have some vegetables that are hardy until the first frost, which is usually mid-October in this part of Arizona.”

      The chicken pen was next, and they had about fifteen hens and roosters. They continued on to the barn with horses, milk cows, goats, and sheep.

      Out past the barn was a pine-sheltered pond with a good dozen mallard ducks.

      “The kids love the animals.” Dara smiled as they walked away from the pond. “They’re such hard workers and handle the day-to-day tasks well with guidance. They milk the cows, feed the chickens and ducks and collect eggs. They care for the livestock, too.”

      She went on, “In the spring and summer they tend to the flowers, and care for and harvest vegetables. They also bake, cook, and perform other chores.”

      “Great place for these kids to mature and learn how to enter the world as young adults,” Jack said. “I’m impressed with your entire operation.”

      “So am I.” Dara looked out at the expanse that was her second home. “I can’t tell you how blessed I am by having the opportunity to work with these kids at such an extraordinary place to learn and grow.”

      

      Jack watched Dara as she spoke. Her love for the kids and the role she played seemed to fill her with a light that made her shine even more from within.

      They talked as they made their way back into the ranch house.

      “The 4-H meetings are held in the recreation room.” Dara gestured to an arched doorway, and they passed through it.

      They came to a large room filled with furniture, along with game tables and a wall of books.

      “The kids’ IQs vary from mild to moderate at this facility,” Dara said. “The books and games you see in here are appropriate for their reading and social skills.”

      Leslie was at the front of the room helping a man set up for the meeting.

      Dara took Jack up to the front of the room and introduced him to the man who looked like he was nearing seventy, if a day.

      “Jack,” Dara said when they reached the man. “This is our 4-H leader, Sam Greenfield, who comes from Flagstaff once a month for the meeting.”

      In turn she said to the man, “Sam, this is Jack McBride, a cattle rancher from Prescott who is considering taking your place when you move to Wyoming.”

      “A pleasure.” Sam shook Jack’s hand with a strong grip. “I’ve been hoping these kids could have a strong role model to take over the club’s leadership.”

      “Good to meet you, Sam.” Jack looked at the teens as they came into the room. “Looks like you have a fine group of members.”

      Sam nodded. “They’re a good bunch.”

      During the meeting, Jack watched Sam’s interaction with the teens and how they responded to him. The kids liked Sam, and Jack could see why. The man had a warm personality and he took his time with each kid, making them feel welcome and a part of the group.

      Leslie assisted the 4-H leader, and she appeared to have had an attitude change—or at least she seemed fine during the meeting. Jack would still be having a long talk with her after the meeting.

      The group had a President, Vice President, Secretary, and two flag bearers. All officers changed each meeting. The kids rotated through the positions, unlike traditional 4-H clubs where the officers were elected and kept that position for the year.

      “What do you say, Jack?” Sam said at the end of the meeting when the kids were putting the room back to rights.

      “I’d say you’re a hard act to follow.” Jack looked around the room and smiled at the teens’ interactions with each other. “And this is a good group of kids.”

      “They sure are.” Sam went on to fill Jack in on what he did to lead this club. “It’s not a traditional club because the needs of the kids are different in this group.”

      Jack nodded. “Tell you what. After watching you and the group, I’d be happy to do my best to take your place.”

      “Good to hear.” Sam slapped Jack on the shoulder. “I know I’m leaving these kids in good hands.”

      By the time Sam and Jack had finished talking, the kids had left the room for dessert at the big dinner table.

      “Come on in and have some Jell-O with whipped cream.” Dara walked into the room and inclined her head toward the archway. “The kids are just about to dig in.”

      Sam had to leave for Flagstaff, but Jack stayed and enjoyed dessert with the group.

      Dara, Emily, Jeanette, and the kids really were like a big family. Jack got to know the teens by name, which would help when he took over as the club’s 4-H leader.

      Leslie fit right in, too. She chatted and laughed with the teens, and he could tell she enjoyed working with them.

      She did refuse to look at Dara, however. Jack hoped that wouldn’t take too long to change. Regardless, she’d have to learn to accept Dara and appreciate her again, like she always had over the years. Just because Jack and Dara were dating, didn’t mean Leslie’s relationship with Dara should change.

      Tell that to the daughter who missed her mom and didn’t want her dad to date anyone. He didn’t blame her—it had been hard for the kids after their mother had died in the accident. But it had been five years and they all needed to grow and change in their own ways.

      And Jack needed Dara. He knew that down deep in his soul. He didn’t just want her, he needed her.

      “I’m going home.” Leslie looked upset again as she reached Dara and Jack. She didn’t even look at Dara. “I have homework to do.”

      “I’ll see you when I get home.” Jack caught her arm as she whirled to go. “We’re having that talk then.” He released her arm. “Even if you think you can crawl into bed and pretend you’re asleep to get out of it, not going to happen. We will have that talk.”

      Leslie didn’t say anything.

      “Leslie,” he said calmly. “Answer me.”

      “Yes, Dad.” She sounded civil, but that wasn’t the feeling in the air.

      “Get on home,” he said. “I’ll see you there.”

      “Yeah. Okay.” She turned and jogged out of the dining room, her braid swinging back and forth against her back as she went.

      Dara sighed. She looked sad as she turned her gaze on Jack. “It was hard being so young when my mom died. I can’t imagine going through it as a teenager.”

      Jack gave a slow nod. “It hasn’t been easy. She’s a daddy’s girl, but she’s also her mother’s daughter. She has a lot of her mother in her.” He thought about Lucy before she died. “She’s stubborn as hell and has the sass to match sometimes.”

      Dara didn’t say anything.

      “Can you walk outside with me?” he asked.

      She smiled. “I’m leaving for home, too. I’ll grab my jacket.”

      After they said goodbye to Emily, Jeanette, and the kids, Jack slid his arm around Dara’s waist and held her close as they headed through the house and out the front door.

      He liked the way it felt with his arm around her waist, just below her bomber jacket, and holding her close to him. It felt comfortable and natural being with her.

      They reached her bright yellow Jeep and she opened the door before tossing her purse on the passenger seat.

      Dara turned, the moonlight caressing her face as she tipped her head back to look up at him. She grasped his jacket lapels. “What now, Mr. McBride?”

      He settled his hands on her hips. “How about dinner and a good ol’ barn dance Saturday, Ms. Winters?”

      “I’d love to.” Her smile made his whole damn night. “What time?”

      “I’ll give you a call.” He rubbed his hands up and down her arms from her shoulders to her elbows. “In the meantime, I’d like a kiss to get me through until then.”

      She laughed. “I’ll give you more than one kiss.”

      Jack lowered his head until his lips met hers. The kiss started out slow, but somewhere, somehow, everything became far more intense than he’d planned.

      The heat between them grew as he kissed her harder and she matched him. He had to touch her, had to feel every part of her. He leaned back against her Jeep and brought her up against his body. He groaned as her belly pressed against his growing erection.

      Soft moans came from Dara as she slid her palms beneath his T-shirt. She explored his chest and moved her hands to his shoulders and down his biceps.

      Dara’s touch burned him, as if flames danced over his skin.

      Jack cupped her breasts and she caught her breath as he rubbed his thumbs over her nipples. He broke the kiss and she tilted her head back and moaned.

      He ached so badly for her that he could hardly stand it.

      “Jack, please.” Her words came out broken as her breathing quickened.

      He skimmed her neck with his lips. “What are you asking for, honey?”

      “You.” She gripped his shoulders. “I want you.”

      “You have me.” He moved his mouth over hers. “I’ve fallen for you, Dara. Hook, line, and sinker.”

      She closed the gap and kissed him hard. When she drew away, she said through uneven breaths, “You’d better head to your place or I’m dragging you home with me.”

      Jack couldn’t help but laugh, although it was a pained laugh, as badly as he wanted her. “As much as I’d like to go home with you, that would push things faster than we want to.”

      Dara looked like an angel in the moonlight until she gave a wicked smile. “Who says I don’t want to go fast?”

      He groaned and brought her body flush with his. “Believe me, if I had you alone right now, I don’t know that I’d be taking it slow at all.”

      She kissed him hard. “I’ll see you Saturday, Jack.”

      He brought her into his arms and held her close. “But I’ll call you before then.”

      “Good.” She looked a little unsteady as she stepped away from. She climbed into her vehicle, shut the door, and lowered the window. “Promise me we’ll continue from where we left off?”

      Jack leaned through the open window and kissed her again. “I promise you that I’m going to be dreaming about you tonight.”

      “Me, too.” She smiled. “I’ll talk with you tomorrow, Mr. McBride.”

      He watched her put the Jeep into gear. The tires crunched on the gravel as she waved through the open window. She buzzed the window up and he waited until he couldn’t see the red glow of her taillights any longer.

      Jack climbed into his truck and let the heater run until the cab reached a comfortable temperature. Dara had warmed him, but the night’s chill seeped into his bones without her there.

      He put the truck into gear, and started down the drive to the highway, his thoughts staying on Dara the entire way home. He had it so damned bad for her. It seemed impossible that he’d known her for so long, yet it felt like they’d only just met.

      In some ways they had, because it was the first time they’d met on this level.

      He’d only seen her as his kid sister’s friend. Dara had been a part of the McBrides’ lives for around fifteen years or so. A lot had happened throughout that time—a lot.

      It felt like all the years had fallen away and the two of them had met on a level they weren’t meant to reach until now.

      Yeah, truth was, they weren’t meant to feel this way, to see each other this way, until this moment in time. It would never have worked before.

      He’d been dealing with raising his kids without their mother, and coping with the loss of the woman he’d known most of his life. Things hadn’t been perfect, and in a lot of ways damned hard, but Lucy had been a good woman and a good mother.

      Five years later, and Jack knew he’d found a woman he could move on with.

      The perfect woman to share the rest of his life with.
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      Jack drove along the ranch’s dirt road until he reached his home and parked.

      Time to deal with Leslie. It was kinda like going to face the firing squad, when it really should be his daughter feeling that way, instead of him.

      Demon greeted Jack, who rubbed his head. “How are you, boy?”

      The dog looked up at him and wiggled his whole rear end since he didn’t have a tail to wag.

      Demon barked.

      “Glad you feel that way,” Jack said and his thoughts settled on Dara. “I’ve had a pretty good day myself.”

      His daughter’s sullen expression and bad attitude came to mind. “In most ways.”

      Demon barked again and trotted at Jack’s side as he headed into the house, then put his keys on the hook. Neither Leslie or Max were in the kitchen. Demon headed straight to the water bowl and started lapping the water.

      Jack went to the kids’ side of the house and paused at Max’s door to say hello. Jack raised his hand to knock, but changed his mind. He needed to have a conversation with his daughter before talking with his son.

      Surprisingly, when he reached her room, her door was open. He stopped in the doorway. Leslie lay on her stomach on her bed with a textbook open while she made notes by hand on a piece of ruled paper.

      She had earbuds in, which were connected to her cell phone. She had her knees bent, her feet in the air, and bobbed one foot to whatever music she listened to.

      It struck him then how truly beautiful his daughter was, and how much she reminded him of her mother. Same pert nose, same facial structure, same poise and presence. About all she had from him were the McBride blue eyes.

      Jack walked into the room and Leslie glanced up. She looked like a defiant little girl as she took out her earbuds and tossed them aside before she scooted up to sit on the edge of her bed.

      He took the chair at her desk and turned it around so that he could sit on it and face her. He braced his arms on his thighs and laced his fingers together. He nodded in the direction of the text book. “Algebra?”

      She shook her head. “No.”

      He leaned over to get a closer look. “Chemistry.” He looked at Leslie. “Damned if I could ever get into that subject.”

      “Mom was the one good at it,” Leslie said. “I remember her telling me about how you beat her at math, but she smoked you in the sciences.”

      “Yep.” He nodded. “She sure did.”

      Leslie darted her gaze away from his. “I don’t want you dating Dara, Dad.”

      “Look at me.” He focused on her, waiting for her to meet his gaze. When she did, he said, “I understand how you feel.”

      “Do you?” Her eyes flashed. “Did you lose your mom?”

      “Leslie.” He spoke calmly, “I lost my wife, my best friend for twenty-four years. You don’t think I can understand how you feel?”

      Leslie looked at her lap. “Maybe.”

      “There’s no maybe, Leslie.” He leaned forward. “I loved your mother, still do. She will always be in my heart.”

      “But.” Leslie folded her arms tightly over her chest. “Now comes the but.”

      Jack closed his eyes and had to count to ten. When he opened them, he said. “There’s no ‘but’ here. What is here is that our lives move on. We don’t always want to, but that’s the best and healthiest thing we can do.”

      He blew out his breath. “Do you really think your mom would not want us to move on?”

      Leslie was quiet a moment, then her voice came out low and small. “No. I can’t see mom thinking that way.”

      “You don’t have to be happy with me seeing Dara, Leslie,” he said. “But you do need to and will be civil to her. I hope one day you can think of her as a friend again. You always liked her and I don’t see why that has to change.”

      “Everything changed,” Leslie said flatly. “When you went out on a date with her, everything changed.”

      “I won’t try to convince you to feel differently than you do,” Jack said. “But I do expect you to act like an adult and treat Dara with respect. Do you understand that?”

      Leslie scowled then her face relaxed as she looked down at her lap again. “Yeah. I understand.”

      “Good.” He got up from his seat. “One last thing.”

      “What?” she said flatly.

      “Stand up.”

      “Why?” she grumbled, but got up anyway.

      He held out his arms. “I need a hug from my daughter.”

      Leslie took a step forward, then another. In the next moment she was in his arms. He hugged her tightly and she hugged him back just as hard.

      He stroked her hair. “I love you, gumdrop.”

      She backed away and wiped her eyes with the back of her hand. “I love you, Dad.”

      “Finish up and get to sleep,” he said. “It’s late and you’ve got school in the morning.”

      “Okay.” She rubbed one eye. “Good night, Dad.”

      “Good night, sweetheart.” He grasped the doorknob, gave her a smile, then backed out and closed the door behind him.

      

      Dara startled from a dead sleep. She blinked and tried to shake the fog from her brain as she stared up at her ceiling. What had woken her?

      An insistent ringing registered in her brain. Her phone.

      Trying to grasp consciousness more fully, she rolled over and grabbed her cell off the nightstand. She glanced at the screen and saw it was Charlee.

      Dara jumped to fully awake. Damn.

      “Sorry.” Dara sat up in bed as she answered. “I forgot.”

      Hell, she’d been so dreamy over Jack last night that she’d entirely forgotten about canceling the walk with Charlee this morning.

      “I see where I rate.” Charlee’s tone held laughter. “You saw Jack last night, so you were thinking about him.”

      Busted.

      Dara swung her legs over the side of the bed. “Are you at the park?”

      “Right where we planned to meet,” Charlee said. “I can see I’m walking alone today.”

      Dara groaned when she looked at the time. “I have an early call with the investors and I forgot about our walk when we scheduled it. Can you take this as sorry times ten?”

      “I’ll think about it,” Charlee said, her tone teasing. “Of course it’s okay.”

      Dara got to her feet and padded toward her closet. “So we’ll walk on Monday?”

      “Don’t forget Bailey’s calling Sunday morning.”

      Dara couldn’t help another groan. “Why don’t I wait until she gets back from Europe and tell her in person?”

      “Really?” Charlee laughed again. “Wait another couple of months to tell her you’re dating her big brother? Hell, you could be married by then.”

      “Ha ha.” Dara went through her closet and grabbed an SDR shirt. “But you’re right. I need to tell her. I just can’t figure out how.”

      “Oh, how about, ‘I’m dating your big brother, Bailey,’” Charlee said. “Or ‘Guess what, we’re going to be sisters-in-law.’”

      Dara laid her shirt on the bed. “Charlee, Jack and I are just dating, and we only started seeing each other.”

      “Remember this,” Charlee said. “If you don’t tell her, I will, and I’ll make it as painful as possible.”

      Dara yanked a pair of jeans out of a dresser drawer and tossed them onto the bed, next to the shirt. “You wouldn’t.”

      “You know I would.”

      “Ha.” She dug in another drawer and yanked out a mismatched pair of panties and bra. She needed to buy something sexy, with the hopes of a night, preferably many more, with Jack.

      “You think I’m kidding?” Charlee interrupted Dara’s thoughts of Jack.

      Heat flushed through Dara as she brought her attention back to Charlee. “You can hold off the threats. I promise I’ll tell Bailey Sunday when she calls.”

      “This should be good.” Charlee added an evil-sounding cackle.

      Dara smiled. “It’s sure not going to be easy.”

      Another cackle. “Talk with you Sunday, my pretty.”

      “Enjoy your walk, Broomhilda.” Dara disconnected the call and pitched her phone onto the bed with everything else.

      Charlee was right, and Dara knew it, but that didn’t make it easy.

      Dara stripped off her PJs and flung them into the hamper. It rocked from side to side before stopping.

      Should she tell Bailey, “By the way, I’m dating Jack,” or something like, “You’re never going to believe it, but your brother Jack and I just started seeing each other,” or maybe, “I’m dating your brother. Well of course, one of the two who aren’t married. Guess which one.”

      Dara picked up her shirt and jeans from the bed and pressed them against her warm face. This whole thing was making her feel like a teenager. It shouldn’t be so difficult to tell Bailey, but it would be.

      She’d known Jack and the rest of the McBrides most of her life. Things had just shot in a direction she’d never expected.

      

      It had been a long, exhausting day. If Dara didn’t have grocery shopping to do, she might have gone straight home and climbed into bed at six PM.

      Instead, she needed to get food for Satan—if she wanted a peaceful home. Considering she had an empty refrigerator, she figured she’d like to eat something, too.

      Not to mention she needed to call Jack—she wanted nothing more than to hear his voice. That thought sent renewed energy through her. Earlier today, she’d missed his call and he’d left a voicemail that he’d like to pick her up at five tomorrow evening to go to the barn dance.

      She couldn’t wait.

      Dara stopped at the grocery store, grabbed a cart, threw her multi-use grocery bags in it, and pushed the basket into the store.

      Thoughts of Jack filled her mind. She pictured the incredibly sexy cowboy, who was clearly just as attracted to her.

      How had she gotten so lucky? Nah, she wouldn’t call it luck. More like fate and meant-to-be. Yeah, she liked that.

      She smiled and hummed to herself as she headed toward the produce area. On the way, she grabbed a roast chicken that smelled so good her stomach growled. A package of Hawaiian rolls was next to the roast chicken display, and into the cart went those, too. Oh, and that two-liter bottle of Coke in the display stand over there would be perfect with the meal.

      When she reached the produce section, she grabbed a bag of carrots, then paused in front of the celery.

      The only way celery could be eaten was with a healthy dose of crunchy peanut butter. Hmmm. That actually sounded good—she’d pick up some peanut butter on the aisle one over from the baking section.

      Dara grasped a bunch of the pale green stuff and put into a produce bag. After she tied the bag and put it into the basket, she headed for the pet food aisle. She rounded the corner and nearly smacked into an exceptionally nice Wrangler-clad ass.

      She looked up to see she had almost run into Jack.

      He turned and her breath caught. He stepped around the cart and gathered her into his arms.

      “You need a hug.” He hugged her tightly to him. “I certainly need a hug from you.”

      She breathed in his scent as she hugged him in return. She felt the solidness of his tall muscled form.

      When he drew back, he played with strands of her hair that had fallen out of her braid. “How was your day?”

      She smiled. “Perfect now.”

      He looked at the roast chicken, Hawaiian rolls, bottle of Coke, and carrots in her basket. “Dinner?”

      She rested one hand on her cart. “Every now and then I have to grab one of their roast chickens. Smells so good.”

      He pointed to his basket, which was nearly overflowing with food. The contents included three gallons of milk, a few loaves of bread, three containers of ice cream, and a whole sheet cake from the bakery. Below the cart was a twenty-pound bag of dog food.

      “Our dinner is somewhere in there,” he said as he pointed in the direction of the milk and a package of spaghetti.

      She laughed at the cart. “Are you feeding a football team?”

      He glanced at it before grinning at her. “A hungry teenage boy eats most of that. Hell if I know where he puts it. Kid is skinny as a beanpole.”

      She smiled at the image. “Every time I see him, he looks two inches taller than the time before.”

      “That’s because he probably is.”

      Dara thought about tomorrow night. “I intended to ask you if I should bring a dish of some sort.”

      He tapped the plastic lid over the huge red-white-and-blue-frosted cake. “This is our contribution.”

      “Yummy,” Dara said. “The bakery here makes great cakes.”

      Jack looked down the pet food aisle before meeting her gaze again. “I just grabbed a bag of food for Demon. I take it you’re in the market for cat food?”

      She rolled her eyes. “Satan will more than live up to his name if I don’t get his favorite. He’s probably shredding a curtain or something because I’m late.”

      Jack raised his brows. “That bad, huh?”

      “I might have exaggerated a tiny bit.” She paused as an employee spoke over the loudspeakers before she continued. “If I didn’t have the bathrooms shut while I’m gone, he’d make sure to take every bit of toilet paper off the rolls and string the mess all through the house—after shredding it first.”

      She shook her head at the thought of the bratty cat. “I keep my art studio locked so he doesn’t decide to do something evil with any of my projects.”

      “Demon chewed on anything and everything when he was a puppy,” Jack said. “Max named him Demon after he ate three of Leslie’s shoes—from three different pairs.”

      “Ouch,” Dara said.

      “Leslie was thirteen.” Jack shook his head. “She wanted to send him back to the rescue center and get a new puppy.” He smiled. “Of course she loves that dog, even if he has a demonic side.”

      A woman with a cart came up and Dara stepped aside to let the lady by before she responded. “Sounds like we should never get these two together.”

      “I don’t know about that.” The corner of his mouth curved into a smile. “Maybe they’ll cancel each other out.”

      Dara laughed. “I can see it now. The house torn apart as those two butt heads.”

      Jack studied her in a way that made her tingle from head to toe. “Is tomorrow at five good to pick you up?” he asked.

      “Perfect. I’d planned to call you when I got home from grocery shopping.” She tried to maintain her poise when she wanted to melt into his arms. “Where’s the barn dance being held?”

      “My cousin Creed and his wife, Danica, are having it at their place,” Jack said. “They started holding it at their ranch three or four years ago and have kept it going by popular demand.”

      A flutter stirred in Dara’s belly. She hadn’t thought of seeing Jack’s relatives. “Isn’t Creed a professional bull rider?”

      “Yep.” Jack nodded. “I think you’ll enjoy it.”

      She smiled at him instead of snuggling up against his body. “I’ll be ready, cowboy.”

      Dara really didn’t want to part from him. She wanted to stand right in the middle of the pet food aisle and talk with him.

      Rather than stand there with that sappy smile on her face, she grasped the handle on her cart. “I should let you get back to finishing your shopping.”

      “I got the dog food,” he said, “so I’m just about to head to a register.”

      She pointed to a row of small cat food cans. “I’m doing the same as soon as I grab a couple for my little monster.”

      “I’d offer to carry your groceries to your car, but I’m afraid it’s going to take me longer to get through checkout than you.”

      “I think that’s true. And,” she looked at her cart, “I don’t have much to carry.”

      He shrugged. “If it meant I’d get to spend more time with you, then I’d even carry your purse.”

      Dara found herself laughing out loud at the image of this big strong cowboy carrying her purse. “I’m picturing it now. I don’t think it will go with your outfit.”

      “Are you sure?” He grinned. “I hear it’s a fashion these days.”

      “And so’s a man bun.” She burst into more laughter. She could not picture that. “Tell you what, I’ll checkout behind you so that we can talk more.”

      He gestured in the direction of the checkout lanes. “Ladies first.”

      Dara felt near to bursting with the thrill of knowing Jack wanted more time with her.

      “And this way I get to watch your cute butt,” he said from behind her.

      She found herself grinning as she looked over her shoulder. “And here I’d been thinking the same thing if I walked behind you.”

      When she reached one of the lanes, she saw they each had at least three people standing in them. Good. More time with Jack. She picked the one with the longest line.

      She stepped aside. “You go first so I have an excuse to stand in line with you.”

      He raised an eyebrow. “You need an excuse?”

      “Pretty much no, but it’ll be easier.”

      Jack grinned as he got into line and she followed him. She eased around the cart so that she was standing in front of it while he stood behind his.

      “Have you decided for sure if you want to take over as 4-H leader?” she asked.

      “I think it sounds like a fun way to spend time with a bunch of kids,” he said. “And bonus is I’ll get to be around you.”

      “You know exactly what to say to make me smile.” Cue another sappy smile.

      They talked about the club and some of the projects the teens were working on.

      When the line went down far enough, Jack unloaded his cart onto the conveyor belt. He had so many groceries that he was checking out by the time she could put the few she had on the belt.

      She had never had so much fun in a checkout line before.

      After they both finished, they pushed their carts out of the store. Jack paused in front of the cart roundup location.

      He reached into her basket and brought out her groceries and put them onto his cart. “Where’s your Jeep?”

      Dara pointed to her Jeep at the far end of the row. “Last one.” She fell into step beside him. “You do know your ice cream is probably melted by now.”

      “Very much worth it, honey.”

      Sigh.

      They strolled to the end of the row and she unlocked the Jeep. Jack opened the back and put the bags in before closing it.

      “Thank you.” She grinned. “I don’t know how I would have managed without you.”

      He smiled and reached for her hand. “Come here.”

      She went to him and sank against him as he wrapped his arms around her.

      A long hug before they parted followed by a brush of his lips over hers took her breath away. When he released her, he waited for her to get into the Jeep and start the vehicle. She lowered her window and smiled. “Five tomorrow evening.”

      He smiled in return and nodded. “Good night.”

      Dara put her Jeep into gear and drove out of the parking lot. As drunk over Jack as she was, she nearly collided with a car at the stop sign. She stomped on her brake, bringing the Jeep to a hard stop, just inches from the car’s bumper.

      Time to focus on driving and not on Jack McBride.

      The vehicle in front of her pulled out, onto the street. Dara drove up to the stop sign and checked for traffic before turning right and heading home.

      Where she could safely daydream over Jack as much as she wanted.
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      “I haven’t been to a barn dance in forever.” Dara looked out the truck window as the high desert scenery sped by.

      “According to Mom, I’ve been going to them since I was an infant.” Jack drew her attention to him. “Said I was born to two-step.”

      Dara laughed. “I bet you were a cute kid.”

      “You’ll have to see my baby pics.” He grinned at her. “Mom said I was cute as hell.”

      She rubbed her palms on her Wrangler jeans that she’d worn for the barn dance. “Will your parents be there tonight?”

      “No doubt.”

      The fact that Gus and Molly would be at the barn dance set Dara off balance. She hadn’t thought about any of the other McBrides being there. Good grief. Why hadn’t she?

      Seriously, Dara. She mentally shook her head. You’re too wrapped up in Jack to think about anything else.

      “How do you think your mom and dad will feel about us dating?” she asked, then chided herself for being insecure.

      He glanced at her and smiled. “They’ll love it.”

      Dara decided to change the topic from his parents to the McBride clan. “I bet there are a whole lot of McBrides who’ll be at the dance.”

      “All hundred plus of them,” he said with a grin. “Well, something like that.”

      “Half the cowboy population,” Dara said.

      He laughed. “At least.”

      Dara’s belly had quieted from the moment he’d picked her up, until the mention of his parents and a valley full of McBrides. She was so focused on just the one McBride. He was pretty much all she’d been thinking of.

      Lovesick, much?

      Over the years, she had seen Danica and Creed around town and at McBride events she’d gone to with Bailey. She’d never had any kind of conversation with them.

      Dara played with a button on her red, gray, and white plaid shirt. No barn dance was complete without Stetsons or ball caps, Wranglers, flannel, leather belts with big buckles, and cowboy boots.

      She’d forgone a hat and big buckle, but wore a leather tooled belt, along with a pair of comfortable boots she’d had a long time that had been broken in ages ago. And her fringed suede jacket—she loved that thing and didn’t have much opportunity to wear it.

      “Are Leslie and Max going to be there?” Dara asked.

      “Leslie is babysitting for Jayson and Celine tonight, but Max will be here later with one of his friends.”

      Jack turned the truck onto a well-maintained road and drove about a mile before Dara saw a sprawling ranch house with a barn. A couple of hay-filled wagons hitched to horses were off to the side.

      Dozens of cars were parked in front of the barn. Jack pulled up next to a big red truck, and cut the engine before he climbed out. He strode to Dara’s side and helped her step down before retrieving the cake from the back seat of the king cab.

      They headed for the party. The cool air chilled Dara’s nose, and she was glad for the leather jacket.

      Country-western music spilled out through the open barn doors. Outside, party-goers stood with plates mounded with food, while others ate while perched on straw bales. Teens and younger kids sat with their parents or friends, talking and eating. Younger children ran around the barn, playing tag.

      They walked past a campfire in a shallow dugout, people sitting on camp chairs around the circumference.

      Dara looked at Jack. “This is quite the event.”

      “Yep.” He gave a nod. “Probably the biggest barn dance held each year in Prescott Valley.”

      “That’s not hard with the size of your family,” Dara said with a laugh.

      “Not far from the truth.” Jack nodded to the barn. “Sounds like Henry and the Haymakers are the band tonight.”

      Dara focused on the music for a moment. “They have a great sound,” she said as they continued on.

      Outside were big wooden doors resting on top of wood barrels as tables, and each was laden with food.

      Trays of BBQ pulled pork rested beside massive containers of potato salad, slaw, corn on the cob, cowboy beans, and plates of deviled eggs. Bottles of hot sauce lined the table in front of all the containers.

      Pans filled with cornbread were next to rolls piled up in cloth-covered baskets. Beside those were mason jars filled with jams and plates of butter.

      Huge metal buckets were packed with ice and filled with bottles of beer and cans of soda. The buckets were to either side of a table with a beer keg, jugs of apple cider, big bowls of punch, and red Solo cups.

      There was even a table with hard liquor and a bartender making apple pie shots and serving Fireball Whiskey.

      Jack carried the cake to the dessert table covered by red checked tablecloth. He set it next to towers of big chocolate chip, sugar, and oatmeal and raisin cookies. More plates filled with moist brownies sat beside mini hay bales with skewers of fruit stuck into the straw.

      Dara looked over everything in amazement. “Who does all this work?”

      “Don’t forget there’s a hell of a lot of McBrides.”

      She nodded. “McBrides have a lot of elves working behind the scenes.”

      “Up for some good grub?” Jack took Dara’s hand. “Might as well fill up because we’ll be working it off with all the two-stepping we’ll be doing.”

      “Of course line dancing, too,” she said with a laugh.

      Jack shook his head. “I’ve never gotten into that.”

      “Aw, come on.” She gave him a mischievous grin. “For me?”

      “Maybe.” He matched her grin. “But only for you.”

      He took her hand they walked toward the beginning of the line of people waiting to fill their plates.

      “Jack.” A female voice drew their attention to Danica McBride. “I’m so glad you made it.” The beautiful dark-haired woman turned her smile on Dara and hugged her. “Wonderful to see you, Dara.”

      “This is fantastic.” Dara looked at the barn and ranch house and everything in between. She moved her gaze back to Danica. “Your place is beautiful.”

      “Thank you.” Danica motioned to a man to come closer and Dara saw it was Danica’s husband. “Creed, Jack and Dara are here.”

      Creed moved closer and took Jack’s hand in his big grip before slapping him on the shoulder. “Good to see you, cuz.”

      “Happy to be here.” Jack returned Creed’s grin. “You know Dara?”

      “Of course.” Creed took Dara’s hand and kissed her cheek. “Pretty as ever.”

      “Hi.” A young boy with a mop of dark hair popped in between Creed and Danica.

      Creed rested his hand on the boy’s shoulder. “This is our son, Lance.”

      “Hi, Lance.” Dara bent so she was closer to his level. “You’re such the young man. How old are you?”

      “Nine.” Lance spoke with the confidence Dara had seen in his parents. Creed and Danica’s son looked at Jack. “Where’s Max?”

      Jack smiled at the boy. “He’s coming later with a friend.”

      “Can’t wait to see Max.” Lance’s face split into a broad grin. “I like him lots.”

      Creed rubbed his son’s head. “Go find your other cousins until Max gets here.”

      “Ok, Dad.” Lance took off like a shot.

      Jack and Dara continued on toward the food line.

      They were nearing the table when Dara heard a familiar male voice saying her name. She turned and met James McBride’s gaze.

      “What the hell are you doing here with this old cowboy?” James, nicknamed Ace, grinned at Dara. “I can’t see how you could put up with him.”

      “Hi, Ace.” Dara released Jack’s hand before she stepped into Ace’s embrace for a big hug. She’d known Jack’s youngest brother as long as she’d known Bailey. “It’s not too difficult.”

      Jack took Dara’s hand again. “No flirting with my lady,” he said in a mock-serious tone.

      Heat flushed over Dara. Was Jack really introducing her to his family as his lady?

      “I don’t know.” Ace hooked his thumbs in his front pockets. “She’s beautiful and I don’t see a ring.”

      Dara’s body felt even hotter as she looked from Jack to Ace and back. What the hell?

      “I’ll have to kick your ass,” Jack said, but the corner of his mouth twitched into a grin.

      Ace laughed. “I’d like to see you try, big brother.” He patted Jack on the shoulder. “I’ll see you on the dance floor.”

      Jack grinned. “If you’re lucky.”

      After Ace headed in the opposite direction, Jack smiled. “I hope you don’t mind me introducing you as my lady.”

      Dara swallowed, then smiled. “It’s nice. I have to say that I’ve always enjoyed how you McBrides get along so well.”

      “We have our disagreements and fight plenty,” Jack said. “We just do a pretty good job of making up and agreeing to disagree.”

      “Andy and I have had our issues,” Dara said. “But yeah, we get along just fine. There’s only the two of us, so it’s good we’re as close as we are.”

      “Andy’s a good guy,” Jack said.

      “He is.” Dara nodded. “He does act differently now that he’s so far up the food chain in basketball and he’s pulling in good money. But to me he’s just my big brother.”

      “Dara.” Molly McBride moved in for a hug. “How are you?”

      “Great.” Dara smiled and hugged Jack’s mom in return. “What a great party.”

      “Creed and Danica put on a good shindig.” Jack’s dad, Gus, appeared behind Molly. He clasped Dara’s hand. “Nice to see you here, girl.”

      Gus turned to Jack. “You got some sense in you, son.” He inclined his head to Dara. “This is one fine young woman you have here.”

      Warmth flowed over Dara at Gus’s words and his and Molly’s clear acceptance of her.

      “I sure do have a great lady.” Jack rested his arm around Dara’s shoulders. “Seen Jayson around?” he asked about his twin.

      Molly pointed in the direction of the barn. “You’ll find him in there with Celine.”

      Jack kissed his mom on the cheek. “We’re trying to make it to the line for some grub. I don’t know if we’ll make it at the rate we’re going. Nothing like running into all the cousins in one night.”

      Molly laughed. “I wish your sister was here.”

      “That girl’s having a great time on her honeymoon.” Gus kissed the top of Molly’s head. “Come on, woman. Let’s get us some punch.”

      “Woman?” Molly play punched Gus in the arm. “Watch it, old man.”

      “Who you callin’ old?” he grumbled as they made their way toward the barn.

      Jack and Dara made it to the buffet line. He handed Dara a plate and gestured for her to go before him. She piled a little bit of everything on her plate, and ended up with more than she could likely eat. Jack filled two of the red cups with hard cider.

      “It’s like Thanksgiving.” Dara looked at Jack as they carried their mounded plates and drinks to one of the few free hay bales. “Take a little of this and a little of that, and next thing you know you end up in a food coma.”

      “That’s about the size of it.” He waited for her to sit and then settled down beside her.

      Dara watched all the activity around her. The casual laughter in the air, animated conversation, and constant movement. She’d never seen so much flannel and plaid in all her life.

      “I hear you’re looking for me.” Jayson, Jack’s fraternal twin, sat on a hay bale across from Jack and Dara. “’Bout time you showed up.”

      “Fashionably late,” Jack said with a grin.

      Jayson looked at Dara. “What are you doing with the likes of that cowboy? I’m sure you can do better.”

      Dara flashed Jack a grin. “He’s kinda grown on me.”

      Jack winked at her and she felt all warm and fuzzy inside.

      Celine—a fashion designer formerly from New York City—sat beside her husband, Jayson. Celine made plaid flannel look sexy like no one else could. Except maybe Carrie Underwood.

      “Hi, Jack.” Celine turned her smile on Dara. “You’re looking wonderful, Dara.”

      “Thanks,” Dara said. “How’s your little one?”

      Celine, who’d once sworn she would never have kids, looked ever the proud mama. “We left Jay with Leslie because he was a little fussy today. We decided to keep him out of the cold.”

      “Jay’s around eighteen months now, isn’t he?” Dara asked.

      Proud Papa Jayson put his hand over Celine’s and they exchanged a loving glance before he turned back to Dara. “Right around there.”

      Dara had always wanted children of her own. She stole a glance at Jack. He had two teenagers. Would he want young kids again?

      He turned his gaze on her and smiled, like he knew what she was thinking.

      She popped a deviled egg into her mouth, as if all she’d really had on her mind was food, and not having babies with Jack.

      Jack and Dara chatted with his brother and sister-in-law as they ate dinner. Dara watched as people enjoyed hayrides around the ranch.

      When they finished eating, they tossed their empty plates into the trash held in fifty-gallon barrels. Next stop, the dessert table.

      Dara was pretty full, but decided to try one of the homemade chocolate pecan cookies. The big soft treat was amazingly good.

      More people showed up, even as the evening grew darker. Dara and Jack talked with more people they knew and some Dara didn’t.

      They finally made their way into the barn where a wood dance floor had been laid out in the riding area. Jack helped Dara take off her jacket, then laid it next to his on one of the nearby mountains of haybales.

      Everything was in full swing, with couples two-stepping around the dance floor to Kenny Chesney.

      As the band struck up a tune by Kade Fields, Jack caught Dara off guard, whirling her onto the dance floor.

      Dara laughed as she stepped on Jack’s foot. “I have not two-stepped in so long.”

      “It’ll come right back to you, honey,” he said as he swept her along.

      By the time the song was over, Dara was giggling so hard she thought she might hyperventilate. A sheen of perspiration now covered her skin from all the dancing.

      “Damn, you know how to two-step,” she told Jack.

      He started taking her around the floor as the next tune began. “A man’s only as good as his partner.”

      “Then you are terrible,” she said and he grinned.

      

      Ace cut in, and Jack had the urge to take Dara right back from his younger brother. Instead, he watched from the sidelines.

      Even from there, Dara’s smile got straight to his gut. Damn, she was beautiful. She was pretty good at country dancing, even though she didn’t think so. Jack, his brothers, and his sister had learned back when they were just practically toddlers, so they had an edge when it came down to it.

      As the song ended, he took back Dara in one easy movement, stealing her away from Ace.

      Her eyes seemed to sparkle and she was laughing. “You all are wearing me out.”

      “I’d like it better if I was the only one wearing you out.”

      She quieted a little, as if thinking about what he’d said, then smiled. “I’d enjoy plenty of that.”

      A tune popular for line dancing started up. Jack tried to excuse himself and take her away from the dance floor, but Dara wouldn’t let him. She took his hand and tugged him into the floor teaming with country folk getting into the song.

      Dara watched others and him to get the feel for the dance. It only took a short time before she had it and was dancing with the best of them.

      Sweat rolled down the side of his face by the time they finished and he grinned while Dara laughed. They walked to the side of the wood floor that had been set up for the night, and he held her hand as they talked with a couple they both knew from Cottonwood.

      The band started playing their rendition of Kade Fields’ second big hit, a slow song titled In My Arms.

      Jack excused himself and Dara and led her onto the floor. He brought her into his embrace. She settled her head against his chest as they moved to the music.

      She felt so soft in his arms. He could hold her like this for long moments forever, and never get enough.

      He pressed his lips to the top of her head and breathed in her soft scent. Lilies maybe? Whatever it was, it filled him from head to toe.

      Dara looked up and met his gaze. Her lips parted, as if to say something, but he kissed her instead.

      He moved his mouth over hers and she kissed him back. She tasted sweet, like honey to him.

      When he drew back, her face was flushed a soft pink. He pulled her close and held her until the song’s final note.

      Jack slid his arm around her waist. “Let’s get out of here and get a drink.”

      “I could sure use one,” she said breathlessly.

      After grabbing their jackets, they headed outside where the harvest moon hung low in the sky. Straight ahead was the large campfire with seats all around it, most of them filled. He spotted two next to each other, currently empty.

      Instead of leading her to the drink table, he switched directions. “Let’s sit by the fire. Looks like they’re roasting marshmallows.”

      After she was seated, he left to retrieve a beer for himself and a cup of the spiked punch Dara had asked for.

      When they were both seated, drinks in hand, they sat back and watched the flames for a moment. Music drifted on the night air.

      Most of the people around the fire Jack knew, but there were a few he didn’t know. He struck up conversations with the couple closest to them and introduced Dara.

      Soon they were handed sticks and marshmallows, and in no time they were toasting them over the fire.

      Ace grabbed a guitar and played a ballad while a gal named Carrie sang along. Ace was damned talented, and Carrie had a nice voice.

      The night wore on, ending with a big bonfire north of the barn.

      It was damned near midnight when Dara and Jack decided it was time to leave. They thanked Danica and Creed for the hospitality, then headed out to the truck, and off to Dara’s home.

      “Free next weekend?” Jack asked as he drove. “Max and Leslie will be with friends. You and I can head on up to Sedona.” He hesitated. “We can make it an overnight trip. Separate rooms even.”

      “I’d love that.” Dara’s smile never failed to warm his chest. “You are such the gentleman.”

      “Good.” He glanced at the road and back to her. “Not to get ahead of ourselves,” he said, “the Saturday following next is the county fair. Leslie and Max will be showing livestock. Of course there are all the exhibits to see and Leslie will be barrel racing.”

      “Sounds like I have a couple of fantastic weekends ahead,” Dara said with a grin.

      Jack couldn’t help flashing her a grin in return.

      They arrived at Dara’s, and he escorted her to her front door.

      She unlocked it. “Would you like to come in?”

      “Hell, yeah.” He smiled. “But I don’t think it’s a good idea. Being close to you puts too many thoughts into my head that don’t belong there. Yet.”

      She leaned close and grabbed his jacket lapels. “You are the most amazing man, Jack McBride.”

      His gut stirred at her nearness, and then she pressed herself close and kissed him.

      Jack groaned as he moved his mouth over hers. Damn, she tasted fine. He could never get enough of this woman, his lady.

      He wanted her so damned much, but it was too soon.

      God, she smelled good.

      He pulled away from the kiss and smiled down at her. “I’d better get on home, Dara, before I take you up on coming in. I might just stay if I’m not careful.”

      She gave him a look that was both sexy and teasing. “Toss caution to the wind. You won’t regret it.”

      He laughed, although it probably sounded strangled thanks to the pain now in his groin. “Soon,” he said.

      “I’m looking forward to next weekend.” She tilted her head back to meet his gaze. “It’s going to be a long week.”

      “It’ll be a long week for both of us.” He trailed his finger down the slope of her nose to the tip. “I’d better get on home now. I’ll call you tomorrow.”

      She looked up at the sky and the moon overhead. “It’s already Sunday.”

      “Then I’ll call you later today.” He brushed his lips over hers. “Goodnight, honey.”

      “Have a safe trip home.” She waited in the doorway while he strode to his truck.

      He climbed in and returned her wave before he drove back to his ranch.

      

      Dara’s stomach did a somersault when she saw Bailey’s number come up on her screen. Time to get it out. Not all of it, but enough.

      She touched the answer icon and brought the phone to her ear. “Hi, Bailey.”

      “So good to hear your voice.” Bailey’s bubbly personality made Dara smile.

      “Ditto,” Dara said. “Let me three-way Charlee.”

      “I’m holding,” Bailey said.

      Dara got Charlee on the line. “First thing, or I’ll make it as painful as possible.” Charlee’s tone held warning as well as teasing.

      “Let’s warm up to it first,” Dara said.

      “Nope.”

      Dara sighed. “Connecting now.”

      She joined the calls with Bailey. “We’re all here now.”

      “I miss you, two,” Bailey said. “We three are so getting together once I’m back in the states.”

      “Can’t wait,” Charlee said. “Dara has some news you’re gonna love. Don’t you, Dara?”

      Dara groaned to herself. “Yep. This is probably going to surprise you.”

      “What?” Bailey said. “Tell me.”

      Dara heard Charlee snicker.

      She took a deep breath before she blurted out the words. “I’m dating Jack.”

      A pause.

      Dara winced.

      “You’re dating my big brother?” Bailey said slowly.

      “Not for very long, but yes.”

      “Wow.” Bailey seemed to be collecting herself. Then, with excitement clear in her tone, she said, “That is so freaking awesome.”

      Relief flowed through Dara. She didn’t know why she’d worried about it.

      Dara smiled. “Yeah, I kinda think so.”

      “Wouldn’t that be amazing if we ended up being sisters-in-law?” Bailey said with enthusiasm.

      “Let’s not get ahead of ourselves,” Dara said. “We’ve only been seeing each other a couple of weeks.”

      “Oh, I know my big brother,” Bailey said. “Jack never does anything he’s not serious about. The fact that he’s seeing you now is big.”

      “Tell us more,” Charlee said. “Give us the good stuff.”

      “Uh, not that good.” Bailey laughed. “This is my big brother we’re talking about.”

      “Don’t worry,” Dara said, “I’ll keep any juicy details to myself.”

      “You can tell me later,” Charlee said.

      Bailey laughed. “Come on, what have you done together.”

      Dara told her about the night at Nectars, the flour affair at the school, and 4-H meeting, and bumping into Jack at the grocery store.

      “How’s Leslie taking you two seeing each other?” Bailey asked more quietly.

      “Not well.” Dara sighed. “We used to get along great, and now she barely talks to me.”

      “Does Leslie still work for you?” Charlee asked.

      “Yes.” Dara shook her head. “She does a good job as always, and is civil, but that’s about it.”

      “I wish I was there to talk with her,” Bailey said. “I think I’ll call her, just to say hi, and maybe she’ll mention it.”

      “You are her favorite aunt,” Charlee said. “She’ll probably want to talk with you about it.”

      “But she knows we’re close friends,” Dara said.

      “You never know,” Bailey said. “She just might need an ear to listen to her.”

      “And someone who can give her good advice,” Charlee said.

      “Thanks, Bailey.” Dara felt a little lighter. “I just hope she’s going to be okay.”

      “She’ll be fine,” Bailey said. “She just needs time.”

      “You went with Jack to Danica and Creed’s barn dance last night, didn’t you?” Charlee asked.

      “Oooh. They have the best barn dances ever,” Bailey said.

      “I’ve never been to one like it,” Dara said. “It was fantastic.”

      “Did you see Mom and Dad?” Bailey asked.

      “Yeah, and your other brothers, too.”

      “I bet they were pleased to see you and Jack together,” Bailey said.

      “They were awesome.” Dara smiled as she thought about their fun acceptance. “All of them.”

      “What’s next for you and Jack?” Charlee asked.

      “We’re going to Sedona next Saturday.” She didn’t mention the part about staying the night.

      “I love Sedona,” Bailey said. “Have a wonderful time.”

      “Then tell us about it,” Charlee said with a laugh.

      Dara turned the conversation to Bailey then Charlee. They learned about Bailey’s adventures in Europe, and Charlee’s employees’ ongoing dramas.

      When they finally said their goodbyes and made plans for their next call, Dara disconnected and smiled. She couldn’t be luckier than to have friends like Bailey and Charlee.
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      Dead Horse Ranch State Park was beautiful everywhere Dara looked.

      She pushed her western hat back a little and shifted in her saddle. She was perched on the back of a pretty white and gray mare nicknamed Puff.

      She watched Jack mount a black gelding called Pride. Jack looked so good as he swung up into the saddle, his snug Wranglers hugging his ass. He wore a lined jean jacket over a blue, white, and black flannel shirt, and had on a black Stetson

      Her heart had started pounding a little faster when Jack had helped her onto the white horse. She hadn’t been on one in years and didn’t really know what she was doing.

      He’d rested his hand on her thigh as he reminded her about a few things before going to his own horse. Her heart had pounded faster for a whole other reason.

      She glanced around the ranch that provided horses and guides for trips around Sedona, the valley, and the nearby wineries. It was a ranch a lot like the one she’d gone to with Jack for the barn dance.

      A group of adults and children gathered together on the opposite side of the big red barn, preparing to head out on one of the tours. Chatter and laughter came from that direction.

      “How long have you known the owner of the ranch?” she asked Jack.

      “Taylor and I went to school together from elementary to junior high.” Jack guided his horse closer to Dara’s. “He moved away our freshman year. We bumped into each other several years ago and we go out for a beer every now and then.”

      “It’s nice of him to loan us the horses and let us explore on our own.” Dara leaned forward on her mount and patted the horse’s neck with its coarse white hair. She straightened. “Looks to be a beautiful day for a horse ride.”

      “Sure is.” Jack nodded. “But we won’t ride too long or you’ll end up so sore you won’t be able to walk tomorrow.”

      Dara laughed. “All right. I’ll do whatever you say.”

      He flashed her a grin as his blue eyes sparkled. “I’ll keep that in mind.”

      Pleasant warmth filled Dara at the way he looked at her and his teasing.

      “We’ll head on up that trail.” Jack gestured toward a well-worn path leading from the ranch. “Dead Horse Ranch State Park borders Coconino National Forest.”

      Dara rocked in the saddle as they started out. The fall Arizona sky was clear and the sun warm, but the breeze cool enough that she was glad for her jacket. She wore jeans and a comfortable top. She had on the same pair of western boots she’d used for the barn dance.

      She breathed in the fresh air that carried not only the smell of horse, but the scent of earth and high-desert vegetation. Hooves hit the ground with a steady clop and the horses snorted and blew out their breath.

      “The Verde River runs through what’s called the Verde River Greenway,” Jack said. “Makes for a fine oasis in the desert.”

      “What’s the elevation?” Dara asked.

      “Right now we’re at approximately 3,300 feet.” Jack gestured in front of them. “The Sedona area is around 4,300.”

      It wasn’t too long before they reached the edge of the forest. It started out with scraggly oaks, palo verde, desert willows, creosote bushes, and yellow grasses.

      “Plenty of trails suitable for horses that we can choose from,” he said as the forest grew more dense as they continued on.

      It was fall, and some varieties of trees had started to turn.

      “Do you know the trails well here?” Dara asked.

      Jack shrugged. “I’ve been around the area plenty of times since back when I was just a kid. Couldn’t have been more than four when my parents started bringing me up to this area.”

      “I’ve always liked your parents.” Dara tilted her head to the side. “Considering how much trouble Bailey, Charlee, and I got into when we were young, it was amazing they didn’t ban me and Charlee from your home.”

      “They’re pretty patient,” Jack said. “Mom has more than Dad, but I think the five of us about drove her out of her mind more than once.”

      “She was pretty patient with us.” Dara grinned. “But we must have been easy compared to the four of you boys.”

      He shook his head. “I dunno. Bailey sure got in trouble plenty of times.” He cut his gaze to Dara. “And I do believe you instigated more than one of the incidents.”

      “Who, me?” She batted her eyelashes.

      Jack laughed. “Yeah, you.”

      Fun banter passed between the two of them as they rode through the scenic forest. They traversed near Sedona’s famous red rocks, and on to a winery near Oak Creek that served Arizona wines.

      When they reached the winery Jack dismounted, then helped Dara down from her horse. They walked Puff and Pride to a nearby stable where the horses were turned out into a good-sized corral.

      Jack took Dara’s hand as they walked away from the horses and to the front doors of the winery.

      She loved the feel of her hand in his, and the protective way he kept her close to him. He didn’t smother her, he made her feel wanted, needed.

      Their boots thumped on the porch before they walked into the winery, and then on the wood floor of the establishment that looked to be made from refinished old barn wood. A long bar also made of the same wood lined one side, with stools before it.

      High-backed, comfortable leather chairs were arranged around short oak barrels with wood tops that served as tables in the room.

      Fine art and quality souvenirs were sold at one end of the room, and bottles of wines with the winery’s labels lined the bar.

      She loved Jack’s calm authority when he spoke to the owner. Confident, but thoughtful, too.

      After confirming they did have a reservation, the owner escorted Jack and Dara to a small table near the bar.

      Jack helped Dara into her comfy leather seat, then took his own. He set his Stetson on the seat beside him. Dara left her hat on.

      Hat hair and all that.

      Dara decided on a flight of white wines, while Jack chose red. It wasn’t long before their wine was served, and they were told their lunch would follow shortly.

      She watched Jack from beneath her lashes as she sipped her wine. Damn, he was one of the sexiest male specimens she’d ever had the pleasure to meet, much less date.

      His strong jawline and features gave him a look that made her feel like he was an Old West sheriff there to protect his town and its people. He made her feel protected.

      The owner brought them a box lunch. The filling meal included a barbeque pork sandwich, potato salad, vegetables, a selection of cheeses, and a flourless chocolate torte with fresh berries.

      Everything tasted delicious to Dara. When she was finished, she picked up the glass of white she had ordered during their meal.

      “Simply amazing.” Dara sighed and leaned back in her chair as she held the glass stem between her fingers. “I don’t know what it is—maybe the horseback ride through this incredible place and the amazing countryside—but this is one of the best meals I can remember having.”

      “Agreed.” Jack had already finished. “Although I’m inclined to think it was due to the company I’ve been enjoying all day.”

      

      Dara’s smile caused something to tighten in Jack’s gut. She drew him closer with every smile, every laugh.

      What was it about her that had gotten so under his skin that he felt she was a part of him, as if she always had been?

      She sipped her wine. He watched her lips and the way her throat worked as she swallowed. How could everything she did make him want her?

      Dara was nothing short of stunning. She had her long auburn hair pulled back loosely from her face with a clip holding the mass back behind her shoulders. Wisps of hair had escaped the holder as they’d ridden from the ranch, and they fell softly around her face.

      The black western hat on her head had slipped a bit so that it was tilted a little to the side. He liked how it looked on her.

      Her shirt pulled tight over her breasts, and he couldn’t help but think of what it would be like to touch them. Taste them.

      He mentally groaned. He had to stop thinking this way now. The future—he knew she’d be in his arms. If not tonight, then another time. He wouldn’t push her. He wanted her to be ready. No regrets about one little thing.

      He couldn’t believe just how much she meant to him now. In this short time, he’d grown to care for her so much that it surprised him with the intensity of his feelings.

      Feelings that seemed to grow every single day.

      They laughed and talked a little longer before he said, “Ready to head on back to the ranch?”

      She nodded. “What’s next, after we get back?”

      “Might be a good time to shower, change, and walk around Sedona a bit before we have dinner,” he said. “Maybe get in a little shopping if you like to do that.”

      She smiled. “I’d enjoy it. Shopping is always interesting in Sedona.”

      “Into crystals and all that vortex stuff?” he asked.

      Dara couldn’t help a laugh. “Never found it to be something that interested me, but I do like jewelry. I wouldn’t mind finding some citrine and tiger eye to go with some of my outfits.”

      “You never know just what you can find in that town,” he said.

      He stood and slid her chair back so that she could stand before he picked up his hat and placed it on his head. After he paid, they left the winery and headed for the corral to get Puff and Pride.

      

      Dara and Jack checked into the Sedona resort to get settled and change out of the clothing they’d worn on their ride.

      True to his word, Jack had booked a two-room suite with a living area between the rooms.

      After dressing, Dara met up with Jack in the center room, where he waited, his hip hitched up against the wall. He looked so damned sexy that a thrill ran through her belly, straight between her thighs.

      Jack took her arm as they left the room. She glanced at him and melted when he gave her a sexy little grin.

      She loved the resort.

      They walked down a long corridor, the rust and verdigris floor tiles marbled with copper. Murals on the walls depicted Sedona scenery.

      When they entered the expansive lobby, Dara only half noticed the furnishings and decor that mirrored and complimented the red rock the small paradise was cut into.

      He kept hold of her arm as they waited for the valet to bring around the truck.

      Beneath a hip-length leather jacket, Dara’s chocolate-brown sweater dress hugged her curves to just below her knees. Her black suede boots kept her feet and calves warm in the chilly breeze.

      Under his leather coat, Jack wore a cream-colored western shirt, and had on a pair of dark blue ass-hugging Wrangler jeans. His boots had been polished to a shine, and he wore a leather belt bearing a gold and silver steer-head buckle.

      She walked with Jack up to the truck after the valet returned with it and parked it in front of the resort doors. Jack helped her in before climbing into the drivers seat.

      “I love this town.” She looked at the sights as he drove to a small strip of shops and found a place to park on Main Street in Uptown Sedona.

      She pointed to one of the shops. “And they have the best fudge, ever.”

      Jack grinned before helping her out of the truck cab. “I agree on the town and on the fudge. We’ll have to take some back to Prescott with us.”

      Dara breathed deep when they entered the place. It smelled like heaven or close to it.

      They bought half a pound of chocolate fudge, another half-pound of peanut butter-chocolate, and the same amount of dark chocolate. They decided on white chocolate fudge as well.

      The weather was cool, so they put the goodies into the truck without having to worry about it melting in the Arizona heat.

      Jack and Dara visited a few of the stores surrounding the shop. Boutiques, souvenir shops, and fine art stores.

      “Sore from riding?” he asked.

      She shrugged. “Not much. If we’d ridden any longer, I might have been.”

      “We’ll have to get you on a horse more often,” he said. “I’ll turn you into a cowgirl yet.”

      Dara laughed. “I’d love to ride more.” She smiled as she squeezed his hand in return. “Not sure about the cowgirl part.”

      He winked. “I think you’re perfect just the way you are.”

      Heat flowed through her, causing her face to warm. “Thanks.”

      He kept her close as they walked across the street to a jewelry store. Through the doorway, Dara saw just about every kind of crystal she could imagine, and then some.

      They entered the establishment, and Dara walked up to a display of citrine close to a counter filled with orange stones and crystals.

      “I’m Sylvia,” The white-blonde haired woman on the other side of the counter came closer. “Citrine is the stone of prosperity.”

      “Prosperity sounds good to me.” Dara smiled at Sylvia. “Then I could buy as much as this stuff as I wanted.”

      Dara wasn’t up on the meaning of crystals and gemstones, and wasn’t sure she believed they did anything more than look pretty. But hell, one never knew.

      Jack stood next to her and pointed to a polished golden-brown stone with a silky luster. “I like those.”

      “The tiger eye gemstones are beautiful.” Dara nodded. “I have a few at home.”

      Sylvia smiled. “We pride ourselves on the best quality gemstones and crystals you will find in Sedona, and pretty much anywhere.”

      Dara and Jack spent time looking at various gemstones and crystals, along with their gorgeous selection of jewelry.

      Sylvia left to take care of other shoppers, but returned when the store was empty again, save for Jack and Dara.

      “I’ll take this citrine necklace.” Dara held the large pendant in her hand that Sylvia had just taken out of the case. The gold chain draped over Dara’s hand. “And the matching earrings.”

      “How about the bracelet?” Sylvia held up the gold bracelet with five citrine stones set amongst the links.

      Dara shook her head. “Any more than these pieces and I’ll shoot my budget all to hell. This will do it.” She so wished she could afford it.

      While Sylvia rang her up, Jack fastened the necklace around Dara’s neck, where it rested at the base of her throat.

      She took off the hoop earrings she’d worn and dropped them into her purse. She replaced them with the citrine earrings and smiled at her reflection in the mirror.

      “Love these.” She looked up at Jack. “I haven’t bought myself anything this fun in a long time. After this it’ll probably be a good while before I do it again.”

      “They’re nice pieces.” Jack slid his finger over her collarbone, causing a little shiver to run through her. “I like them on you.”

      Sylvia wished them a nice evening as Dara and Jack started to leave, and they responded in turn.

      They held hands as they walked along the wide walkway, peeking in store windows as they strolled. Dara still felt as if Jack’s gentle fingers were on the soft skin of her neck and throat.

      Jack and Dara found commemoratives of Western movies filmed in Sedona, along with the cowboys in the movies. Bronze plaques with hand-or-boot prints of the actors had been embedded in red rock concrete. Jack told her some of the commemoratives were placed in different plazas.

      A lot of outdoor sculptures decorated the area and there were plenty of historic sites.

      They had a wonderful time shopping, enjoying a few of the sights, and soaking up the Sedona atmosphere.

      Afterward, Jack and Dara strolled to a restaurant, not far from where he’d parked his truck.

      They walked up the flagstone walkway to Prospector Jim’s, one of the best restaurants in Sedona. She loved the way Jack kept his hand pressed against her lower back as they walked.

      Jack nodded to the young man in Wranglers and a western shirt, who held the door open as they entered.

      A hostess greeted them, who Dara couldn’t place at first.

      “Hi, Alejandra.” Jack smiled at the woman, and it clicked who she was.

      “Been a good long time since we’ve seen you here in Sedona, Jack.” Alejandra turned her gaze on Dara and her smile broadened. “Hey, Dara. It’s been a while.”

      “It sure has been,” Dara said. “I didn’t know you’d moved to Sedona.”

      “Two years now.” Alejandra smiled. “I love this town.”

      “I can see why,” Dara said. “I love just visiting here.”

      Alejandra picked up two menus. “I reserved the perfect spot for you two.”

      She spoke as she led them through the packed restaurant. “You’ll be surprised to know my little sister, Esperanza, works here now.” She took them through the packed restaurant to a quiet corner and laid the menus on the table as Jack seated Dara and then himself. “Esperanza will be here soon to take your drink orders.”

      “Thank you, Alejandra.” Jack removed his western hat and set it on the seat beside him.

      The moment Alejandra left, a young man arrived and filled their water glasses. Jack thanked him before he retreated.

      Jack laid his hand on the table and Dara placed her hand in his. He gripped her, his touch so warm and comfortable. She found she couldn’t look away from him.

      So much about this man sent her mind spinning.

      Something pinged at the back of her brain. Too good to be true, Dara.

      “It’s been an amazing day,” she said to him.

      His smile rocked her world every single time. “That’s because it’s us. Together we can make anything pretty damned special.”

      This man had her smiling all the time. “I like the way you think.”

      Their server, Esperanza, arrived and looked from Jack to Dara. “Well, you two seem to have started your evening off right.”

      “Absolutely.” Dara settled back in her seat as Jack released her hand.

      He met the server’s gaze. “Good to see you, Esperanza.”

      “Drinks from the bar tonight?” she asked.

      Dara shifted in her seat. “I’d love a glass of wine. Riesling.”

      “If you enjoy a good Riesling,” Esperanza said, “I think you’d enjoy the Gold Gulch from a winery here in Sedona.”

      “Perfect,” Dara said.

      Esperanza smiled at Jack. “Of course, you’re a fan of dark beer. I think you would enjoy the Smiling Boar from a Verde Valley brewery.”

      “I’ll trust you on that,” Jack said.

      “Awesome. I’ll be right back with those drinks.” Esperanza left and headed through the crowded restaurant for the bar.

      Dara picked up her menu. “What’s your favorite meal at Prospector Jim’s?”

      Jack glanced at his menu. “They have a cowboy steak that is downright amazing.”

      “Steak sounds great.” Dara looked over the menu. “The cowgirl steak with garlic mashed potatoes and green beans would be perfect.”

      “We’ll make that two steaks,” he said.

      They set their menus aside for Esperanza to pick up when she returned.

      He leaned back in his chair. “How long have you been working at the Special Dreams Ranch?”

      “Hmmm.” Dara tilted her head to the side. “Like Leslie, I worked part time at SDR while I was in high school. For a couple of years I worked where they needed me, like office work and janitorial.”

      She went on. “I left for six years to attend Northern Arizona University. After I graduated from NAU with a Special Education Masters degree, I took a full-time position at SDR that summer. That was a little over two years ago.”

      “What led you to that career path?” he asked.

      “When I worked at SDR while I was in high school, I loved being around the kids.” Warmth moved through her as she thought about those days. “Good times.”

      She settled her fingers around her water glass. “It became my passion to work directly with special needs kids, so I headed off to the university to pursue it. I got lucky that a position opened up at SDR not long after I graduated.”

      Jack smiled. “It’s good to work in a career you’re passionate about, and I find what you do admirable.”

      Esperanza stopped by and set a glass of white wine in front of Dara and the dark beer before Jack. “Ready to order?”

      “I’ll have the cowboy steak and Dara would like the cowgirl,” Jack said.

      Esperanza asked how they liked it cooked. Dara told her medium rare, and Jack said he preferred well done. Their server nodded, took the menus, and retreated.

      Dara picked up her wine glass. “What are you passionate about?”

      “Raising my daughter and son is top on the list,” he said. “Outside of my family, I believe in helping others and I’m in the position to do so. I donate to a couple of organizations that provide food and shelter for those who need assistance.”

      Dara finished taking a sip of her wine. “You went to the University of Arizona, didn’t you?”

      “Bachelor of Science degree, Agribusiness Economics and Management,” he said. “Then headed back home to start our ranch and grow our business.”

      “Did Lucy get her degree in Agriculture, too?” Dara had known Lucy, so she felt like it was a natural enough question to ask.

      He shook his head. “Education. She wanted to be a teacher, but she helped get the ranch going, and then we ended up starting a family.”

      “I really liked Lucy,” Dara said. “Everyone did.”

      

      Jack nodded as he thought about the woman he’d been with for so long. “Lucy was easy to like.”

      As the years passed, it had become easier and easier to let go of the difference in Lucy when she’d been around other people versus her alone time with him. No doubt about it, she’d always been a good woman and a good mother.

      But, there’d been ups and downs with her drinking and the way she’d treated him when she’d had too much. She’d become jealous when he was polite or friendly to other women.

      When they’d get home, Lucy would down a bottle of wine, and it had been hard to deal with the change in her personality. She’d never been like that before they were married. No one even knew she drank more than a glass of wine or two socially.

      At least she’d always been good with the kids, and he was grateful for that. He and Lucy had their good times, but over the years after their marriage it had become more difficult.

      Jack downed a good-sized swallow of beer. Enough of old memories. Time to make new ones.

      Enjoyable conversation continued between him and Dara, and their food arrived before he knew it. The steak was excellent, as were the mashed potatoes and green beans.

      Dara was so down-to-earth and easy to talk with.

      They’d had one hell of a great day, too. Oak Creek Canyon was always nice this time of year, and they’d had a nice picnic.

      Later, he’d had fun going to shops with Dara. She’d wanted to look at tiger’s eye, amber, and citrine pieces at one of Sedona’s numerous jewelry shops, and she liked window shopping with him at a furniture store that specialized in handmade items.

      After sharing a slice of mile-high carrot cake and a couple cups of coffee, they left Prospector Jim’s.

      They walked hand-in-hand to the truck. Jack stopped just short of opening the door.

      Dara’s breath hitched as he cupped her face in his hands. He lowered his head so slowly and brushed his mouth over hers.

      A thrill ran through her belly, expanding throughout her.

      That brief touch of their lips was one of the sexiest moments she’d ever experienced.

      He raised his head and smiled before he opened the truck door.
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      Jack and Dara sat for a long moment inside his parked truck, outside the resort front doors, where the valet waited. The motor still ran, the heater on to keep them warm.

      He studied her with so much intensity, it took her breath away.

      This man wanted her, and she desired him more than she could ever have imagined.

      He squeezed her hand and smiled. “Let’s go.”

      After Jack tipped the valet, they made their way through the wood and glass doors of the resort, anticipation tingling up and down her arms and lingering along her spine.

      All that had happened today had built up to this moment.

      She wanted him so much she could feel it to her toes.

      Jack grasped her hand. Dara’s heart beat a little faster as they reached the door of their two-room suite. He used the key card to let them in.

      Warmth filled her as he drew her into the living area between the two rooms. The door slid shut behind them as he led her to his room without stopping.

      The moment they crossed the threshold, he brought her into the circle of his arms. He felt so warm, so solid, so amazing.

      He moved his lips to hers and she moaned softly as he took control. He kissed her slowly, his mouth moving over hers in an erotic dance.

      “Let’s get rid of these.” He released her long enough to help her out of her jacket and he let his own slide down his arms before tossing both on a nearby chair.

      Flames grew inside her as he brought her close again and molded his body to hers. His body was so firm, his muscles big and strong and hard against her softness.

      His rigid length pressed against her belly. Feeling him so close sent butterflies skimming through her belly.

      She almost couldn’t believe Jack would be inside her soon.

      Inside me. Soon.

      The thought sent thrills through her abdomen, down to the juncture of her thighs.

      Dara grew dizzy as he kissed her so long and deep. He moved his hands down her back to her waist, before he let them slide to her ass. He rested his hands there and pulled her tighter against him.

      He felt so good. His scent was intoxicating, his touch electrifying.

      When he finally raised his head, she wasn’t sure she’d ever catch her breath as she looked up into his eyes. So blue, so captivating.

      “You are the most beautiful woman I’ve ever known.” He said it in a way that made her believe he meant every single word. “Everything about you.”

      She shivered as Jack slid his palms over the curve of her hips before sliding them to her breasts. She gave a soft moan as he rubbed his thumbs over her nipples.

      He interlocked his fingers with hers and they moved to the bed. “Sit,” he said before guiding her down until she was on the edge of the mattress. He knelt in front of her and took her booted foot in his hand and eased the side zipper down to her ankle.

      It amazed her how gentle he was as he took his time with her. He eased off the boot and peeled down her long sock. He grasped her foot in one hand and circled the inside of her ankle with his thumb.

      That simple touch was one of the most sensual things she’d ever felt.

      His gaze held hers as he stroked her skin. He eased her foot so that it was on the carpet and removed her other boot and sock in the same deliberate fashion. He paid as much attention to that foot as he had the first.

      Jack slid his palms up her calves to the hem of her sweater dress that lay just below her knees. He slid the dress up as deliberately and slowly as he’d removed her boots. He pushed it to her upper thighs before he leaned forward to kiss the inside of each knee.

      Dara sucked in her breath as he trailed his lips along her thigh, moving closer to her center. Every slow movement made her want him so much she could barely stand waiting.

      He paused and inhaled deeply. “You’re so damned sweet.” His voice sounded rough, as if he held part of himself back when he wanted to break free.

      She ached for him so badly she squirmed on the bed. She needed him now, but she didn’t want this to end.

      In all her life, she’d never felt so cherished.

      She wanted this. Needed this.

      He pushed up her dress even farther, and she shifted her hips so that he could ease the sweater material over her waist, then her breasts. She helped him pull it over her head before he laid it aside.

      “I can’t get enough of looking at you.” He slid his fingers along the waistband of her panties. “I can’t get enough of touching you.”

      She had wanted to look good for him and earlier in the week had gone to the boutique and picked out chocolate-brown satin panties and bra for this night. But, he made her feel like he would have been just as pleased if she’d worn any old thing she already had.

      No matter his good intentions, she’d known they would be here together. In her dreams, she’d never imagined a moment like this.

      His fingers felt like magic as he trailed them down, over her panties. She gasped as he slid his finger along the center between her thighs.

      The slow, erotic touch was like nothing she’d ever felt before.

      He spread her thighs apart so that he could move closer.

      And kiss her.

      Magic.

      Yes, he made her believe in magic. That anything was possible.

      She moaned as he moved his mouth over hers. At the same time, he reached around her and unfastened her bra.

      He drew away from the kiss and slipped the straps over her shoulders and down her arms before laying it on her dress.

      Her nipples were impossibly hard as he cupped her breasts and looked at them. “Beautiful.” He smiled and met her gaze. “You are stunning.”

      He mesmerized her with every touch, every word. He lowered his head and slid his mouth over her nipple.

      Dara moaned and slid her fingers into his hair as he trailed his tongue around the hard nub before he sucked. She didn’t remember her nipples ever being so sensitive.

      He slid his mouth down the side of her breast while he still cupped them. He flicked his tongue over her skin, making a path to her other nipple. He licked and sucked until she squirmed, out of her mind with need.

      “Jack,” she whispered. “You’re making me feel like I’m going to go insane from wanting you so much.”

      He raised his head and gave her a sensual smile. “Then you feel like I do.” He kissed her again.

      She shifted her hips as he hooked his thumbs in the waistband of her panties and tugged them down. He broke the kiss and concentrated on her body as he eased them over her hips and thighs to her ankles, then feet, before setting them aside.

      “Let’s get you undressed.” She reached for his shirt collar.

      “Hold your horses.” He smiled at her. “I need to taste you first.”

      The way he said the words, the way he looked at her, made her belly swoop.

      He lightly pressed her back. “Lie on the bed.”

      She scooted to the middle and rested her head on a pillow. She felt almost shy as he grabbed another pillow and tucked it under her ass, raising her up so that he’d have better access to her.

      He pressed her thighs wide with his shoulders and lowered his head. He inhaled audibly before brushing his lips over her center in a light touch that struck her so powerfully she cried out.

      “You make me feel like I’ll shatter,” she said. “Like I’m going to break into a million pieces.”

      “I hope that’s a good thing,” he said against her mound.

      She groaned. “An incredibly wonderful thing.”

      “Good.” He dipped his tongue into her folds and her eyes widened as she sucked in a breath.

      She watched while she tried to cling to sanity.

      Jack. His head between her thighs. Tasting her.

      The way he made her feel was like a live wire snaking through her body. The sensations snapped and cracked, whipping through her like a living thing.

      His dark hair caressed the insides of her thighs as he licked and sucked. The gentler he was, the more he set her on fire.

      She’d never imagined that such big hands could be so gentle and could be more erotic than anything she could begin to think of.

      An orgasm built inside her. It felt like it coiled tighter and tighter ready to spring free. He continued until she thought she was going to lose it. Then he backed off a moment before driving her closer to the edge again.

      “I’m not going to survive this with my sanity intact,” she whispered. “If you don’t let me climax.”

      “I’m enjoying myself.” He gave a low chuckle. “I hope you’re loving it, too.”

      “There’s no question,” she said and groaned again as he continued paying the kind of attention that really was going to drive her crazy.

      Closer and closer now. She was on the tip of the precipice. Before she could beg him to take her all the way, he pressed his mouth hard against her folds and sucked her.

      “Jack,” Dara cried out. The force of her orgasm sent her mind somewhere else, outside the room.

      She felt out of control, flying away, like she could never find her way back.

      At the same time, he tethered her in some amazing way.

      He continued tasting her as her entire body shook. She started to drop from the heights as he reeled her in, then took her away all over again.

      Finally, he let her come down to earth.

      “Jack.” This time she managed not to scream his name. “That was the most amazing thing I’ve ever felt in my life.”

      He grinned as he met her gaze. “You ain’t seen nothin’ yet.”

      She felt woozy from her orgasms, but couldn’t help but smile in return.

      

      Jack helped Dara so that she was sitting up. Warmth filled him as he took in her flushed features and her gorgeous body. Her new necklace sparkled at her throat, and the earrings glittered at her ears.

      His heart filled with Dara. Having her in his arms tonight was beautiful, but his love for her was even more so.

      Love for her.

      I love Dara.

      He smiled as the thought came naturally to him. He didn’t question it, just held on to the warm feelings pouring into his heart.

      She reached for him. “Come here, baby.”

      “Damn.” His words came out rough. “I’ll bet you don’t even realize how beautiful you are to me.”

      She smiled, her amber eyes alluring, yet mischievous, too.

      When he started to toe off his boots, she went to him and wrapped her arms around his neck. “If you’re not coming to me, then I’m coming to you.”

      She pressed her naked body against his and he stopped at the feel of her close to him.

      Dara was soft and warm, and she smelled so sweet. He wanted to go back to making her climax over and over. He loved doing that for her.

      “Toe off your boots.” She pointed down.

      He couldn’t help a smile as he obeyed her. “Your wish is my command.”

      “You bet it is.” She looked almost serious. “Let’s get rid of those socks.”

      He stripped those off, too.

      “Now watch me.” She started to unbutton his shirt. Their eyes met and then he did as she instructed as she attended to one button at a time.

      She reached his jeans and paused where his shirt was tucked, before grasping the material and pulling it out of his jeans.

      “We need to get rid of this.” With a devilish smile, she pushed his shirt over his shoulders and down his arms.

      He let it drop to the floor, a smile twisting his lips. “You’re enjoying yourself.”

      She flashed a grin as she grazed his chest with her fingers. “Oh, yeah.”

      “You make me so damned hard,” he growled.

      “I know.” She smiled as she skimmed her fingers over his bare skin, like a conquering explorer.

      “I need this off.” Dara tackled his belt, unfastening the buckle before tugging the leather and sliding it through the belt loops.

      After she dropped the belt, she moved her hand inside his jeans and brushed his erection.

      Jack sucked air in through his teeth. He speared her auburn hair, letting the mass of silk glide through his fingers.

      She eased her hand out of his Wranglers and grasped the metal button. She unfastened it before slowly unzipping his jeans.

      With a smile, she knelt and pulled his Wranglers and his boxer briefs to his feet. He stepped out of both and kicked them aside.

      She traced her fingers over his skin, moving up his thighs to his hips. He let his breath out in a rush as she skimmed them over his erection. a feather-like touch.

      “Too damned slow,” he said.

      She gave a wicked laugh. “Oh, I think it’s just right.”

      He groaned. “You would.”

      “Ha.” She grinned before flicking her tongue over the tip.

      “Well, hell.” He gritted his teeth, trying to control the desire to drop to his knees and lay her back, on the floor.

      She slipped him into her mouth and sighed, like she had just come home.

      As far as he was concerned, she had.

      He was her home, and she was his.

      Those thoughts bolted from his mind when she sucked hard.

      Holy shit.

      She moved her head, sliding him in and out of her mouth. Taking him deep before easing back. Slow, too damned slow.

      Damn did it feel good—like nothing he’d ever felt before. More intense, more pleasurable.

      All because it was this beautiful woman who attracted him in ways he couldn’t begin to count off.

      The intensity of her movements drove him toward climax. Closer and closer.

      Pressure built inside him. His breath came harsher and faster.

      He was so close. Almost to the tip. Almost spilling over onto the other side.

      “I’m going to come,” he managed to get out, to let her know he was about to climax in her mouth.

      She sucked harder.

      Jack shouted as every bit of him seemed to spill into her. She drew him on, pushing him farther over the edge with every taste and every swallow.

      “Oh, damn.” He ground his teeth. “Hell, woman. I can’t take anymore.”

      She eased back onto her haunches and licked her lips before she smiled up at him.

      “Enjoy yourself?” Her smile turned into a wicked grin. “I sure did.”

      “You have no idea.” He took her down to the floor in a swift motion.

      

      “Oh, I bet I do.” Dara laughed as he laid her on her back.

      Jack covered her mouth with his and she sighed as she enjoyed his kiss. He kissed her slow and deliciously as he braced his arms to either side of her.

      She’d fallen for him not long after they had started seeing each other—maybe from the beginning. This moment already seemed as if it had been a long time coming.

      Yeah, this was the man she wanted to spend the rest of her life with.

      Jack gave her a look so sexy it caused her to sigh and melt, then sigh again.

      The man leaned back and reached for his Wranglers that weren’t too far from him. She waited as he pulled something out of his wallet. In the next moment he slid a condom down his length.

      When he came back to her, she sighed as she grasped his upper arms. Such hard, unyielding biceps beneath her palms.

      She let her gaze travel down the muscled expanse of his chest to his narrow hips. His powerful thighs rested between hers. And his thickness—so near her entrance that she could almost imagine what it would be like to have him inside her.

      Imagining wasn’t enough.

      She wanted to real thing.

      Dara wriggled beneath him before she hooked her legs around his hips. “Come-on, Jack. I need you.”

      “Mmmm…” He ignored her and nuzzled her neck. “You smell so good.”

      A sigh escaped Dara. “Pretty please?”

      He raised his head and smiled down at her. “Since you asked so nicely.”

      His teasing expression filled her with warmth at the same time he was driving her crazy.

      “Put your money where your mouth is.” She raised her hips and his hard length pressed into her belly. “Where your mouth was.”

      He gave a low laugh. “And where it will be many more times.”

      “Promises…” She ached between her thighs as the heat of desire expanded in her belly.

      Jack dipped his head and sucked her nipple instead of sliding into her.

      Dara groaned.

      He sucked her other nipple, drawing it between his teeth and lightly nipping.

      “Jack…” She let his name out on a sigh. “I want you.”

      “I could listen to you ask for me all night long.” He smiled down at her as her eyes widened. “But I won’t make you wait like that.” His look became even sexier. “Hell, I can’t wait much longer.”

      “Good thing.” She shivered as he trailed his finger over her collarbone to her throat. “If you did hold back, I wouldn’t be responsible for my actions.”

      “I have a feeling…” He kissed her long and hard as he guided himself to the entrance to her core. “A feeling that I’ll never get enough of this. Of you.”

      Time seemed to hold still as she waited for him to enter her.

      He sank deep inside, like he was coming home.

      Pleasure rippled through Dara. The way he filled her made her feel whole. Whole in a way she’d never felt before.

      Coming home.

      I’m home.

      “Dara.” His breath seemed to catch. “I—damn.” It was like he couldn’t form a thought.

      Much like her.

      “I know.” She gripped his shoulders and raised her hips to meet his thrusts. “I know.”

      He moved with such painstaking slowness that she enjoyed more than she could begin to express.

      She didn’t want to rush this moment. This was their first time. A time she would treasure forever.

      And she hoped there would be countless moments ahead of them. Moments just like this one.

      Too soon, she told herself. Just enjoy now.

      Now is precious.

      Now is forever.

      He continued to move slow and easy. “I could be here forever,” he said softly. “I can never get enough of you.”

      “I feel the same way,” she whispered.

      Her skin grew damp with perspiration, and she felt it on his skin, too.

      Her orgasm started out as heat in her belly. It grew, the warmth expanding through her chest, arms, legs. All the way to the roots of her hair.

      It happened at such an easy pace. She wanted to reach climax, yet didn’t want it to rush by.

      She couldn’t wait any longer. She couldn’t wait for him anymore.

      “Jack.” She swallowed. “I can’t hold on much longer.”

      “Then don’t.” He brushed hair from her forehead with his fingertips. “Don’t wait.”

      She tilted her head back and closed her eyes. Feeling every movement he made. Reveling in every sensation. Loving every moment.

      “Jack.” Her orgasm whooshed through her like a comet. It carried her away, letting her sail across the sky.

      She saw sparkles, as if she was dust in the comet’s tail.

      How could it be possible to feel like this?

      She tumbled forward then dropped.

      Dropped.

      Dropped back to reality.

      She opened her eyes, her breathing heavy, and saw Jack smiling down at her.

      He watched her as he picked up his pace and thrust a little harder.

      His intensity lit his eyes like fire.

      Her orgasm went on as he moved closer to his own completion.

      The complete focus on her as he moved took her breath away. She felt herself sailing closer to another climax.

      “Dara,” he said in a harsh whisper, then shouted, “Dara.”

      Her name on his tongue as he groaned his release set her own climax free. Her core gripped him and spasmed, and caused her to shudder to another completion.

      He groaned as he came to a halt, his groin pressed tightly to hers. His chest rose and fell, his skin glistening with sweat.

      They held each other’s gaze as their breathing slowed in time.

      Jack eased to one knee. He effortlessly swept her into his arms and carried her to the bed.

      He somehow managed to push the covers aside and settle her onto the bed. He slid onto the mattress beside her and pulled the covers over them.

      Jack gathered Dara into his arms so that her back was to him and he was spooning her. She loved the way it felt to be so close to him and feel his heat as he held her.

      His breath feathered across her neck as he rained soft kisses down to her shoulder. She shivered with sensations of security and fulfillment that she never would have expected or believed.

      “You are so beautiful, Dara.” His voice was filled with so much genuine conviction that she knew he believed it. He truly felt that way about her. “I hope you know you are precious to me.”

      “You make me feel that way, Jack.” She sighed, embraced in both pleasure and security unlike anything she could have vocalized to him.

      He pressed his lips to her hair and she heard him draw in a breath as if scenting her again. “I don’t think I could ever let you go. I know I can’t let you go.”

      “I don’t want you to release me.” She smiled as she spoke. “I want you to hold me forever.”

      “I will.” Jack brought her back more firmly against him as he wrapped his arms around her. “I will always hold you.”

      She smiled and snuggled back against him, secure in the knowledge that she’d just made love with the man of her dreams.
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      Early Saturday morning, Jack reached the barn from the north pasture, riding his big black gelding, Sparrow. The horse made his way along the familiar path to the cool shadows inside the barn.

      The entire ride, Jack couldn’t seem to pull his thoughts away from Dara. He pictured her the way she’d looked, her hair spread out on the pillow, wearing only the jewelry sparkling at her throat and ears.

      She had sparkled even more than her new necklace and earrings.

      Jack swung down and patted Sparrow on the neck. “Good ride, boy. Keep this up and you’ll get a raise.”

      Sparrow snorted and tossed his head, as if in agreement and asking for a treat or two as an advance on payment.

      “Sparrow, you’ve got to watch your girlish figure.” Jack removed the big horse’s tack and put the saddle and other equipment away. “As much as you like them, once a day is good enough.” Jack talked as he brushed down the horse before giving him a little more attention and scratching his withers.

      After putting up Sparrow, Jack took care of his daily chores. It wouldn’t be long before he’d head off to pick up Dara to take her to the county fair.

      Why did thoughts of her make him want to smile so much? He couldn’t have helped it if he’d wanted to. He found himself looking forward to every moment he’d spend with her today.

      They hadn’t been able to spend much time together since their trip to Sedona last weekend, thanks to her work and his. They’d managed to squeeze what time they could in.

      And precious time together it had been.

      Jack finished up chores and figured it was about time to get ready to go.

      Max had left earlier with a friend and both young men would already be at the fair with their livestock.

      “Hi, Dad.” Leslie came into the barn. She seemed reserved, but at least she was acting mostly like her usual self.

      If she’d known about Jack being in Sedona with Dara last weekend, she definitely wouldn’t be in a decent mood.

      Putting it mildly.

      “I’ve got to get to the fairgrounds,” Leslie said.

      “I’ll see you there.” Jack walked with her out of the barn to her truck. “Looking forward to the competition?”

      “Yeah.” She shrugged. “But I don’t know if I want to do the fair again.” She slipped her hands into the back pockets of her jeans. “Showing livestock and barrel racing.”

      Jack considered her expression and body language. Maybe she wasn’t acting like herself. “I’m curious what brought this on.”

      She glanced away before looking back at him. “I just don’t want to anymore.”

      “You know whatever you choose to do, I’ll support.” He studied her. “I do have to say I’m surprised. You’ve loved it since you were knee-high.”

      She shrugged and kicked the dirt with her boot. “I’m not as interested anymore.”

      “All right,” Jack said quietly. “Still planning on chasing the cans tonight?”

      “Sandwich always wants to race.” The spark in her eyes told him how much Leslie loved the sport and her horse, Sammy. Something really bothered her to make her think about leaving the sport of barrel racing.

      He wasn’t sure how to approach it. Probably better to give her some time to think it over. Tonight’s competition would likely remind her just how much it meant to her.

      Leslie stopped and focused on her dad. “Are you going to the fair with Dara?” The words came out with an edge.

      Jack mentally sighed. “Yes.”

      Tears glittered in Leslie’s eyes. She bit her lip, as if trying to keep from crying. She straightened her shoulders. “I have to go.”

      Jack watched his daughter, not knowing what to do. He thought about stopping her and refusing to let her leave angry, but he didn’t think that was possible right now.

      She needs time.

      Leslie climbed into her truck and started the engine. Jack stepped back and watched his daughter. She looked like she was on the verge of racing down the road in anger, but she slowly backed up the truck and left.

      If she had reacted in any way that compromised her driving the vehicle, he’d have taken away her keys.

      He watched the truck a long moment as Leslie drove down the road, until he couldn’t see the vehicle any longer.

      Jack braced one arm against a stall. He hadn’t been hiding that he’d planned to take Dara. He’d just figured they’d see Leslie at the fair and maybe some of her tension would ease. Leslie needed things slow.

      Looked like he made the wrong call again.

      

      Dara’s belly had been doing a series of flips for the past fifteen minutes, as she waited for Jack. It was like a trapeze artist had taken residence there.

      It sure didn’t feel like she’d seen him since last Sunday when they’d returned from Sedona. It was like every moment had been drawn out since that incredible weekend.

      She paced the floor, her athletic shoes squeaking on the wood every time she turned.

      Images of Jack making love to her so slowly, so breathtakingly gentle, caused her to drop to the couch. Heat filled her face and body.

      “Stop.” She rubbed her temples with her fingertips. “One day, one thing at a time.”

      She brought her thick braid over her shoulder and played with the end. “You’re acting like a teenager.”

      Well, not exactly a teenager. But a lovesick girl with a major crush on the school football hero.

      She’d never had these reactions with any other man she’d been interested in. Well, at least not since she really was a teenager.

      Dara got to her feet. Before she forgot to, she grabbed her purse and removed her drivers license, credit card, and two twenties in case of emergency, and stuffed the items into the front pocket of her jeans. She dropped the patchwork purse onto one of her padded armed chairs and retrieved the spare key from a drawer in the kitchen, then shoved that into her pocket, too.

      The doorbell rang and she jumped at the sound. A deep inhale, then she blew out her breath before she pushed up the sleeves of her favorite yellow turtleneck.

      Relax. This is Jack.

      Thoughts of their weekend together made her knees feel weak. She hesitated and inhaled.

      She straightened her shoulders and walked to the front door, where she grabbed her leather jacket and slipped it on. One more pause before she opened the door.

      And saw the hot cowboy, the man she loved, waiting on her doorstep.

      Those blue eyes of his were a gorgeous contrast to his dark hair. She thought about tracing her tongue along the cut of his jaw, down his throat to the neckline of his black T-shirt. She’d somehow manage to tear off his shirt so that she could slide her palms over his muscled chest and abs, down to the waistband of his sexy Wrangler jeans.

      Warmth spread through her at the direction of her thoughts.

      His grin made those trapeze artists in her belly do multiple twists and flips. “Hi, beautiful.”

      She could get used to him calling her that all day long.

      “Hey, Jack.” She smiled as she closed the door behind her and locked it.

      When she turned to face him, he caught her by her shoulders. He brushed his lips over hers before kissing her until her mind spun.

      He raised his head and grasped her hand, and they walked to his truck.

      Once they were in the vehicle and on their way to the Yavapai County Fair, Dara said, “So today Leslie is competing in the fair rodeo and this evening there’s a dance.”

      “Yep.” He nodded. “Leslie’s age group doesn’t race until late this afternoon. We can check out the livestock, exhibits, and carnival before we see her ride.”

      “It’s going to be a lot of fun.” Dara smiled. “You also mentioned something about an auction tomorrow.”

      Jack glanced at Dara before looking out at the road again. “The youth livestock auction is tomorrow morning. Should wrap up around noon.”

      He went on, “Max has a market steer in the beef auction and a senior bull calf in the breeding class. Leslie is auctioning a breeding heifer in the two-year class.”

      “Bailey is sure proud of Leslie,” Dara said. “She has said more than once how talented her niece is.”

      Jack checked his rearview mirror. “Leslie takes after her Aunt Bailey, all right. I’ve never seen anyone chase the cans like Bailey does, until Leslie came along. Her mother would have been proud of her.”

      “No doubt about that.” Dara smiled, a little surprised that Jack mentioning Lucy didn’t set her off balance. “I bet Leslie’s grandparents are just as tickled at her talent.”

      “More than you can imagine.” Jack flashed her a smile. “Mom and Dad are going to be at the event, too. They never miss Leslie’s performances.”

      It wasn’t long before Jack guided the truck into the fairground parking lot and pulled in between two other vehicles.

      After Jack helped Dara out of the truck cab, he took her hand. They walked toward an admission gate where they stood in line and chatted until they reached the ticket office.

      Jack paid, grasped Dara’s hand again, and they headed through the entrance.

      The carnival was in the distance to the right. Dara could still hear the carnival music and chatter of the crowd from where they stood.

      On this end of the grounds, the livestock barns and buildings filled with exhibits were to the right, well before the amusement park rides.

      To the left, young 4-H members positioned and showed sheep and dairy goats in corrals. The animals and the members’ showmanship were examined by judges carrying clipboards.

      Beyond that were the horse barns, which were not far from the grandstands and arena.

      Jack guided Dara into the open barn on the right, where cows bawled. They entered the dim recesses that smelled of alfalfa hay and manure.

      The scent of wet earth mixed with the other smells as they walked over damp dirt paths. The paths were raked and kept free of manure between stalls inhabited by bulls, dairy cows, heifers, steers, and calves.

      They passed Angus steers, Brahman bulls, Hereford heifers, and Holstein dairy cows.

      Throughout the year prior to the fair, 4-H and FFA kids worked with their livestock and fed them well. Before competition, the kids bathed and combed each animal until a lot of the breeds’ coats shone. Jack explained a few things about the livestock that would be auctioned off tomorrow for beef or breeding purposes.

      Young men and young women came in and out of the stalls where their livestock was kept. Award ribbons hung on hooks in the stalls, from purple championship rosettes down to green participation ribbons.

      Jack inclined his head toward a nearby stall. “Max’s bull is there.”

      Dara walked with him to see Max in the stall with his bull.

      “Hey, Dad.” Max stood from his crouched position. The young man was nearly as tall as his father. He pushed hair from his brow and smiled at Dara. “Hi, Dara.”

      “Your bull is gorgeous.” Dara looked over the large, powerfully muscled Angus, the bull’s smooth, slick black coat gleaming in the light that made it through the barn.

      “Did he win any awards?” she asked

      “Best of Show.” Max jerked his thumb in the direction of the fence. She followed the movement and saw she had passed right by a purple rosette with yellow and white threaded through it, gold lettering stating “Best of Show” imprinted on the center. Next to the large rosette was a smaller one with “Champion,” and next to it a blue ribbon with “First Place.”

      “Good job, Max.” Jack grinned and settled his hand on his son’s shoulder. “You worked hard for it.”

      Max beamed at Jack. “Thanks, Dad.”

      “That’s fantastic.” Dara admired the ribbons before turning her smile on Max. “Congratulations.”

      Max gave a shy grin. “Toby did well in the ring.”

      Dara looked the bull over. “He’s huge.”

      “He’ll get even bigger,” Max said. “He’s not quite a year old.”

      Dara’s eyes widened. “Are you kidding me?”

      “He’s only about 950 pounds.” Max laughed. “Angus bulls weigh an average of 2,000 pounds.”

      “Holy crap,” Dara said and Max’s grin broadened. She shook her head. “A whole ton? I’ve never been so close to one before to realize they get that big.”

      “You can pet him,” Max said. “He’s gentle.”

      Dara slid her palm over the bull calf’s shoulder. “His coat is so smooth.” She looked at Max. “How much do calves weigh when they’re born?”

      “Between sixty and seventy pounds.” Max patted Toby’s side affectionately. “Toby was big and weighed in at seventy-two.”

      Dara moved her hand away from the Angus calf. “You’ll use him for breeding?”

      Max shook his head. “He’s going up for auction tonight.”

      “Being he’s Best of Show, Toby will go for top dollar,” Jack said.

      “Is it hard to sell them after you’ve raised them for a year?” Dara asked.

      “Yeah.” Max shrugged. “I’ve been doing this since I was nine, so I’m kinda used to it now.”

      Dara smiled. “You’re quite the young man, Max.”

      That shy smile again. “Thanks, Dara.”

      “Where’s your sister?” Jack asked.

      Max pointed to the horse barns. “I think she’s with Sammy.”

      Jack gave a slow nod and looked thoughtful, as if trying to decide whether or not to go find her.

      “She’s not in a good mood.” Max glanced at Dara before looking at his dad again. “Maybe wait til later? She’s always in a good mood after she races. Unless she loses.”

      “You’re right about that.” Jack nodded. “Girl loves competition, but she doesn’t like to lose.”

      Max grinned. “Mom always said she was a lot like you.”

      Jack shook his head, but smiled. “I think you hit the nail on the head.”

      Leslie is in a bad mood because of me, Dara thought as she considered the look she’d seen between father and son.

      The idea would have deflated her if she’d let it.

      One thing Dara didn’t want was to come between father and daughter. She wondered if Leslie would get used to the idea and accept it.

      Hopefully that would happen in the near future. But Dara supposed she shouldn’t hold her breath. Teenage girls’ emotions ran deep—she knew that well from experience.

      “We’ll see you at the livestock auction tonight.” Jack clapped his son on the shoulder. “Call me on my cell if you need anything.”

      Max patted his pocket. “I’ve got mine. I’ll let you know if Leslie is in a better mood next time I see her.”

      Dara hoped she would be, but figured she shouldn’t hold her breath.

      “See you, Max.” Dara smiled at him as Jack took her hand.

      Max gave a nod and a smile before turning away.
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      The chill wind caused Dara to shiver as they walked out of the livestock barn. She slid her free hand into her jacket pocket.

      “Would you like to check out the sheep and hogs?” Jack asked. “Next door to that barn is the small stock and the exhibits.”

      “I’d love to see it all.” She smiled up at him. “It’s been a while since I’ve been to the fair, but I’ve enjoyed it when I’ve come. The last time was a couple years ago with Bailey and Charlee.”

      Jack released her hand and slid his arm around her shoulders.

      She loved the feel of his big body next to hers as they walked, their hips brushing.

      Having his arm around her brought back more memories of last weekend.

      Cue happy sigh.

      They entered the sheep, goat, and hog barn next. Dara had never imagined pigs being so clean. They watched the 4-H kids care for their animals as Jack explained about how they were raised and that most of the sheep and hogs would be auctioned off the next day.

      Jack kept a hold of her hand as they finished walking through the livestock barn and headed for the next.

      In the small stock building, Jack and Dara ran into his cousin, Clint McBride, and his wife Ella. The pair had been talking to a 4-H leader about Drew, their seven-year-old, joining the local club when he was old enough.

      After Jack and Dara spent a few minutes visiting with Ella and Clint, they continued on to the section with the rabbits, guinea pigs, chickens, ducks, geese, and peacocks.

      They bumped into another cousin, Ryan, and his wife Megan after they left the small stock building, before they entered the first of the two exhibits buildings.

      She enjoyed that Jack introduced her each time as “my lady” to those family members that she hadn’t met before.

      If they kept running into McBrides and stopping to talk to them all, it might be a very late night indeed.

      She couldn’t say that she minded it one bit. As long as she was with Jack they could talk with his family all day and all night long.

      A mixture of sights, sounds, and smells combined to make an almost dizzying experience as they walked toward the carnival, beyond the grandstands.

      Kids chased each other in front of Dara and Jack, over well-trampled grass. Carnies barked from booths they passed with games of chance. Both traditional events that appealed to older fair-goers to electronic ones for the younger crowd were at the fair.

      The carnival workers cajoled them as they walked by to take a chance at older games, like knocking down silver milk bottles and shooting wooden ducks; or more modern ones like an electronic racing or combat games. Of course, they promised that everyone had a chance to win their choice of a giant stuffed panda, green dragon, or popular cartoon character.

      A clown making balloon animals for a group of kids stood in front of them, so Jack guided her around the small crowd.

      Young children carried big poofs of blue or pink cotton candy on paper cones. The kids walked beside parents pushing a younger brother or sister in a stroller.

      Several feet ahead, people carried soft drinks away from food trucks with corndogs or giant soft pretzels in their hands.

      “Hungry?” Jack asked. “I’ll treat you to an exotic fare known here as nachos and cheese.”

      Dara grinned. “With jalapeños on top?”

      “Only the best for my lady.”

      Heat and pleasure rushed through Dara once again. “Sure. I’d like that.”

      Dara waited off to the side as Jack bought two big drinks and a large bowl mounded with nachos. She took the opportunity to drool over the way his Wranglers hugged his ass as he paid for the food.

      He grabbed several paper napkins. He handed her a Coke when he reached her then held out the paper bowl of tortilla chips covered by cheese sauce and topped with sliced jalapeños.

      “Yummy,” Dara said. “Perfect carnival food.”

      While they ate, Jack and Dara strolled down an aisle between the Ferris wheel and the Tilt-A-Whirl.

      She nodded to the latter as she licked cheese sauce from her finger. “That used to be my favorite ride when I was a little kid. That and the carousel.” She smiled. “As I grew older, I liked the Orbiter and the Swinger. Friends talked me into the Zipper and Sea Ray, but they both scared the crap out of me.”

      Jack gave her a mischievous look. “I bet I could get you on something scary.”

      She tried to hold back a smile. “We’ll see.”

      “How about roller coasters?” Jack linked his fingers with hers. “Ever been to Magic Mountain?”

      “Yes.” The wind picked up her hair and chilled her neck. “I’m a little embarrassed to say I only went on the wimpy rides. What few there are.”

      “This time you’ll have me to hold you.” The corner of Jack’s mouth quirked. “You’ll have no reason to be afraid. Or wimpy.”

      Dara couldn’t help a big smile. “You might have to promise me more than that to get me into one of those rides.”

      “I can think of a few things.” He winked. “Not suitable to discuss in an amusement park with kids around.”

      Dara laughed at the teasing grin on his face. “Oh, I know you can.”

      The time they shared together was so relaxing and fun. She liked the way he teased her and the way he made her feel—cared for and appreciated.

      Regardless of what his true feelings might be, he made her feel loved, something she hadn’t felt in a long time.

      And Jack—she’d never seen this side of him, so playful and fun.

      “The Zipper.” Jack tugged her hand in the direction of the ride that truly did scare the crap out of her.

      She shook her head but still smiled. “I’d really rather not.”

      “Doesn’t sound like a flat-out no to me,” he said.

      “Uh…” She swallowed. He did make her feel safe. “Maybe?”

      “Now that sounds like a yes.”

      Dara groaned. She couldn’t resist him.

      It wasn’t long before he had her on the Zipper. She screamed as they whirled in the air and gripped Jack’s hand so tightly her knuckles ached.

      Her stomach bottomed out at the same time fear crawled up her throat.

      When they finally came to a stop and got off the ride, Dara could barely catch her breath, much less walk straight.

      Jack steadied her. “I thought you were going to break the bones in my hand.”

      “Serves you right.” She matched his teasing tone. “I almost lost my nachos. And I did warn you.”

      “Yes, you did.” He gripped her hand again as a rush of chill air swept over them. “Cold?”

      She shivered. “A little.”

      He brought her to a stop off to the side and released her hand long enough to turn up her collar and button her jacket up to her neck. “There you go.”

      “Thanks.” She pulled her braid out of her jacket and let it lay over her shoulder.

      “I love your hair.” Jack fingered the end of her braid. “It’s so thick and beautiful.”

      “Thank you.” She leaned into him as he put his arm around her shoulders.

      “I think we have just enough time to go on another ride,” he said.

      She groaned. “How about you sit in the dunking pool and I’ll throw balls at the paddle? Now that would be more fun.”

      “And freezing.” He guided her toward a ride that looked like hammers that swung and crossed. “How about the Loop-O-Plane?”

      “How about not?” She didn’t really mind going on the ride with Jack. She might be terrified, but she’d be with him.

      

      When it was time to see the start of the rodeo before Leslie competed, they headed to the grandstands.

      Jack’s love for Dara grew with every smile, every laugh, every kiss. He wanted to say those words, I love you.

      He didn’t want to scare her away. Yet, he didn’t think he would.

      Better to wait for the right opportunity. He’d pick and choose the best time. When they were alone and it happened naturally.

      After greeting his mom and dad, Jack and Dara found seats about halfway down the grandstands, with a good view of the arena.

      He enjoyed sitting close to Dara. He wrapped his arm around her shoulders while they waited for the barrel racing competition to start in the small junior rodeo.

      The rodeo encompassed competitors from the ages of nine through nineteen. Kids came from other counties to compete with local athletes.

      He and Dara enjoyed the young girls’ events that included breakaway roping, pole bending, and goat tying.

      The young boys’ events were next. Calf riding was followed by goat tying. Some of his cousins had sons in the events.

      When the youngest kids finished their events, the older kids followed by age groups.

      The older kids’ events included pole bending, ribbon roping, and breakaway roping.

      When they were done, the middle-age groups in the barrel racing competition were first, so Leslie wouldn’t be racing until these girls finished competing.

      “I was around Bailey and the sport for years,” Dara said. “I’ve watched her race many times, and have gone to a lot of rodeos with her. It never grows old.”

      “It sure doesn’t.” Jack held Dara close as each rider raced the cloverleaf pattern around three barrels arranged in a triangular shape.

      As a senior 4-H leader, Leslie taught younger riders how to negotiate the cloverleaf without tipping over a barrel in the fastest time.

      The barrels were arranged using careful measurements at specific lengths.

      “No one ever explained horse boots to me.” Dara looked at him. “Of course, Bailey was on a horse while I watched, and I always forgot to ask her later.”

      “Horses that barrel race are outfitted with special sports boots before every run,” he explained. “The boots support a horse’s tendons and help prevent injuries.”

      He went on, “I don’t know if Bailey explained it to you, but riders also need a racing saddle that allows for greater stability and gives her more contact with the horse’s back.”

      “She did tell me that,” Dara said, “when I asked her why her saddle looks different from others.”

      “Back when the sport first started, judging was based more on rider appearance and horsemanship than speed,” he said. “It wasn’t until around 1949 that barrel racing became all about speed.”

      “They use electric timers,” Dara said. “With a sensor, right?”

      “That takes out the human element where a judge with a stopwatch isn’t as accurate,” he said. “The winner can be determined by a thousandth of a second using the sensors.”

      Dara pushed her braid over her shoulder. “Bailey always said how important it was to work with her horse daily.”

      “It is.” Jack rested his hand on her thigh. “The relationship between horse and rider is crucial.” He went on, “Like Bailey had with her horse, Leslie has an incredible relationship with Sammy. They communicate as if one knows the other’s mind.”

      They watched and cheered the young girls as they competed fiercely for the top spot in the event.

      The last girl in the middle-age category finished her ride, and the winner was announced.

      Now it was time for the age sixteen to nineteen group.

      Excitement, which had escalated with each event, charged the air. The first barrel racing contestant of the upper division competition rode out on a bay mare.

      The girl entered the arena at a gallop and headed toward barrel one. She circled the first barrel before guiding her horse to the second barrel, then the horse and rider charged toward barrel three. She pushed her horse toward the finish line, at an amazing speed, far faster than the younger competitors.

      Dara looked breathless as she watched. “It always amazes me how close the horses are to the ground as they round the barrels. Especially in the upper ages and adult races, it almost looked like the horse could tip over.”

      “The girls’ horses have a lot of power and training.” Jack gestured to the next rider as she shot out toward the barrels on her chestnut. “That’s Minnie Carver. She’s Leslie’s biggest competition.”

      They watched as Minnie negotiated the course in a time that blew well past the first rider. The crowd cheered when the announcer gave her stats.

      “She’s good,” Dara said.

      “Minnie is a great rider, but Leslie is better.” Jack winked at Dara. “I’m not biased, of course.”

      “Of course not.” Dara grinned. “I’m looking forward to her ride.”

      The next competitor’s horse tipped a barrel. The mistake added five seconds to the rider’s final time.

      Two more girls raced before Leslie rode out on her horse and waited at the starting line.

      A sense of pride warmed his chest, like it did every time he saw her race. She was his little girl, even if she wasn’t so little anymore. That girl and her brother meant everything to him.

      Dara gestured to Leslie’s beautiful white and black horse that had a distinctive pattern. “The horse is gorgeous.”

      “Sandwich is a Paint.” Jack braced his forearms on his thighs as he waited for Leslie’s ride to start.

      Dara laughed. “Sandwich?”

      “Yep.” Jack kept his gaze focused on Leslie. “She named him Sandwich when she was eight because the patterns reminded her of an ice cream sandwich. Sammy for short.”

      “That’s awesome.” Dara laughed. “I’ve always thought of Leslie as creative and fun. That just proves it started at an early age.”

      “You have no idea.” Jack shook his head as he thought of Leslie’s very good imagination and all the things she’d pulled growing up. “And she’s smart as hell.”

      “I’ve known Leslie since she was an infant,” Dara said. “I’ve always admired this young lady.”

      Jack watched Leslie, his breath stuck in his throat. His daughter was beautiful, her expression fierce as she waited at the starting line.

      The moment the horn sounded, Leslie and Sammy shot toward the first barrel.

      The difference between Leslie’s ride and the other competitors of all the age groups was vast. Leslie rode like Bailey—pure poetry. The only one he had seen come close to Leslie was Minnie.

      It looked like Leslie and the horse were one as they rounded the barrel. It took even his breath away.

      Leslie and Sammy exploded around the course.

      They rounded the last barrel, so close and so fast that it was as if her very speed could tip the barrel.

      The pair ripped away from the barrel and galloped at full speed to their final destination.

      The crowd exploded into cheers as Leslie and Sammy sailed past the finish line.

      Jack surged to his feet as he clapped for his daughter. Dara stood beside him, beaming, as he looked at his daughter with pride.

      The rodeo announcer gave the time of the race and declared Leslie the winner.

      Applauding and shouting continued from the grandstands. Leslie had plenty of relatives and friends there to cheer her on.

      Leslie rode a victory lap, her hand in the air as she sat up in the stirrups. More shouts and cheers followed in her wake.

      After Leslie’s ride, the middle-age and older boys’ competitions started. They watched calf roping, team roping, and steer wrestling.

      When the rodeo was over, it was close to getting dark. They headed out of the grandstands with the crowd.

      Jack held Dara’s hand as they walked near the barns, where Leslie was probably caring for Sammy.

      Dara brought him to a stop. “It’s probably not a good idea for me to go into the barn with you.” She sighed. “I don’t want to upset Leslie.”

      “She needs to get used to us as a couple.” He didn’t want Dara to be pushed aside.

      Dara put her palm on his chest, through the opening of his jacket. “Leslie’s just won a big competition that is important to her, and she’s probably on an adrenaline high.” Dara smiled gently. “I’m not going to take that away from her.”

      Jack frowned. “Dara—”

      She shook her head. “I’ll go to the building with all the photography and art exhibits. I just might decide to enter some of my art next year, so it’ll be fun to see what I’ll be up against.”

      Jack blew out his breath. “I don’t like leaving you alone.”

      “I’m a big girl, Jack.” She smiled. “And I’m not making things up—I really do want to check out the exhibits.”

      Jack wrapped his arms around Dara. “You are one of the most thoughtful, caring people I know.”

      She hugged him in return. When she drew back, she gestured in the direction of the barn. “Now go see Leslie.”

      He kissed her soundly, then watched her as she walked to the art exhibit building. When she reached the entrance, she looked over her shoulder, smiled, then vanished through the huge doorway.

      Jack strode toward the barn and walked inside. He headed past kids who were working with their horses and/or talking with friends and fellow competitors.

      He found Leslie brushing down Sammy, none of her friends currently around. “Hi, gumdrop.”

      “Hi, Dad.” Leslie set her brush aside and hugged him. “I was wondering when you’d show up.”

      “Nice ride.” He tugged on her braid. “I knew you’d win.”

      “Thanks, Dad.” She hesitated and looked over his shoulder as a frown crossed her features. “Where is she?”

      “If you mean Dara,” he said, “she went to see the art exhibits.”

      Leslie picked up the brush, seeming more subdued now. “I’m going to put up Sammy. When I’m done, I’m going to the dance tonight with some friends,” she said. “If that’s okay with you.”

      “Home by ten,” he said.

      She nodded. “And in bed by eleven.”

      He kissed her on the top of her head. “Proud of you, Les.”

      She smiled and hugged him again. “I know.”

      “Need any help?” he asked.

      She shook her head. “I got this.”

      “You sure do.” He tugged her braid one more time before he headed outside, into the growing darkness, to find Dara.
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      Dara looked out the glass Arcadia door at the pouring October rain. “It’s really coming down.” She jangled her car keys as she spoke to Emily.

      “Sure you don’t want to stay the night here at the ranch?” Emily glanced from the window to Dara. “I haven’t seen rain like this in ages. The roads are going to be awful to navigate.”

      “You’re exaggerating, Mama Hen.” It was Friday, and Dara had plans to be at Jack’s ranch for dinner.

      They’d been dating for six weeks now, and it was her first time to have dinner with him and his kids. They’d put it off, waiting for Leslie to accept their dating. That hadn’t happened yet, but Jack felt that she would come around.

      “I’m more worried about Leslie driving home in this rain.” Dara thought about the girl who had barely said “goodbye” as she walked out the door all of two minutes ago.

      “If I get out of here now,” Dara said, “I’ll be able to follow her in case there’s any trouble.”

      The front door opened and shut harder than it should have. Both Dara and Emily looked to see a drenched Leslie standing on the doormat, water dripping onto the mat.

      ”My truck won’t start.” Leslie’s expression looked as dark as the skies outside. “I tried calling Dad, but I’m not getting any bars on my phone and I get some stupid message about not being able to make a call at this time.”

      “We can try my phone.” Dara pulled hers out of her pocket and checked the screen. “No bars on mine either, but I’ll give it a shot.”

      Dara pressed speed dial for Jack, but she also got a message about trying the call later.

      She lowered the phone and looked at Leslie. “Same thing here.”

      “I have a project due Monday that I need to work on tonight.” Leslie’s frown deepened. “I’m going to be competing in Flagstaff all weekend, so this is my only time available.”

      Dara took a deep breath and blew it out. She always felt on edge when it came to Leslie, afraid to upset the girl more than she already was.

      “I’m headed there now.” Dara gripped her car keys. “I can give you a ride.”

      Leslie stood for a long moment and stared at Dara.

      “You’re welcome to stay the night here at the ranch if you prefer,” Dara said.

      Leslie shook her head. “I’ll ride with you.” Her throat visibly worked. “Thank you.”

      This could be fun, Dara thought. Leslie locked in the car with me for the next twenty minutes, when she doesn’t even want to be around me for two.

      Leslie broke into Dara’s thoughts. “We need to get going.”

      “Let me try the landline first.” Dara glanced at Leslie. “We’ll give him a heads-up that we’re on our way.”

      Leslie appeared impatient, but said, “Okay.”

      Dara went into the kitchen to the phone sitting on the breakfast bar. She dialed Jack’s number, but got a beeping sound that indicated the line was down.

      Dara walked back to Leslie and Emily. “No luck. Cell service is spotty here to begin with, but I was hoping the landline was fine.” Dara added. “The weather report mentioned rain, but nothing bad.”

      “The roads will be worse if we don’t leave now.” Leslie shook her head. “Dad will get worried and we don’t have any way to call him.”

      “You have a point.” Dara slipped on her jacket before she gave Emily a quick hug. “Have a good weekend with the kids.”

      “I always do.” Emily gave her a smile. “Be careful.”

      “I always am,” Dara said with a teasing laugh. “On Monday I’ll bring a couple dozen doughnuts from Sweet Things. Have coffee ready.”

      “You bet,” Emily said.

      Leslie gave a slight wave. “See you, Emily.”

      Dara followed Leslie outside the house and onto the porch. She looked out at the rainy evening. Ugh.

      “Come on.” Leslie jogged down the steps and was instantly drenched again.

      Icy-cold rain plastered Dara’s hair to her face and neck as she jogged to her Jeep. Leslie waited on the passenger side while Dara pressed the button to open the locked door. The girl climbed in as Dara did, and they shut the doors behind them.

      Dara shivered and started the vehicle, turning the heater on. She rubbed at a spot on the windshield with her sleeve before settling back in her seat.

      She frowned out at the darkening sky. “The visibility isn’t the best, but it’s not too bad.”

      “Thanks for taking me with you.” Leslie’s voice drew Dara’s attention. “You didn’t have to.”

      “I want to,” Dara said. “I’ve known you since you were born. I think the world of you, Leslie.”

      The girl looked at her hands. “Even after the way I’ve been to you?”

      “Yes.” The firmness of Dara’s reply brought back the girls’ attention. They met gazes. “I know this is hard, and I know it doesn’t seem fair. No one can replace your Mom, Leslie, and I’m not trying to.” She paused as she watched Leslie, who appeared to be working it through her mind.

      Dara added, “Your mom was a wonderful person, and everyone loved her. I didn’t know her well, but I cared about her, too.”

      Leslie slowly nodded. “It would be hard not to.”

      Dara put the car into gear. “Let’s get you home.”

      “You’re coming for dinner tonight?” Leslie asked as they started down the road.

      Dara peered through the windshield. “Your dad says he has a specialty, but won’t tell me what it is.”

      Leslie laughed. “Oh, you’re in for a treat if it’s the one and only specialty I know of.”

      “Hints?” Dara held onto the steering wheel as a wheel hit a pothole in the road.

      “Nope.” Leslie shook her head. “If dad wants it to be a secret, then you have to wait.” She gave Dara a sly look. “I hope you like ghost pepper hot.”

      Dara raised her brows. “Ghost pepper? I like hot, but that might tip the scales in the other direction.”

      Leslie’s grin was wicked. “I’ll make sure we have a pitcher of water on the table just for you.”

      “You’re enjoying this, aren’t you.” Dara squinted to see through the rain. “I guess I asked for it.”

      “Yep.” Leslie sounded more relaxed and friendly, like she used to be before Dara started dating Jack.

      “Damn.” Dara’s brow furrowed. “It’s gotten a lot heavier pretty fast. I’m having a hard time seeing the road.”

      “It’s really getting bad.” Leslie seemed to notice for the first time how hard the heavy rain now pounded on them. “It’s worse now than it was.”

      “It’s a good thing there aren’t any flood crossings on this road.” The steering wheel almost jerked out of Dara’s hands when the tires slid in mud. “We’d have to wait as long as it took to make sure we didn’t get caught up in a flash flood.”

      “Uncle Jayson’s wife, Celine, was caught in a flash flood after they first met,” Leslie said quietly. “It was really bad.”

      “I heard about that.” Dara sighed. “Yeah, it’s much heavier now. If I’d known it would get like this, I would have stayed at the ranch with you.”

      “I shouldn’t have pushed,” Leslie said.

      Dara frowned as she went on, “There’s no place to turn around. The road is too narrow.”

      The Jeep’s tires slid again in the mud, and Dara’s heart thumped harder. She’d never driven in this kind of rain. “We’ll be fine,” she said more to herself than Leslie.

      “I trust you,” Leslie said.

      Damnit. Dara’s thoughts went in circles, repeating the same refrain. I should have stayed at the ranch with Leslie. Jack would have come to look for us.

      She shouldn’t have risked taking Leslie out in these conditions, no matter how much the girl had wanted to go home.

      When they finally reached the two-lane highway, Dara breathed a sigh of relief. The rain was still heavy and she could only see two car-lengths ahead. But the highway was safer to drive on than the dirt road.

      “We made it,” Leslie said.

      Dara smiled at Leslie. “Don’t tell me you had any doubts.”

      Leslie grinned in a way that reminded Dara of Jack. “I didn’t. I trust you.”

      Dara peered into the rain. It was fully dark now and the Jeep’s headlights reflected on the downpour. She was grateful for Leslie’s confidence, but not so happy with the increasingly heavy rain.

      Her stomach twisted. She drove slowly and cautiously. A couple of vehicles approached from the opposite direction. They seemed to appear out of nowhere, ghostly in appearance.

      The cars were driven as slowly as she was driving herself and Leslie.

      “Try calling your Dad.” Dara didn’t look away from the road. “If the call goes through, let him know we’re about ten minutes away.”

      “Got it.” Leslie pulled out her cell phone and called Jack. A moment later, she said, “Hi, Dad. My truck wouldn’t start, so I’m with Dara.”

      Dara could hear Jack say, “Where are you?”

      “Not far,” Leslie said. “Dara and I will be there in ten minutes.”

      “Be careful on the road up to the house,” he said. “With all this rain it will be muddy.”

      “See you soon,” Leslie said before disconnecting the call. “Dad said be careful on the road to the house, ’cause it’s muddy,” she relayed, likely not realizing Dara had heard the conversation.

      “I intend to.” Dara hated worrying Jack like this.

      Every time Dara thought the rain had gotten as bad as it could get, it got worse.

      “I can’t see the road sign for your house,” Dara said. “Help me out?”

      “There it is.” Leslie pointed ahead. “Painted Pony Way.”

      “Did your dad name the road?” Dara said as she slowed.

      “When we had the new house built, he named the road after Sammy.” Leslie smiled.

      Dara started to turn right.

      A truck appeared out of nowhere.

      It hydroplaned, sliding across the road, straight for them.

      Dara’s heart slammed in her chest.

      She tried to gun the engine to get the Jeep out of the way.

      The truck came on too fast.

      It slammed into the driver’s side.

      Pain exploded in Dara’s body.

      Leslie screamed as the truck drove the Jeep into the ditch and shoved it into the barbed wire fence.

      Metal shrieked.

      Sparks flew from the vehicle’s side grinding against metal fence posts.

      A telephone pole came up fast out of the dark.

      Dara couldn’t move the wheel as the truck drove the front of the Jeep into the pole, pinning them against it.

      The airbag punched Dara in the face.

      Leslie’s cries echoed in Dara’s head.

      She tried to maintain consciousness. “Leslie.” She could barely speak as her vision swam. “Are you okay?”

      “I’m not hurt.” Leslie sounded frantic. “But you’re injured, Dara.”

      “Thank God, you’re okay.” Dara felt herself slipping.

      Leslie was okay.

      Leslie’s okay.

      Shouts came through the rain.

      Banging on the vehicle. Someone tried to open her door.

      “Don’t fall asleep.” Leslie gripped Dara’s right arm. “You have to stay conscious.”

      “I don’t feel so good.” Something hot and sticky dripped down the side her face.

      She tried to push it away, but her arm wouldn’t move.

      Pinned against the door.

      She couldn’t move.

      Leslie’s frantic voice. “Dad,” she said. On the phone?

      Her voice faded.

      Tired, so tired.

      Dara wanted to sleep.

      Leslie said she was okay. Then sleep was okay.

      She eased in and out of darkness.

      Leslie brought her back. “Dad’s going to be here soon.”

      Good. Jack.

      Leslie called Dara’s name, dragging her from the abyss before she slipped toward darkness. Then Leslie pulled her back again.

      Sirens.

      Lights flashing. Red. Blue.

      The crunch and grind of metal next to her.

      The door giving way.

      “Dara.” Jack’s voice as she slipped against his warm body.

      Or was it her imagination?

      Rain poured down.

      Shouts. Being lifted.

      “Dara, honey.” Jack’s frantic voice.

      A glare and she couldn’t see. Her eyes hurt. Everything hurt.

      “Be with Leslie,” she managed to get out.

      “She’s right here with the paramedics,” he said. “She’s going to be okay. You’re going to be okay.”

      “I’m sorry.” Dara coughed. Tasted blood. “I shouldn’t have let Leslie leave the ranch. We shouldn’t have left…” Her voice trailed off as her vision dulled again.

      “Everything is fine, Dara.” Jack sounded like he was trying to keep his voice steady. “You concentrate on staying awake.”

      Paramedics lifted her out of the car on the count of three and then she was on her back on a stretcher.

      “Dara.” Jack’s face appeared over hers. He looked like he was having a hard time keeping a calm expression. His eyes told her he was anything but calm. “Hang in there.”

      “I’m so sorry.” Tears burned her eyes as she met his gaze. “Leslie—she could have died. I’m so sorry, Jack.”

      This time when she slipped away, she didn’t come back.

      

      Jack sat on the edge of a chair in the emergency room, his face buried in his hands. He couldn’t lose Dara.

      “She’s going to be all right, Dad.” Leslie’s hand on his forearm. “I know she will be.”

      He straightened and put his arms around his daughter. Thank God, she hadn’t gotten a scratch from the accident, just a little bruising.

      But Dara—

      He didn’t know how badly she was hurt. There’d been so damned much blood.

      Another accident flashed in his mind, only Lucy had been killed instantly.

      He wasn’t going to lose Dara like he’d lost Lucy.

      I can’t lose the woman I love. Not again.

      He held Leslie close to him, so damned grateful she was all right. A doctor had examined her earlier. She was shaken up, but didn’t appear to have a concussion, although they would take precautions the first night. The only bruising was from the seatbelt and the airbag.

      Max rested his hand on Jack’s shoulder. He looked up to meet his son’s caring gaze. “Les is right. Dara will come out of this okay.”

      The sound of footsteps against the floor grabbed Jack’s attention. He and his children looked to see a woman in a lab coat approaching.

      Dr. Nancy Taylor, a long-time family friend. Was she Dara’s doctor?

      Jack released his daughter and surged to his feet. “Dr. Taylor.”

      “It’s strange having you address me as doctor, and not Nancy.” She gave him a soft smile and turned to his kids. “Hi, Leslie and Max.”

      “Hi,” Leslie said solemnly and Max echoed her.

      Dr. Taylor grew more serious. “Jack, I understand you’re with Dara Winters, and she doesn’t have any local family members.”

      “Her only family is her brother in Chicago.” Was she going to tell him she couldn’t speak with him about Dara since he wasn’t family? To hell with that. “How’s Dara?”

      Dr. Taylor glanced at her clipboard. “She’s conscious and gave permission to talk with you.”

      She was conscious and talking. That was a good sign, right?

      “Dara has multiple contusions and lacerations.” Nancy lowered her clipboard. “Her internal injuries do not appear to be serious.”

      Jack’s breath left him in a rush.

      “She has a moderate to severe concussion, however,” Dr. Taylor continued. “She’ll need rest and minimized stress.”

      Jack’s throat ached. “She’s going to be all right?”

      “Yes.” Dr. Taylor gave a slight nod. “We’d like to keep her overnight for observation. She can go home tomorrow.”

      “When can we see her?” Jack asked.

      “She’s being transferred to a room now,” Dr. Taylor said. “A staff member will let you know when Dara can see you.”

      “Thanks, Nancy.” Jack took her hand in his and she returned his firm grip before telling Leslie goodbye and leaving.

      The relief Jack felt staggered him with its intensity.

      He had a hard time sitting and waiting to see Dara.

      Jack kept his daughter close, not wanting to let her out of his sight right now. The possibility of having lost her made him want to keep her close, at least for today.

      A nurse finally came to the waiting room to tell him they could see Dara.

      He strode to her room, having a hard time keeping an even pace as opposed to rushing there.

      When he reached the doorway, he paused for a moment. His heart clenched.

      Dara’s face was bruised and swollen. She had stitches across one cheek and a big knot on her forehead. Her arms were covered with bandages and stitches, and plenty of bruises.

      Seeing her like this was scary as hell. He could have lost Dara.

      She opened her eyes and met his gaze. She didn’t smile.

      Max and Leslie came around him and went to Dara. She did smile at them.

      “Thank God you’re not injured, Leslie.” Dara’s eyes looked glossy, as if she was fighting back tears. “I’m so sorry I put you in that kind of danger.”

      Leslie frowned. “You didn’t put me in danger. That driver lost control and hit us. It wasn’t your fault.”

      “It wouldn’t have happened if we had stayed at the ranch,” Dara said.

      Leslie shook her head. “I pushed you.”

      “But I’m the adult,” Dara said firmly. “I didn’t make the right choice.”

      “That’s not true.” Leslie hesitated. Her throat worked as she spoke. “I’ve been giving it a lot of thought. I’ve been mean to you and have been acting like a little kid.”

      Dara looked surprised, but said, “You’re a wonderful young woman, and you know I’ve always cared for you.”

      “I want you to know that I was wrong.” Leslie looked earnestly at Dara. “You’re good with my dad. I can tell you make him happy. You’ve been in my life forever, and I think it’ll be pretty cool to have you around.”

      Jack felt so much pride for his daughter, and it warmed his heart. That had to have been hard for her to get out.

      “Thank you, Leslie,” Dara said. “You know I think the world of you.”

      Leslie nodded and gave Dara a gentle hug. “I’ll see you later, when you feel better.”

      Max hugged her gingerly, too. “I’m glad you’re okay, Dara. I think it’s great having you around, too.”

      Dara smiled. “Thanks, Max.”

      The pair left the room, leaving Jack and Dara alone.

      She looked away from him.

      “Dara?” He reached her and sat in the chair beside the bed. “What’s wrong?”

      Her jaw tensed and she finally turned to face him. “I could have cost you your daughter, Jack.” A tear rolled down her cheek. “I won’t risk the chance you’ll lose Leslie, like you lost Lucy.”

      “Oh, honey.” He took her hand after making sure she didn’t have any cuts or bruises on it. “You did nothing wrong.”

      Tears rolled freely down Dara’s cheeks. “I made a bad decision, Jack. A decision that could have had horrible consequences.”

      “Shhh.” Jack gently squeezed Dara’s fingers as he tried to calm her. “You have done nothing but care for my daughter from the moment you met her. I trust you.”

      “Then your trust is misplaced.” Dara pulled her hand from his and turned away from him.

      “Dara.” He spoke more firmly now. “You are one of the best things that has ever happened to me in my life. I believe in you, and I believe in us.”

      “I need to rest now.” She closed her eyes.

      His heart felt tight in his chest as he stood and leaned over her. He kissed her head where he thought she wasn’t hurt. “I’ll see you tomorrow.”

      She didn’t answer.

      He watched her a long moment before he turned and walked out of the room.

      

      “I don’t understand why you don’t want to see Jack.” Charlee frowned as she walked with Dara to her front door. “You’ve said until you’re blue in the face that you don’t want to hurt him. Don’t you know that’s exactly what you’ll be doing if you break it off with him?”

      Dara unlocked her front door, the key shaking in her fingers. She clenched her teeth, forcing herself to steady her hand so she could unlock the door.

      “Better now than later.” She did her best to keep her voice calm. “I don’t want that kind of responsibility, Charlee.”

      Dara had asked to be released from the hospital as early as possible. It had worked out only because Dr. Taylor had planned to leave town early and had stopped by in the morning.

      Being there when Jack returned would have been unbearable.

      Thankfully, Charlee had been available to pick up Dara’s clothes and take them to the hospital to Dara, before bringing her home. Dara had given Charlee her house key the night before.

      Unfortunately, Charlee wouldn’t stop pressing her about Jack.

      “I’m tired.” Dara tried another tactic. “I need to rest.” It was true, she did need rest. She ached from head to toe.

      Charlee followed her into the house. “I want to say one more thing.”

      Dara sighed as she set her purse on a stool by the breakfast bar. “And that is?”

      “Remember when we told Bailey she had to stop running scared?” Charlee’s voice quieted. “That’s what you’re doing. You’re running from something that could be the best thing that ever happened to you.”

      “This is different.” Dara reached into her purse and pulled out the bottle of ibuprofen that had been prescribed to her. “I could have killed Jack’s daughter.”

      “For one, that didn’t happen,” Charlee said, “and two, it wasn’t your fault.”

      “That’s what everyone keeps saying.” Dara grabbed a water bottle out of the fridge before downing the ibuprofen.

      “Then listen,” Charlee said.

      Dara started to rub her temples then grimaced when she touched the lump on her forehead. “All the talking doesn’t change the fact that I could have. I don’t want that responsibility.”

      “Just think it through.” Charlee seemed to realize she needed to drop the subject, at least for now. “Let me hug you in a way that won’t hurt you.”

      Dara managed a smile. “Don’t worry, you won’t hurt me.”

      “Famous last words.” Charlee hugged her and Dara tried not to wince. Charlee leaned back. “Promise me you won’t make any decisions now. You have a concussion and you’re in a lot of pain. Just get some rest, okay? Things will look better when you feel better.”

      “Thanks, Charlee.” Dara squeezed her friend’s shoulders. “I know you only want the best for me. Don’t worry, okay?”

      “That’ll be the day.” Charlee smiled. “I’ll call you this evening to see if you need anything.”

      “I’ll be fine,” Dara said as she walked Charlee to the door. “Thank you for everything. I appreciate you so much.”

      “You’d better appreciate me,” Charlee said. “I don’t come cheap.”

      Dara laughed. “I’ll see you later. Now, I need to take a nap.”

      Charlee gave a little wave before she strode to her car and climbed in.

      Dara loved Charlee to pieces, but she wasn’t being understanding in this situation like friends are required to be.

      She smiled a little to herself. Okay, so she had been on the other side of the coin with Bailey, but this was different.

      Right?

      Dara sighed and went straight to her bedroom. Every part of her seemed to cry out in pain as she moved. Despite the pain when she crawled in bed, she slipped into a deep sleep.

      

      Something woke Dara, but she didn’t know what. She blinked her eyes against the sunlight coming into her room. Her mouth tasted dry, like cotton. Her entire body ached.

      “Hi, Sleeping Beauty.”

      Dara’s heart slammed against her ribs even as she turned to look in the direction of Jack’s voice.

      He sat in an armchair he’d taken from the foot of her bed, his forearms braced on his thighs.

      She put her hand to her chest, over her racing heart. “You scared the crap out of me, Jack McBride.”

      “If I scared some sense into you, it was worth it.” The corner of his mouth twitched.

      He made her want to smile at the same time she wanted to cry. “How did you get in?”

      “You forgot already that you gave me a key?” He smiled. “You must have hit your head harder than I realized. That could explain your extreme stubbornness, too.”

      Dara winced as she scooted up in bed so that she could meet his gaze without staring up at him. “I’ve already told you how I feel about this. I need to end it with you.”

      Pain flashed in Jack’s eyes, but he reached for her hand and gripped it in his. “Before you say another word, I want you to listen to me, okay?”

      She started to protest, but she owed him this, a moment to listen to what he had to say. She gave a slight nod.

      Jack blew out his breath. “I should have told you already, but I think now is as good a time as any.”

      She tilted her head, waiting, wondering what he had to say.

      “I love you, Dara.” The words came pouring from him at the same time her heart seemed to stop. “I can’t live without you. I know this all has shaken you, but you need to understand something. I love you and I need you.”

      He loved her. He’d said it.

      She started to shake her head, but he held up his hand. “I am not leaving here until you see things my way.”

      Her jaw dropped. “See things your way?”

      “Yep.” He grasped her hand tighter. “Please don’t push me away, Dara. I love you so much my heart aches with it.”

      “But—” she started.

      “Nope.” He cut her off with a shake of his head. “The way this goes is that you tell me how you feel. How you really feel. We’ve been upfront about our relationship from the start. No sense in changing things now.”

      He had her stunned on so many levels.

      She spoke slowly, trying to work things out in her head. “I don’t know how to get past this. I feel terrible. Like I could have cost you everything.”

      Jack shook his head. “The only way this will go, is you tell me you love me.”

      Instead of feeling worse over what had happened, she wanted to smile.

      “It won’t change anything if I do,” she said.

      “Try me.”

      She took a deep breath and said, “I love you, Jack.”

      “There you go.” He grinned. “All better now. Bet you don’t feel any pain anymore.”

      She rolled her eyes, but said, “I sort of do feel better.”

      He got out of the chair and knelt beside the bed before gathering her in his arms.

      “Ow.”

      “Sorry.”

      She winced. “It’s okay.”

      “Good.” He hugged her a long while, like he’d hold her forever.

      When he released her, he smiled. “Since you didn’t get my specialty last night, you get it today.”

      She raised an eyebrow. “I hear your specialty is hot. Ghost pepper hot.”

      He shrugged. “Maybe. Maybe not.”

      “My stomach isn’t cast iron,” she said. “I think it’s injured, too.

      He smiled and kissed her forehead. “This is an adjusted version. Not quite as hot.”

      She gave him a skeptical look. “Right.” She sniffed the air. “Wait. I smell something.” She raised a brow. “Something yummy.”

      “Would you like dinner in bed?” he asked.

      “Give me a few minutes and I’ll meet you in the kitchen.”

      “You’ve got it.” He winked before he got up and headed out the open bedroom door.

      Damn, that wink could get him anywhere with her.

      Dara climbed out of the bed, gritting her teeth a little. For some reason, she didn’t hurt quite as bad as she had before. Maybe being in love, and having that person tell you he loved you, was healing.

      Yeah, maybe it was.

      She smiled. Yes, no doubt about it. Definitely yes.
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      Sun beat down on Dara as she tilted her face to the sky. Around her water splashed gently against the sides of the boat. She breathed in the scents of fresh air and the lake. She lowered her head and looked at the pine and juniper-lined shore in the distance.

      “Why are we sitting on the boat in the middle of the lake with no fishing poles?” Dara smiled over her shoulder at Jack. “We always have poles handy when we’re out here.”

      “How about a picnic lunch instead?” Jack produced a covered wicker basket that he must have had stashed below. “We can eat on the boat.”

      Dara pressed her hand against her belly. It was definitely lunch time. “I’m in. Perfect way to start the first day of my vacation.”

      It happened to be nine months to the day since the accident. The thought of the accident didn’t bring her down like it had for a long while. She was able to put it inside an increasingly dusty box in her mind.

      They sat on the white-padded bench seat in the back of the boat as it drifted on the lake.

      Jack took out plastic-wrapped sandwiches, clear plastic containers of grapes and apple slices, and a large, square plastic container that she couldn’t see through. Probably dessert. It had to be a lot of dessert.

      Dara picked up one of the sandwiches and unwrapped it. “Bacon turkey club. Yum.”

      She glanced at Jack as he pulled out a thermos and poured lemonade into clear plastic cups. He handed her a cup and she took it. He unwrapped his own sandwich.

      As Jack took a bite of his sandwich, she drank from the lemonade.

      Her mouth puckered, then she laughed. “You forgot the sugar.”

      He finished chewing then swallowed before he shook his head. “Good thing we have bottles of water.”

      They ate their sandwiches as they talked about the upcoming “World’s Oldest Rodeo,” to be held as usual during Prescott’s Frontier Days.

      For over 130 years, since 1888, the rodeo had occurred annually around the fourth of July weekend. This year the event would start on July first, and last four days like usual.

      Leslie would be competing, as well as other McBride rodeo cowboys.

      Dara gave a happy sigh as she popped the next-to-the-last grape in her mouth. “This lunch is the best ever.”

      Jack took the container from her and ate the last grape. He set the container aside and smiled. “You always say that when we’re out in nature.”

      “That’s because being out in nature makes everything taste wonderful.” She smiled. “Most of the time.”

      He shook his head and laughed. “Yeah, the skunk incident would be one of those times the food didn’t have quite the appeal as usual.”

      Dara groaned. “Don’t remind me.”

      “Cake?” He opened up the large plastic container, but left the lid covering the contents. “Made it myself.”

      She glanced at Jack with suspicion. He wasn’t much of a cook, much less a baker. “You baked a cake?”

      “It’s my first.” He held the corner of the box. “I hope you like it.”

      “We’ll see,” she said in a teasing voice.

      “Read it aloud.” He raised the lid. Chocolate frosted the cake, with something written on top of it in white frosting. It wasn’t done with the steadiest hand and was hard to read.

      Dara squinted and concentrated on deciphering. “Will…you...marry...me—”

      Her eyes widened and she cut her gaze to Jack.

      “Yes, I will marry you,” he said with a grin.

      “I—” She glanced at the cake again, the words not sinking in fast enough.

      She took a deep breath and set the cake aside, her eyes wide. “Jack.” He had just asked her to marry him on a cake. She wanted to laugh, wanted to cry, wanted to hear him say the words.

      He picked up the cake and slid beside her on the bench. “You missed something.”

      A small plastic container was between the cake and the wall of the box.

      She managed not to get chocolate frosting on her fingers as she slid the plastic box out with her shaking hand. She popped the lid open. In the middle of the container, in a nest of hay, was a ring.

      Jack took the container and cake from her and set the cake aside.

      “Really?” she said.

      His loving expression filled her heart and soul. “I want—need—to have you in my life for the rest of my days. I want children with you. I want us to do everything possible together. You and me, and our soon to be growing family.”

      Her heart leapt into her throat.

      He smiled as he took out the ring, grasped her hand, and looked into her eyes. “Will you marry me, Dara?”

      She’d dreamed of this day yet had never thought she’d be so speechless. He’d caught her completely off guard.

      Happiness wound itself inside her, and she felt it from her head to her toes. “Children?”

      “Yes.” The depths of his feelings for her shone in his eyes. “You’d be a wonderful mother. You’re already a great almost-stepmom.”

      She flung her arms around Jack and pressed her face against the curve of his neck.

      When she drew back from the hug she smiled. “Yes, Jack McBride. Yes, yes, yes.”

      He was smiling, the sexiest smile ever, when he took her hand again. He slid the ring onto her finger. How had he managed to get such a perfect fit?

      His sister, no doubt, had managed to get him the right size.

      Dara felt the cool metal on her finger and stared at the ring. She hadn’t had a good look at it before. A princess cut diamond in a setting with smaller citrine stones on either side of the diamond.

      “This is beautiful.” The words came out on a sigh. She looked at Jack and smiled before kissing him hard.

      When they drew away from the kiss, they stared at each other for a long moment. He broke the moment with a grin.

      He dug in his pocket and brought out a small pouch made out of blue velvet. “I thought you might like this. Maybe your ‘something new’ for our wedding, depending on how fast we get married.” He winked at her. “Tomorrow okay for you?”

      She laughed and took the bag from him. She opened the drawstring pouch and let the contents slide onto her open palm.

      For the second moment in a row, he caught her by surprise. The citrine bracelet she’d wanted in Sedona now sat on her hand. She hadn’t been able to afford it at the time.

      “Thank you,” she said breathlessly.

      He took the bracelet from her and fastened it onto her wrist.

      “Beautiful,” she said.

      “Almost as beautiful as you,” he said softly.

      She flung her arms around him again. “You are so amazing, Jack. Wonderful and amazing.”

      He shifted her so she was on his lap. He kissed her with fire and intensity that made her feel weak, yet strong. When he broke the kiss, he caressed hair from her face. “You are one of the best things that has happened to me in my life.”

      “I love you, Jack.” She put her hands on his biceps. “What’s this about getting married so fast?”

      “What do you think about eloping to Fiji?” He smiled. “After a small ceremony with the kids and your brother?”

      “That’s eloping?” she said with a laugh.

      He nodded. “Not having the entire McBride clan or our friends at the wedding, before heading off to Fiji, is the closest thing to eloping that we can get. We can have a surprise reception with everyone when we get back.”

      Dara gave an emphatic nod. “When?”

      “You started vacation this week, so why not tomorrow?” he said.

      Excitement bubbled up inside her, like champagne that had just been uncorked. “You planned this out perfectly, didn’t you?”

      “Yes.” He grinned. “With the help of the kids and your brother.”

      “Jack.” She held onto him and sighed. “Yes, tomorrow. We are so out of here.”

      “I love you, Dara.” He kissed her soundly. “More than I could ever have imagined.”

      She felt so much peace and love in that moment that she could hardly speak. “I love you, Jack McBride.”

      Who knew the perfect man for her had been in her life all along.
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      “Nooooo.” Charlee Burke groaned as the red Mustang convertible limped along the side of the dirt road. “Not a stupid flat tire.” Thump clunk, thump clunk, thump clunk.

      Couldn’t she at least have made it to her cabin?

      “Great way to start Christmas weekend,” Charlee grumbled as she brought the vehicle to a hard stop, the Mustang’s tires throwing up clouds of dirt. Thankfully she had the top up. She shut off the powerful engine, groaned again, and banged her forehead against the steering wheel. Damn, and she’d just aired up the tire at a service station three days ago.

      This must be her punishment for ditching out on her sister’s cornbread stuffing.

      Changing a tire had been on her top one hundred things to learn list, but she’d never gotten around to it. Procrastination frequently turned around and bit her in the butt.

      Even better, I should have paid for a AAA membership.

      Hindsight was something she had far too much of.

      Her big red tote, where she kept her cell phone, lay just in reach. Who could she call? One of her best friends, Bailey’s, brothers? No, they were probably all busy with their wives and kids. After all, it was Christmas in two days.

      Ace wasn’t married and didn’t have kids, but he was the last person she’d want to call, for a number of reasons—too damned sexy for his own good being one of them. He might be with the rest of the McBrides, anyway.

      She sighed. She should try to figure this out for herself, first.

      Charlee grabbed a jacket, climbed out of the car, and shivered in the chill air. She slid her arms in the jacket as she looked up at angry clouds chewing up muted sunlight as a storm rolled in, leaving dark sky and rain in its wake. The weather report had said they were in for rain and hail today, and possibly snow tonight. The bad weather wasn’t due until late this afternoon.

      So much for the weather report.

      She had a whole weekend to herself and wouldn’t mind spending time in her cabin curled up with a good book and hot chocolate spiked with brandy, while snowflakes drifted lazily down. Here in Prescott, Arizona, they didn’t usually get a lot of snow in December, a couple of inches or so, but this year the storm was supposed to be big. And then she was headed into the Bradshaw Mountains where the snowfall would be even deeper.

      Timing is everything.

      A cold wind picked up and tossed her hair around her face and chilled her through. The turtleneck and light jacket she’d just put on weren’t enough—she’d have to get her coat from the back seat. She popped the trunk to search for the spare tire and the jack. She’d seen it done on TV, and once when a friend had a flat back in high school. It couldn’t be that difficult.

      Right?

      If Bailey McBride—no, now Bailey Greer—had been here, she would have had the tire changed already. Well, not already, but soon enough.

      Charlee stared into the trunk at boxes of books and bags of clothes she’d been planning to drop off at the local donation center. She was pretty sure that under all that stuff lay a compartment with a tire and a jack.

      She needed to have this done before some man came by and offered to help. She couldn’t trust that it would be a good Samaritan.

      Her throat tightened and she shivered, but not from cold. No…she was on a lonely backroad not frequented by many, and she didn’t like the thought of being out here alone with some stranger.

      Most men could be trusted about as far as she could throw them—push them, rather—and that might be all of six inches. Maybe.

      Charlee sighed. She was being too hard on the gender, thanks to one horrible experience. She needed to think of good men, like the McBrides or even Greg Baldwin, the guy she’d dated in high school. He’d been sweet, but they had gone their own ways after graduating.

      Regardless, she didn’t want to be alone with a stranger.

      Concentrate, Charlee told herself. She had to get this tire changed.

      First, she had to get the boxes out of the way. Her muscles strained as she grabbed a small but heavy box of books, then almost dumped it onto the side of the road. She dropped it with a thud in the dirt.

      Next came two big bags of clothes. Then she discovered a small crate of old hand weights Dara, her other best friend, had helped put into the trunk ages ago, that she’d forgotten about.

      Dara and Jack—one of Bailey’s older brothers—had eloped a year ago, and had just announced Dara’s pregnancy. Bailey and Seth were expecting a baby any day now. Maybe they’d have a Christmas baby.

      There was an entire valley of McBride males, and too few females born into the huge clan. Seth had hoped for a girl, but Bailey wanted a boy who would grow up to be just like his daddy. According to the ultrasound, Bailey was going to get her wish.

      Jack and Dara had said they would be happy with either, and didn’t want to know until the baby was born. Rather old-fashioned of them, Charlee thought with a smile.

      At the same time, her chest grew tight. If she didn’t get over her hangups with men, she’d never get married and have children of her own, something she had wanted more than anything. She loved kids.

      David Smith had upset her life in a big way, and she hadn’t forgiven herself for falling for him, but mostly for what he’d done to her sister.

      Therapy had helped, and so had time, but she hadn’t been able to take the next step.

      “Concentrate on fixing the flat tire,” Charlee muttered as she took the hand weights out of the small wood crate so she could lift it.

      Her ice-cold fingers made moving everything a little more difficult. What was left of the sunlight rapidly dwindled, and it wouldn’t be long before the storm would be on top of her. She’d get a good drenching and her car might be damaged by the hail.

      Damn. She would have to hurry. She couldn’t be out in a storm.

      After she set the crate on the ground, next to the hand weights she’d removed, she pulled back the carpet and raised the lid of the spare tire compartment.

      “Aha!” Her triumph took a nosedive when a fat drop of rain splatted on the back of her head.

      The spare was smaller than the regular tire, a donut. She unscrewed a big nut and set it aside before lifting the tire out. She tossed the donut onto the ground, beside everything else.

      Beneath the spare, there were the things necessary to change a tire, but she really had no idea how to do it.

      Deflated, she turned and sat on the dusty bumper, realizing too late that her clean jeans weren’t going to be so spotless anymore.

      A second raindrop landed on her cheek, followed by one on her shoulder. She tipped her head back and looked at the dark sky, every ray of sunlight blotted out.

      Another raindrop landed on her eyelid, then one on her upper lip.

      And then it started to pour.

      “The books.” She whirled around as rain started to come down in earnest. She grabbed the box of books and hefted it into the trunk.

      Rain thrummed on the convertible and ran along her cheeks, and dampened her green sweater. Charlee slammed the trunk and ran for the car door. The bags of clothes and the hand weights would survive the rain. She climbed into the Mustang and shut the door harder than she’d intended

      Once again, she banged her forehead against the leather-wrapped steering wheel. So much for changing a tire on her own.

      It appeared she wouldn’t make it to the cabin before nightfall if she didn’t get help. She wasn’t crazy about driving out here in the dark.

      Now she had a flat tire, it was raining, and it would be night in just a few short hours.

      Merry Christmas, Charlee Burke.

      She shivered and started the car so she could turn on the heater. At least she had a full tank. She shifted in her seat so she could slide out of her jacket before digging a dry sweater out of her overnight case that was next to a large insulated bag filled with grocery items for the cabin that included dairy, meat, and eggs—and eggnog, of course. She had another bag with bread, veggies, fresh herbs, and a number of other things. She enjoyed cooking, even if it was just for herself.

      If her sister, Jo, had known Charlee planned to spend Christmas alone, she would have kicked her butt. Her best friends, Bailey and Dara, would have had a cow. She’d told Jo she’d be with the McBride families and told the McBrides she’d be with Jo and Tate, and their twins.

      She just couldn’t take one more Christmas of feeling like she was on the outside looking in. Everyone close to her had a significant other and most had kids or kids on the way. She was tired of being alone, but she wasn’t going to fix that problem easily. First she had to allow herself to get past the worst experience of her life.

      David Smith—or Hearn, she learned his real name later—had conned her and good, going after her because of the inheritance she was about to come into. Not only had he hurt her emotionally, but he’d done far, far worse to her sister, Jo.

      Far worse.

      He’d tried to kill Jo to get to Charlee. Not even once, but twice.

      Her stomach churned.

      Damn, damn, damn. After what that bastard had done almost six years ago, Charlee never wanted to feel helpless again. And she never wanted to rely on any man.

      And here she was, with no idea how she was going to get out of this mess without begging for help.

      Why did she have to think about him again? Especially now?

      She closed her eyes and took a deep breath, trying to calm her emotions. She would get past this, past her fear of men and relationships. There were good men out there, like the McBrides, but she just hadn’t been able to get herself to let go.

      Charlee blew out her breath in a long exhale, practicing a breathing technique her therapist had taught her years ago.

      When she had cleared her mind of her past experiences, she stripped out of the wet sweater and slid on the dry one. She shoved the sopping piece of clothing into a plastic bag she grabbed out of the bunch she kept behind the seat, and tucked the bag with the sweater in her case.

      Wind buffeted the car, rocking it a little as rain pounded down. She couldn’t stop the edge of fear causing prickles to climb up the back of her neck.

      She stared at her big red tote, before grasping the straps and pulling it close. She thought about waiting out the storm, but the road’s dirt shoulder would get too soft.

      If the storm made it to the Bradshaws, which it no doubt would, then she’d have to deal with snowfall, which would make this mess ten times as bad.

      She groaned for probably the hundredth time since the tire had gone flat. She reached into the tote for her phone to call one of the last people she wanted to ask for help.

      Ace McBride.

      One of the yummiest men on the face of this earth, Ace was also her best friend’s brother and a world class tease. He gave her a hard time whenever she saw him, that sexy grin of his turning her upside down, and challenging her resolve to stay the bleep away from men.

      He was also a genuinely good guy, which made matters worse. It made no sense, she knew, but she was afraid for a lot of reasons. She’d given her heart away once to someone only to have it crushed, shattered, ripped apart. She knew Ace would never do anything like that to any woman.

      But what if she did enter a relationship with him—if he was interested in the first place, which she was pretty sure he was—then later he didn’t think she was the right woman for him? What if he walked away and broke her heart?

      What if she didn’t know how to be with a man anymore? What if she freaked out or did something stupid because of old memories?

      What if, what if, what if.

      Another thing that worried her was that she didn’t want to ruin a perfectly good friendship with Ace, or hurt her ties with Bailey’s family in any way.

      She groaned and stared at her phone. She was getting way ahead of herself. What it really came down to was fear.

      Okay, so Ace was sexy and had a great personality, and she thought of him as a friend. But she didn’t think she could take his teasing today. What would he say about her being helpless by the side of the road?

      Charlee pulled up his number on her phone, her finger poised to press it. She had to give him credit. He was too good of a guy to give her a hard time in a moment like this.
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      Ace McBride patted Champion’s glossy chestnut shoulder. The white-chested gelding bumped his big muzzle against the side of Ace’s head, knocking his Stetson off, and he grinned.

      Ossie barked and Ace looked down at the Border Collie. “You ready for another ride out already, girl?”

      The blue-eyed dog barked again, giving him a big doggie smile. She had the most beautiful coat of white, black, tan, and gray, the color combination known as blue merle.

      “You’d go all day if you could.” Ace shook his head. “It’s going to be cold as hell soon. I’m thinking sitting in front of the fireplace with some Captain Morgan’s is a better idea.” He ruffled Ossie’s hair before straightening.

      “I’ll see you in the morning, Champ.”  Ace turned toward his house before he scooped up his hat and plopped it on his head. The wind whistled through the barn doors and rain thundered on the roof. “Sounds like it’s gonna be a doozy. No doubt we’ll have some kind of crap to deal with tomorrow.”

      Like felled trees and downed fence lines, among other things.

      Ace’s cell phone vibrated in his pocket and he brought it out. He looked at the screen with interest. “Charlee Burke?”

      He wasn’t sure how to feel about her calling out of the blue, since she never had before.

      He touched the “connect” button on his screen and brought the phone to his ear. “I knew you’d get around to calling me one of these days, Charlee Burke.”

      Silence.

      “You okay, Charlee?” he said after a moment.

      “I need help.” She let out an audible sigh. “I didn’t know who else to call.”

      And no doubt he would have been last on her list of people to call. Ace would have been amused if concern didn’t have him frowning instead. “What happened?”

      Another sigh. “I was driving up Black Bear Road to my cabin and I got a flat tire. I don’t know how to change it and it’s raining like crazy.”

      “I’ll head right on up there.” Ace didn’t tease her this time. He strode for the barn door, Ossie at his heels. “Are you safe?”

      “Yes.” She didn’t hesitate. “I’m just afraid if I wait, things will get worse.”

      “I’d say that’s a sure thing.” He waited just inside the barn before he headed out. The barn shook with the force of the storm. “How far up the road are you?”

      “Probably three miles from the highway,” she said. “Almost to my cabin.”

      “I’ll be there in twenty.” Good thing his ranch was close to the foothills. “Hold tight.”

      “Thanks, Ace,” she added quietly before disconnecting the call.

      Ace slid the phone into his pocket. He liked teasing her, but he wouldn’t if he thought she really hated it. He figured she kinda liked him, even if she wouldn’t admit it to anyone, including herself.

      What was she doing driving up to the cabin on her own—especially Christmas weekend?

      He glanced down at Ossie. “Game for a trip up to Black Bear Road?”

      She barked, her eyes bright, clear, and excited.

      “Then let’s get on out of here.” Ace shoved the barn door open. Wind and rain blasted him. Hell of a storm kicking in. He dodged out of the barn, then shut the door firmly behind him.

      The truck was across the yard, and he jogged to it, holding his western hat firmly on his head as he ran. Ossie loped at his side.

      Being out in a winter storm wasn’t the best thing to be doing, but Charlee had been right in calling him. He was certain she wouldn’t have driven up to the cabin if she’d had an idea the storm would hit this early. She was too smart to take those kinds of chances.

      He held the rear door, behind the driver’s side, for Ossie to jump up before shutting it. He opened his own door and climbed into the cab.

      Mud caked his boots and water rolled down his face and jacket, dripping onto the seat. Water and a little mud weren’t the worst things this old truck had seen, by far.

      He took a moment to call one of his older twin brothers, Jayson, when his truck’s Bluetooth had connected with his phone.

      Jayson’s voice came over the truck speakers. “What’s up little brother?”

      “Gotta favor to ask.” Ace guided the truck down the dirt road leading from his ranch to the highway. “Charlee Burke is stuck on Black Bear Road with a flat tire and I’m headed up to give her a hand.”

      “Damn,” Jayson said. “How far up the road is she?”

      “Closer to her cabin than she is to us.” His steering wheel jerked in his hands when he hit a deep rut. “With the storm coming in, we’ll go on up to her cabin since it’ll be a lot closer than coming back down the mountain.”

      “I’ll check on your place and feed the horses while you’re gone.” Jayson didn’t live far from Ace. “I’ll count on you getting stuck up there for at least a couple of days.”

      “Thanks.” Ace reached the highway. “Cell service is pretty much non-existent up there.”

      “Give me a call when you’ve got Charlee are heading up to her cabin,” Jayson said. “Wanna make sure my kid brother and my sister’s best friend are safely on their way.”

      Ace grinned. His brothers had watched out for him since he was a kid. “Will do.”

      “In case you don’t make it back by Sunday,” Jayson added, “Merry Christmas.”

      “Merry Christmas,” Ace replied. “Give everyone my love and big hugs to all the kids.” Ace never wanted kids of his own—God, no, not if his life depended on it—but he loved his nephew and nieces like crazy.

      Ace disconnected the call and frowned as the weather grew worse.

      Rain poured down so heavy it seemed almost like milk, making it hard to see as he drove. He had to take it slow. He couldn’t see more than a car’s length ahead.

      His frustration rose as time ticked by. Damn, he hoped she was okay.

      Charlee was pretty, intelligent, and his sister’s best friend. He’d known her since they were kids and he had a thing for her when they grew older. How long had it been? It had started when they were teenagers, some sixteen years ago. In high school, when she was a sophomore and he was a senior, he’d come close to asking her out. He’d been too slow and Greg Baldwin had beat him to it. Charlee and Greg had dated that entire year, and he’d heard they’d stayed together until they graduated.

      After Ace left for college, he and Charlee never been around each other for long—some family get-togethers where they’d cross each others’ paths or talked a little during parties, but that was about it.

      He had dated over the years—even got his heart broken a couple of times. Once he’d been close to proposing to a woman, only to find out she was dating someone else at the same time. That had sucked, putting it mildly.

      Charlee, though—she was special, like seeing something beautiful in a shop window at Christmas, and wishing you could have it for your own.

      Truth was, she’d never paid much attention to him when it came to his interest in her, at least not that he knew of. He’d made her blush a couple of times—he never could resist teasing her whenever she was around. She was so damned cute when she got riled up.

      He smiled, thinking about the last time he’d gotten under her skin. Had something to do with her butt and a nice pair of jeans.

      His smile faded. He hoped she was okay.

      It took him a full twenty-five minutes to locate Charlee up Black Bear Road.

      Ace parked his truck behind her Mustang. “Stay, Ossie,” he said before jumping out and shutting the door behind him. He jogged up to the car’s passenger side before opening it and climbing in, completely soaked.

      He shut the door behind him. “Sorry about the upholstery.”

      “That’s the least of my worries.” She met his gaze. “Thanks for coming, Ace.”

      “I’m happy to help.” This wasn’t the best time to tease her. “How do you feel about leaving your car here and taking my truck to your cabin before things get worse? We can make it there faster than we can get back to civilization.”

      She blew out her breath. “That’s probably the best plan in this storm.”

      “Get your coat on.” He glanced in the back seat. “The overnight case has your clothes?”

      She nodded and took the coat he handed to her. She shrugged into it while he grabbed the red overnight case.

      “Are those groceries for the cabin?” He pointed toward the reusable shopping bags with perishables sticking out from the top.

      “I’ll take those.” She gripped the handles after he handed one of the bags to her.

      “On the count of three,” he said with a quick grin after her coat was on and zipped.

      She grabbed her red tote in her free hand, along with her keys, and managed a smile back.

      “Three,” she said before he could say a word, and she darted out into the rain, letting the car door fall shut behind her.

      He followed and beat her to the passenger side truck door. He opened the door for her and helped her toss her tote onto the back seat and climb in. He opened the rear door and set the overnight case next to Ossie and placed the sack of groceries he’d carried onto the floorboard behind her seat. He took the other bag from her and placed it next to the first.

      Ace shut the door and jogged to the driver’s side, then hopped in and slammed the door with a firm thunk.

      Charlee twisted in the truck seat and spoke to Ossie. “This mean old man dragged you out into the rain?” Ossie pushed her nose under Charlee’s hand as she reached for the dog. “You’re such a good girl.”

      She shifted in her seat and looked at Ace.

      “You look like a kitten left out in the rain, and still as cute as can be, Charlee Burke.”

      She rolled her eyes. “I don’t feel cute.”

      He grinned. “Come on. Let’s get someplace warm and dry.”

      “My cabin isn’t much farther.” She gestured up the road.

      He nodded in the direction of containers and bags out to the side of the road. “What do you have in those?”

      She sighed. “I pulled a bunch of stuff out of my trunk to find the spare and got hit by the storm before I could put it all away. Some clothes to be donated—stuff like that.”

      He held out his hand. “Keys.”

      A surprised look crossed her features. “You don’t have to—”

      “Hand them over, Charlee.”

      “I can help.” She pulled out a set of keys.

      He took them from her. “I can get it done a lot faster myself.” When she gave him an indignant look, he added, “You are one of the most capable women I know, but one cook is all we need in this kitchen.”

      She frowned, like she didn’t quite get him.

      “Hold onto that thought.” He winked. “Be right back.”

      He ducked out into the rain. Icy water slapped his face and rolled down his collar as he popped the Mustang’s trunk and started shoving things inside. The items were muddy, including the donut, but everything would be safe.

      Ace slammed the trunk shut and used the fob to lock the doors. He jogged to the truck and made his way back into the driver’s seat, closing the door hard behind him.

      He put the truck into gear, pulled around the Mustang, and left it behind. “I hope you have food in your cabin. I’m hungry as hell.” He jerked his thumb over his shoulder. “Ossie, too.”

      “Plenty of people food.” Charlee tucked wet hair behind her ear. “Maybe we can give Ossie some beef out of the freezer? I like to keep the place fully stocked year-round for escape purposes and retreats with the girls.”

      The thought of Charlee on an “escape” with some man sent a sharp jab through Ace’s gut.

      What the hell? Why did he suddenly feel jealous? He’d never had more than a moment’s fantasy—okay, several if he was honest—of Charlee, but that was all it had ever been. Fantasy. But this feeling had been so damned powerful and had come out of nowhere.

      He dragged his hand down his wet face as he drove along the road to Charlee’s cabin. Holy shit. Being locked up in a cabin with Charlee for any length of time might be too dangerous. He wasn’t sure he could keep his hands off her.

      No, he could be a gentleman, just like his mama had raised him. He glanced at Charlee, who wore a frown. Her face was scrunched like she was thinking real hard about something.

      He looked back at the road. “You okay?”

      “Hmmm?” Charlee sounded distracted. “Oh. Just thinking about my plans for this weekend and how they’re getting washed away with the storm.”

      Is she talking about this being a weekend with a man at the cabin? A boyfriend, maybe?

      Ace blew out his breath. Didn’t make a difference what her plans had been, but he could help feeling envious of the guy—if that’s what it was.

      Rather than ask directly, he said, “What plans could you have alone on Christmas weekend?”

      Charlee pushed her hair behind her ears as he glanced at her before looking back at the road.

      “I just wanted a quiet weekend.” She shrugged. “I like to putter around the cabin where it’s quiet and I can be away from the incessant noise in my stores.” She groaned. “I do love the business I’m in and the people I work with, and most of our clients, but some days I wonder if buying the salon and then the spa were my brightest decisions.”

      “You’re a top-notch businesswoman.” He flashed her a smile. “The Prescott Small Business Owner of the Year Award should remind you of that.”

      She looked at him with surprise on her expression. “How did you know?”

      He grinned. “I pay attention.”

      The road came to a low-running wash and Ace guided the truck through the wash. The truck’s tires slid in a slick of mud, but pulled clear and they were headed down the road again.

      Charlee stared out the window. “The sky was clear when I left home.”

      Ace glanced at her as pellets of hail started pinging his truck. “You know how storms can be here.”

      “Yeah, I know.” Charlee shook her head. “I do try to be careful.”

      “Looks like we’ll be stuck together for at least the night.” Ace guided the truck through a series of mud puddles as the storm grew wilder. “Got a deck of cards?”

      “And a few games, too.” Charlee smiled. “I even have kerosene lamps and candles for light to play by if we lose power.”

      He gave her a teasing grin. “Up for a game of strip poker?”

      Charlee gave him an indignant look, but he saw a flash of amusement in her eyes. “Not if your life depended on it. Or mine.”

      He laughed. “How about a good ol’ basic game of poker?”

      Charlee smiled. “Much better.” She hesitated, then said, “I hope it’s not too bad, so you don’t miss Christmas Day with your family.”

      “They’re your family, too, Charlee.” He glanced at her. “You’ve been a part of our bunch since we were kids.”

      “Thanks,” she said quietly.

      “I can’t imagine your sister knows about this.”

      Charlee shook her head. “She’d kill me.”

      “Then why are you planning this trip alone?” he asked. “Christmas is about family.”

      She shrugged when he glanced at her, but didn’t answer.

      Well, she might not tell him now, but she would before this time away was over.
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