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    Chapter One


    Red Calhoun was having a shit day. It was as if the sky had opened up over his head and started raining shit all over him and he couldn’t find an umbrella.


    First he’d gone into his part-time mechanic’s job at Jose’s Auto Body, but Jose hadn’t had any work for him. It wouldn’t have been so bad, except he wanted the distraction of a car engine. He needed something to keep him busy so he could stop stressing about his looming deadline.


    Who would have ever thought when he’d gotten mono his freshman year of high school that reading one of his mother’s romance novels would have led to him writing them? He had been miserable and bored, having only one TV in their house and most of the time, his mother was watching her “stories” on it, so he was stuck in his room. He had picked up one of her books with a cover of a shirtless guy and a woman with her breasts popping out of her dress and started reading for a laugh. Before he knew it, he’d spent the next two months he was home devouring every book on his mother’s shelf. He’d always been good at English, and when he’d gone back to school, he’d found himself writing short stories in his spare time, stories filled with romance, passion, and happily ever afters.


    It wasn’t until he’d come home after losing his scholarship that he’d seriously started writing, under the radar, of course. He’d joined Lovers of Romance online, an organization dedicated to the romance genre, and the people who read and wrote it. He’d taken some online workshops to hone his craft and even joined an online critique group, using his own name since he figured no one would ever believe that it was him. By the time he’d started submitting his work, he’d been writing seriously for four years. And when he’d been picked up by Everly Publishing, one of the biggest houses in New York, he’d been floored. He’d had a few conditions about his publication, mainly that his true identity remain under wraps. Although he still used Red Calhoun as his pen name, his editor had been more than willing to provide him with an avatar and elusive author bio that put him in upstate New York and reported how he enjoyed a sugar-free vanilla latte or some bullshit like that. He wasn’t worried about anyone in Loco tying the books back to him, because really, who would ever believe that he wrote romances?


    Of course, his sisters got a kick out of reading his reviews to him, and their favorite one, which they’d actually had framed for him, read: Red’s heroes are realistic and to die for. This is one author who definitely has a glimpse into what makes a real man.


    MJ, his oldest sister, took a break from her giggles to squeal, “Oh, she has no idea.”


    He didn’t mind their teasing, especially since every one of them had read his first book, Kiss Me Again, and sworn they loved it. Even Rand, one of his best friends, who wasn’t much of a reader, had read and reread it a handful of times, so many she could quote the book.


    Which brought him to shit storm number two. His editor, Elizabeth O’Neil, had called to let him know his second book, His to Hold, had just made the New York Times Best Seller List. His first book, Kiss Me Again, had made the list last year, and he’d been pumped about having two best sellers under his belt.


    Until she’d asked, “So how’s the next manuscript coming?”


    The truth was, it wasn’t coming. He had been staring at his laptop for over a week and had one sentence. Whitney Easton hated parties. That was it. That was his grand opening line meant to suck the reader in and hook them beyond measure. He had his outline and knew where he wanted the story to go; he just couldn’t seem to write it. He was officially in a rut.


    He hadn’t said that to Elizabeth, though. He’d assured her it would be in on the first of November, three and a half weeks away.


    Which led him to now. He had driven across town only to find his favorite bar, the Watering Hole, looking very unwelcoming, and all his stress, anger, and frustration piled into one huge mountain of irritation as he stared at the old cedar building. The irritation started to boil under his skin, making him hot and itchy until he was in a full-on rage. The heavy door was closed, unusual for this time of day, and the parking lot around him was empty. His large hands fisted as he focused on the white sign with red writing that taunted him.


    Under new ownership. Closed for renovations. Sorry for the inconvenience.


    Of course it was closed today, the one day when he really needed a few cold longnecks and some conversation. The day he needed to listen to other men’s problems so he could forget about his own.


    As he glared at the sign, his thoughts fueled the fire of loathing for the unknown person who had just put the cherry on top of his crap-tastic day.


    Who the hell had bought the Watering Hole, and worse, what kind of “renovations” were they talking about? The place was a little rough around the edges, but the creaky wood floors and cedar walls were familiar, and the décor screamed “rednecks welcome,” which was exactly how he liked it. He couldn’t imagine anything making the bar any more comfortable, unless they planned on opening up the kitchen again, but why did they have to shut down completely to renovate just that?


    Red could hear music playing behind the double doors, so someone had to be in there. Without thinking it through, he climbed the stairs until he stood on the wide front porch. The music sounded like pop or rock instead of the usual country that most of the locals blasted, and his mind flashed through several different possible owners.


    All of whom set his teeth on edge.


    Before he knew what he wanted to say, he banged on the heavy wood door. “Open up! I want to talk to you!”


    The music continued to blare. Out of patience, he hit the door so hard, it shook under his fist. “Hey! I said get your ass out here and give me some answers, asshole!”


    Suddenly, it was silent inside, and now that he had their attention, he shouted, “I want to know exactly what you think you’re doing, shutting down the bar without any kind of notice! People have been coming here for thirty years!” No one answered, and he slammed his palm against the door, sweat trailing down the back of his neck at the exertion and his temper, in spite of the cool autumn air. “I am talking to you!”


    Then he heard footsteps, the familiar slap of soles on the wood planks revving his temper again. It was probably some sissy from California, here to civilize the locals. He probably planned on cocktail hours and girly drinks.


    Well, if that was his game, Red was going to teach him a little something about what flew in a town like Loco. And if the candy-ass thought he was going to get away with ruining a town landmark, he was about to find out what “Don’t Mess with Texas” really meant.


    The door opened, and Red gaped as his preconceived notions flew out the window. Standing in front of him was a beautiful, buxom blonde woman wearing a pair of paint-covered overalls and giving him the stink eye with a set of gorgeous green eyes.


    She pointed stiffly towards the red and white sign. “We’re closed. Can’t you read?”


    Red’s gaze drifted down to where her breasts pushed up above the neckline of her black long-sleeved shirt, especially when her arms crossed beneath them.


    “Hey, eyes up here, jackass.”


    Red jerked his head up, speechless for a half a second until her accent sank in. “You’re from California?”


    “Wow, how’d you guess that one? Was it the way I said jackass?” she asked.


    She sure had a smart mouth.


    “Or the fact that you have the manners of a rabid wolf,” Red snapped, scowling.


    “Me?” Her look clearly said she thought he was out of his mind, and unease settled over him.


    “You’re the one who goes around banging on doors and making demands.” When she stepped into him and poked him in the chest with her finger, he almost took a step back. “If you want people to talk to you nicely, maybe you should start off the conversation right.”


    Damn, she had a point. This close, he got a really good look at her eyes, which were a pretty mix of green and gold, matching her shiny golden hair trailing out the back of the bandana she had on her head. If his mother had been standing there next to him, she would have slapped him upside the head and lectured him on his behavior.


    Taking a different approach, he tapped the brim of his ball cap. “Apologies, ma’am. I am just having a bad day, and I’m sorry for dragging you into it.”


    He watched her lips turn up in a half smile. “My, that was charming. I see what people say about Southern drawls.”


    Red returned her smile and held his hand out. “Red.”


    She surprised him by laughing. “Seriously? Your name is Red.”


    He dropped his hand, his irritation back in full force. “It’s a nickname.”


    “Because of your hair?”


    He kept his hair short so it wouldn’t be so telling, but even then, people didn’t make fun of his hair. Not since he was in high school and grew eight inches in a year.


    “They called me Red when I played football, because I came off the line like a bull chasing a red flag.”


    “Oh man,” she said, her voice filled with mock sympathy. “Is that what they told you?”


    Tired of being the butt of her jokes, he added, “People don’t normally make fun of me, especially when I don’t even know their name.”


    “I’m Jessie. And I’m guessing people probably don’t make fun of you because you intimidate most of them.” Slowly, she looked him up and down with a mocking smile. “I mean, I’d call you Jolly Green Giant, but the color doesn’t fit.”


    He caught the twinkle in her eye and had a feeling she already had a nickname for him. “Obviously I don’t intimidate you.”


    He saw the twisted tattoo that started on her inner wrist as she pushed a few loose strands of hair back under the bandana, and his mind went to a dark place. I wonder how many tattoos I can’t see.


    He shook his head to get rid of those thoughts. Do not go there with her. This woman is the enemy!


    “Oh, sweetie.” Her voice oozed false sweetness. “I’ve met bigger and badder men than you.”


    He leaned down until they were almost nose to nose. “California, you don’t know who you’re messing with.”


    Despite his best “I’m the boss” voice, she snorted in his face. “Well, as charming as this little interlude has been, I need to get back to painting, so—”


    The last word pierced his brain like an arrow. Painting?


    Red pushed past her inside, ignoring her “Hey,” and sucked in his breath at the plastic covering most of the floor. Sure enough, everything was off the walls and the counters of the bar were pulled off. She had already started covering the wood walls with some kind of plaster.


    “What the hell are you doing?” he shouted.


    “You! Get the hell out of my bar and go take your meds!” she yelled back, picking up a paintbrush and flinging it at him.


    He leaned to the left, and the brush whizzed by his shoulder. “You’re calling me crazy? You’re covering cedar walls with cement! You’re fucking crazy!”


    She headed toward the bar, shooting him a black look over her shoulder. “I’m calling the cops.”


    “Good, ’cause I want to file a restraining order!” He knew he had no legal recourse, but there had to be something to stop her from ruining his second home. Okay, maybe third home.


    “A restraining order against me? This is my bar!” She’d picked up the phone and was pointing at her chest. Red tried not to lose track of his mission, but damn, she was stacked. Why did someone that hot have to be so disagreeable?


    “Lady, this bar has been the same for over thirty years, and if there’s one thing the people of Loco hate, it’s change.”


    “Which is probably why I got such a great deal. This place is a run-down piece of—”


    “Why you—”


    She picked up the phone, cutting him off. “Yes, this is Jessie Dale. I just bought the…” Her lips thinned as she paused, probably listening to the person on the other end. “Yeah, I’m the flat-landing hippie from California.”


    Red didn’t even bother smothering his laugh and earned a killing glare from her.


    “I’ve got some crazy guy who won’t leave my bar, and I need someone to…well, he’s huge and says his name is Red…” She waited a second, then held the phone out to him. “He wants to talk to you.”


    Red walked over the plastic-covered floor and took the phone. “Hello?”


    “Red, are you trespassing?” Red recognized Finn Meyers’s deep, amused voice. They were friends and had grown up together, but Finn was a cop first.


    “No, I was just admiring the way Ms. Dale was plastering over the cedar planks,” Red growled. “Fuck, man, she’s ruining the Watering Hole!”


    Finn spoke slowly, making him feel like a child. “Regardless of how much you hate her decorating style, it’s her bar now.”


    “But, you don’t know—”


    “Don’t make us waste a trip down there to put you in handcuffs.”


    There was enough weight behind the threat that made Red believe him. Disloyal son of a bitch.


    Red slammed down the phone and faced off with the interloper once more. Her triumphant little smirk would have made him stand his ground under normal circumstances, but suddenly he felt inspired to write for the first time in days.


    With a wolfish grin, he leaned over the bar toward her. “This ain’t over, California. Not by a long shot.”


    He turned to walk away, but her voice stopped him. “I look forward to it, Texas.”


    Gritting his teeth, he walked out and headed for his Dodge Charger.


    Oh, honey. You picked the wrong bear to poke.


    * * *


    Jessie Dale wiped her hands on the overalls and admired her work. She had dreamed of owning her own sports bar and grill, and everything that had happened over the last couple of years had finally given her the chance and excuse to do it. The minute she’d seen pictures of the Watering Hole online, she’d wanted it. It was exactly like the places her dad used to take her when they’d watch the 49ers on Sundays and Mondays, filling up on hot wings and root beer. Those were her favorite days, and she remembered them all.


    Pulling a long neck from the fridge, she sat down on one of the stools. She hardly remembered her mom at all. She had left when Jessie was barely two, and although her dad always told her it had nothing to do with her, she had a pretty good feeling it had to do with her realizing motherhood didn’t suit her. It was fine, though. Her dad had been her hero. He had helped her with homework and never hesitated to tell her when he got a bad feeling about one of her friends, or even her boyfriends. The first time he’d met her ex-boyfriend, Will Archer, he had said, “That guy is a bum.”


    Sighing, she took a long pull of her beer. She missed her dad. Well, she missed the way things used to be before he’d remarried. It had always been the two of them, and they had done everything together. She’d known he’d gone out with women, but he’d never brought any home to meet her. At least not until high school. He’d brought over a sweet-faced, tall woman who was reed thin and wanted to be her friend. And Jessie had hated her on sight. At first she’d tried to talk to her dad, to break them up, but they had already been seeing each other for a year, and he had met her girls. He was really serious about her.


    When her dad had married Silvie, Jessie had been a senior, and it had thoroughly rocked her and their close relationship. Especially since Silvie brought along two other daughters a few years younger than Jessie. It was bad enough sharing her dad with another woman, but sharing him with two stepsiblings had been too much. Her dad had talked about her going to UC Davis, where he’d gone to school, since she was five, but she was so mad, she wanted to hurt him. She knew it had been a selfish, dick move, but she had taken the scholarship to the UCLA and hadn’t bothered coming home for several years.


    Her dad had been hurt, but she had pretended not to care. He had taken on a whole new family, a family she hardly knew, without asking her, and she was supposed to just be okay with it?


    Two years after leaving home, she met Will, and he was hot. With smoky gray eyes, black hair, and tattoos, he had been gorgeous and deep. When she’d finally gone home for Thanksgiving three years after leaving for college and brought Will with her, her dad had hated him on sight. It had caused a huge fight between them, and she and Will left, but she had felt sick the whole drive back to LA. It had taken over a month for her to get up the courage to apologize to her dad, but even then, things had been different. And when her world had come crashing down two years later, she’d ended up with a money settlement and a thrashed reputation.


    Her dad had wanted her to move home for a while, but she had never felt like she fit in with Silvie and her two perfect princesses. So she’d traveled for a year and finally started looking for a place to settle down. When she’d arrived in Loco two weeks ago, she’d paid cash for the Watering Hole and taken the keys with excitement. The only thing the previous owner hadn’t warned her about was the rough cowboys who frequented the bar. She’d met a few of them in the grocery store already, and they’d sneered at her when they found out she was from California.


    Like Big Red.


    Grinning at the nickname, she had to admit the crazy man was a good-looking guy, especially when he smiled. He wasn’t her type, though, even if she hadn’t been taking a break from dating. She liked men who were handsome without being muscle-bound gym monkeys, who liked the same kind of music and movies. Art-school types…


    Which worked out so well for you last time, right?


    Thus the reason why she should avoid men of all sorts, because she tended to attract crazy assholes. Her instincts could not be trusted.

  


  
    Chapter Two


    Saturdays were his best writing days, and for the first time in a month, Red woke up early and found himself in front of his laptop, tapping away at the keys. Maybe it was the burst of anger and frustration still boiling inside him from the encounter with California, but by the time he went to shower for movie night, he had ten thousand words down, not including the five thousand from the night before.


    Movie night was a tradition going back to seventh grade, when his best friend, Jake Hansen, and he would get together for a genre-movie marathon at their little buddy Miranda “Rand” Coleman’s ranch. Rand was two years younger and feisty as a riled badger, but there was something about the spunky brunette that had drawn them in. They had spent almost every Saturday together for fifteen years and taken turns picking the genre. This week it was Rand’s turn, which made him wonder if they’d be stuck watching Eastwood, Kilmer, and Estevez pretend to be cowboys.


    Not that Jake would say anything, not unless he wanted to sleep on the couch again.


    It had been over a year since Jake and Rand had tied the knot, and the whole situation had put a strain on their relationship. Red had realized his feelings for Rand while she was pretending to date Jake. When Red had offered to marry her and help her secure her inheritance, he’d thought that Rand and Jake had been play-acting their feelings for each other. It hadn’t been until after Jake’s reaction to his proposal that he’d realized there was more between them. It had been hard when she’d picked Jake over him. After his initial anger, he’d tried to play it off as no big deal, but a small piece of him would always be Rand’s. Despite his disappointment, he was glad Jake had gotten over his issues and admitted his feelings for her. It wasn’t hard to see how much she loved Jake, and as long as she was happy, Red wouldn’t have to kill his best friend.


    Still, sometimes their whole lovey-dovey smoochy-smoochy was hard to stomach.


    At exactly six o’clock, Red pulled into the Double C’s driveway and parked in front of the house. The one-story ranch house with the wraparound porch had been his second home for half his life, and he didn’t even bother knocking as he came through the door.


    “Hello!”


    “Come on in,” Jake called from the direction of the kitchen, and Red walked into the room to find his best friend in front of the stove, flipping a quesadilla.


    “Where’s Rand?” Red asked as he flopped down at the table.


    Jake placed the quesadilla on a plate and turned around, his expression nervous. “She’s in the bathroom.”


    “You okay? You look like you’re going to hurl.”


    “No, that would be me,” Rand said, coming in behind him.


    Red turned in the chair, and his heart skipped a beat at her pallor. Her normally tan skin was almost green, and her dark-brown eyes seemed too big for her face, with dark circles underneath them. Her brown hair was up in a messy topknot, and even her lips looked colorless.


    Standing up, he helped her to a chair. “What’s the matter with you? Are you sick?”


    Rand shot him an amused, tired smile. “You could say that.”


    Jake grabbed a can of something from the fridge and handed it to her, kissing her forehead. Red watched the two of them, Jake’s face softening as he stroked her cheek and smoothed back a brown strand of hair from her face. Envy churned in his gut, but it was more than just his feelings for Rand. It was every time he was around them, he realized how lonely he was. Coming from a big family, he was used to being around people, and although he couldn’t wait to get out of his parents’ house, he missed the loud exchanges and having someone care where you’ve been. Their love made him wish he had someone in his life besides his damn cat.


    “Well, are you going to tell me what’s going on, or am I just supposed to stand here with my thumb up my ass while you two snuggle?”


    A soft smile spread across Rand’s face, brightening her eyes, and Red waited for the blow he knew was coming. “I’m pregnant.”


    Red looked from Jake to Rand, and his chest squeezed. “Are you serious?”


    Jake grinned. “Believe me, man, we would not joke about this.” Red stared between them, taking in the news and trying to fight the sadness eating at him. He’d known Rand was in love with Jake, married to him, and they were happy, but this news crushed that small part of him that had been holding out. That hadn’t wanted to move on in case she changed her mind.


    What kind of man hopes his best friends don’t stay happy? He felt like a grade A asshole.


    Realizing he had taken too long to react, he overcompensated with a loud whoop. Leaping across the room, he picked Jake up and danced him around the room, giving him a few hard back slaps. He was hoping he hadn’t given away anything with his hesitation. It wasn’t as if he’d ever told Rand how he’d really felt.


    Red set Jake back on his feet and kneeled down next to Rand, taking her hand in his. “That is fantastic! I’m so happy for you both.”


    “Yeah, it’s great, except for me, morning sickness is pretty much all-damn-day sickness.”


    Red squeezed her hand gently. “Ahhh, you better watch your mouth, little mama. You keep talking like that and that kid will come out swearing.”


    In typical Rand fashioned, she pulled her hand away just to flip him off. “You’re an idiot. If you were puking up three quarters of what you ate, you’d curse too.”


    “It will pass. Remember how sick Martha Stanton was the first few months? Then it just stopped.” Of course, Red couldn’t help adding with a grin, “Too bad she blew up like a hot air—ouch!”


    Rand punched him in the shoulder, and Jake, laughing behind him, said, “You better watch it, she’s meaner than usual.”


    The menacing look she sent her husband made Red glad he’d gotten off with a punch. He gave Rand a gentle hug. “Congratulations.”


    “Thanks,” she mumbled against his shoulder.


    Red stood up, another teasing smile on his face. “So, did you get Knocked Up or Juno? Is Rand finally going to start watching chick flicks?”


    “I will never get that addle brained.” Rand held up a stack of DVDs, grinning evilly. “It’s a Tarantino night!”


    Jake slapped him on the back. “I am the luckiest man in the world.”


    Red winced inwardly but agreed. Jake was a damn lucky man.


    A few hours later, Red was driving back to his two-bedroom mobile home and decided it was about time to start getting his life on track. His feelings for Rand would probably never go away, but he couldn’t keep dwelling on unrequited love. Even the hero in his second book moved on from the woman who had broken his heart. Granted, that was fiction, but still, if he was ever going to start a life of his own, he needed to put his hurt behind him. Even if Rand and Jake didn’t know how much their love had affected him, they had probably felt his withdrawal the last year. Both Rand and Jake had been there for him through everything. He didn’t want to lose that.


    He needed to stop thinking about finding someone to make him feel better and concentrate on himself. He was a best-selling author. He was making good money, and he had just bought his own five-acre parcel eight months ago, and instead of building a house with the money he’d been saving, he’d bought a used modular to plunk down out there. He was getting close to thirty years old. He needed to grow up, because eventually it would be nice to come home to a wife instead of a cat.


    Since when did you join the pity-party brigade?


    He definitely didn’t want to go home now. They hadn’t even made it through Kill Bill Volume Two before Rand was passed out and drooling on Jake’s shoulder, and the image was branded in his brain. He’d watched Jake pick her up and carry her back to their bedroom, disappearing for a few minutes. When he’d come back out, though, they’d finished a beer and talked, but it had been strained. When Jake had finally yawned, Red had taken the hint to get out of there, but it was early, and he was too wired with conflicting emotions to sleep.


    Why don’t you go home and write your novel?


    Pushing on the gas, he ignored the voice of reason and headed to the only other bar in town, Wyatt’s Tavern. Red usually avoided Wyatt’s because the crowd was more keyed up than at the Watering Hole and he almost always ended up in a fight with some drunk cowboy with little-man complex. Sometimes it sucked being the biggest guy in town.


    He pulled into the packed parking lot and blew out a deep breath.


    Change was good, right?


    * * *


    Jessie wanted to get a look at the competition, and she had a few words for the crowd at Wyatt’s.


    Rowdy. Loud. Assholes.


    She’d been sitting at her little table in the corner for half an hour, and even though she’d finished her beer a while ago, she still hadn’t gotten up. Instead, she’d been eyeing the group of cowboys in front of the bar who grabbed any girl’s ass that passed and made obscene gestures as they walked away. Jessie had been in hundreds of bars and knew the type; they got drunk, and the bartender either kicked them out or let it go as long as they didn’t get violent. And it looked like the guy popping beer tops off behind the bar was the latter.


    Wyatt’s was bigger than her new bar and used the extra space for a stage and large dance floor. Right now, the band played with a high twang that grated on her nerves. She was more of an alternative, top-forty girl.


    Jessie saw a couple of the cowboy’s nudge each other and figured it was about another girl, but it was Big Red. Jessie ignored the warmth that spread from her chest to her abdomen as she watched him. For such a big guy, he moved with a quiet grace.


    He seemed to be scanning the room for somewhere to sit, a scowl on his face, and when his gaze fell on her, his expression darkened. She didn’t even bother smothering her grin. Something about irritating the large man sent a flash of excitement through her body. She didn’t want to admit how many times Big Red had come to mind in the last twenty-four hours. There was something really wrong with her; that was all she could figure. Only someone with serious issues would go from sophisticated intellectuals to loud, brawny cowboys.


    Or maybe you like him because he doesn’t hide his emotions like Will.


    Why couldn’t she just put Will and what he’d done to her from her mind? When she’d met him, she’d been twenty, and Will had been an amateur filmmaker who wanted to follow in the footsteps of Stanley Kubrick. He was a mix of hipster and bad boy that made her feel daring and special. And the fact that her dad had hated his guts made her want to hang on to him more. It had taken a year of living with Will for her to see exactly what her father had known upon that first meeting: Will Archer was a dirty, lying scumbag. If only she’d realized it before he’d blown her reputation to shit.


    She hadn’t found out about Will’s “home movies” until after graduation and she started going into job interviews. The first two had seemed promising, and she’d looked the part as best she could. Long sleeves to hide her tattoos, her blonde hair up in a twist instead of rolling wildly over her shoulders. But when she’d walked into that corner office and shaken the interviewer’s hand, he’d paused and his jaw had dropped.


    “You!”


    She’d had no idea what the man was talking about, no clue that Will had hidden cameras all over the bedroom they shared. She couldn’t have imagined that a man she’d loved and trusted could have taken their most intimate moments and sold them to the highest bidder.


    She hadn’t even been the only one. She’d gone back to the apartment and searched through his computer until she’d found them all, dozens of videos of her and other women, all in their bed.


    They’d arrested Will and confiscated his laptop, cameras, and videos. By the time Will had paid all of the parties’ restitution, she had ended up with five-hundred thousand dollars, which she’d used to drive across the country and buy her new bar.


    Jessie Dale, born and bred California girl, settling down in nowhere Texas. Will would never think to look for her here, and the last thing she wanted was Will getting out and finding her.


    She could still remember his violent reaction when they’d read the verdict. He’d yelled and thrown a chair until the guards had restrained him, slamming him face down on his lawyer’s desk. As they’d cuffed him, he’d turned and looked right at her. All the anger was replaced by an eerie smile that had left her feeling cold.


    “I’ll see you soon, baby.”


    His parting words, the violence she hadn’t even realized he had inside him, and that smile had warned her she had never met the real Will Archer until that moment. She wasn’t the type of woman to be scared or intimidated by any man, but that little insight into Will’s dark side had her packing her shit and leaving town before the sun set that night. She’d mulled over their relationship a lot those first few weeks and realized there had been signs of Will’s true character. She had just ignored them. Maybe if she hadn’t been acting like such a spoiled brat, her life wouldn’t have been screwed all to hell.


    Men should have been the last thing on her mind, but she was actually disappointed when Big Red turned away from her and went to the bar. Apparently, he hadn’t gotten over his dislike of her renovations, but that was just tough shit. She was here to stay, and he wasn’t going to intimidate her.


    But Red wasn’t the only one who seemed unhappy with the Watering Hole being closed. She’d gone into the hardware store for more paint today, and a dopey-looking guy with some pretty fantastic tattoos had questioned her at every turn. When she’d finally, and with as much patience as she could muster, told him that when she had a reopening day in mind, he would be the first to know, he had gone off to talk to another customer, shooting her disgruntled looks all the while. She’d heard the owner call him “Bubba” as he was walking out the door, and it reminded her of the movie Sweet Home Alabama. Only instead of the welcome home to the place you always belonged, she was getting a more get the hell out of town vibe.


    So, she was going to have to put aside her issues with the local’s music and their closed-minded attitude and make some friends. The lady who owned her hotel seemed nice, but besides that, Jessie hadn’t met any other women who hadn’t taken one look at her and turned up their noses. Then again, she’d found that most women were a pain in the ass to be friends with. She’d always hung with more guys than girls.


    Her gaze found Big Red again by the bar, and she played with the label of her bottle as she contemplated befriending the foul-tempered man. One thing was for sure…if she could get him to accept her plans for the Watering Hole, it was a step in the right direction.


    Considering his reaction to a little plaster and paint, do you really want to be around this guy when he explodes about something major?


    He was also the only person who had really talked to her, besides Bubba the Interrogator, and she had no interest in listening to him yammer on. Besides, she was tired of sitting in the corner by herself. She was bored, and the tall, burly cowboy was the only kind of distraction she was willing to seek out.


    Despite her reservations, her boredom won out, and she got up and maneuvered through the crowd toward him. When she tried to get past the group of cowboys, though, one of them blocked her way.


    “Well, hey there, darlin’. Haven’t seen you before.”


    “Not interested.”


    She tried to move around him again, and he blocked her once more. “How do you know? You haven’t even heard my best line.”


    Jessie eyed him up and down, a smirk settling over her lips. “Sorry, but you must be this tall” —she held her hand several inches over his head, and he looked up— “to ride.”


    The cowboy puffed up on his stacked boots and gained an inch on her, including his hat. “Wait a minute. You’re that woman from California, the one who bought the Watering Hole.”


    “How did you guess?” Jessie knew she was just riling the little prick, but really, who could take him seriously with his pants so tight?


    Either he missed the sarcasm because of the noise, or he was just an idiot. “Because you’re the only uppity bitch I’ve met tonight.”


    She covered her chest with her hands. “Oh wow. That really hurts.”


    He caught her tone that time, because he grabbed her arm in a viselike grip. “You’ve got a real smart mouth on you for an outsider. Seems like your mama—”


    The cowboy stopped talking when a large hand grabbed his shoulder and jerked him around. “Let the lady go.”


    Jessie didn’t know who was more surprised by Big Red’s rescue, her or the cowboy, who swallowed so hard she’d swear his Adam’s apple disappeared.


    Jessie looked over and noticed that the rest of the cowboy’s group had finally realized their friend was in trouble and were backing him up. The cowboy’s grip tightened on her arm, and his face flushed.


    “Why don’t you mind your own business, Red?”


    Jessie was tired of their staring contest, and her arm was starting to tingle with pain. Stepping into the cowboy, she hit him across the trachea with the side of her other hand, and he released her to clutch his throat, falling back against his buddies, gasping. Rubbing her arm, she glared at the cowboy, then shifted her attention to Red.


    “Thanks for trying to be a hero, but I can handle myself.”


    To her confusion, Red sighed. “Ah, hell.”


    Before she could protest, he thrust her behind him. She turned back around just in time to see him catch Shorty the Cowboy’s raised fist, crushing it in his bearlike hand.


    “Didn’t your mama tell you not to hit a woman?”


    Then all hell broke loose.


    * * *


    Why the hell did you have to get involved?


    Red didn’t have an answer as he pushed the short cowboy away and got a hard right to his jaw. Five to one weren’t exactly his favorite odds, but he’d been through worse.


    He caught one cowboy in a headlock and kicked out at another, catching him in the gut. The guy fell back into a table of women, knocking their pitcher of beer all over, and the screams exploded. He felt something at his back and turned just in time to watch Jessie bring a stool down hard on one of the cowboys’ shoulders, knocking him out. Jessie held the chair out in front of her like a shield, glaring at Shorty as he eyed her and the chair.


    Red couldn’t stop the grin that spread across his face. Who knew Miss California would be good in a bar fight.


    “Look out!” she yelled, and he spun around, pushing the cowboy in the headlock away in time to prevent his arm getting sliced by a broken bottle.


    “That is enough!” a thunderous voice boomed, and Red realized the entire bar, including the band, had frozen. Red looked over his shoulder at Wyatt Mitchell holding a shotgun and looking pissed.


    “Next fucker that moves gets buried beneath the floorboards.”


    Nobody moved, and Wyatt pointed at Red. “Get the fuck out of my bar. And take her with you.”


    “But you told us not to move,” Jessie said.


    Red wanted to slap a piece of duct tape over her smart mouth.


    Wyatt’s ugly face twisted into a monstrous scowl. “I am going to give you five seconds before I—”


    Red downed the beer he’d just ordered and, after setting it back on the bar, put his hand on the small of Jessie’s back to propel her forward. “Easy, Wyatt, we’re going. Come on, California.”


    “But—”


    “Just hush up until we get outside. I’ve already got a sore jaw because of you. You want to get me shot too?”


    Jessie snorted. “He wouldn’t really shoot us.”


    “You’d be surprised what men would do to protect their interests, and I, for one, do not want to test your theory.”

  


  
    Chapter Three


    When they reached the parking lot, Jessie felt like she could run back to her hotel and never tire, that was how much adrenaline was coursing through her body. It had been too long since she’d been anything but angry, so when she turned around to face Red, there was a definite skip in her step as she walked backward.


    “So what’s next? Should we go all Bonnie and Clyde? Ride across the country like Thelma and Louise?”


    She smirked as he scowled at her. “Thelma and Louise? Do I look like a chick to you?”


    Ah, to bait or not to bait…that was the question.


    She decided to bait him. “Well, with the red hair, you could probably pass for a very butch Susan Sarandon.”


    In the streetlight, she actually saw his lips moving like he was counting, his eyes closed, and her gaze was glued to his mouth. He did have nice, full lips, and he was definitely hot. And with his muscles and height, he could probably pull off some fantastic positions and…


    What are you even thinking about? After yesterday and the way he went psycho over bar renovations, you really want to invite him into your bed? Have you not learned your lesson yet?


    Will had been handsome too, but he had also tried to control her without her realizing it, from her friends to the way they had sex. Looking back, she wished she had realized what he was doing. A fight with her best friend, K.C., a fight that had led to them not speaking for two years, had all started with something Will said to her.


    Don’t you ever get tired of her taking advantage of you?


    The seed had been planted, and she’d run with it, nearly ruining their friendship. She’d found out later when they had made up that Will had hit on her afterward, and she’d told him to fuck off. K.C. had wanted to tell her but didn’t think she would believe her.


    Jessie wasn’t going to be used or manipulated ever again. She was going to control her own life and her own orgasms. Which she could achieve without a six-and-a-half-foot redneck with linebacker shoulders and a grumpy disposition.


    Apparently her body didn’t know that, though, because when he opened his eyes and stared down at her with irritation, she couldn’t stop thinking about sex; good old-fashioned angry sex.


    “Look, California, you’re used to the type of men who get pedicures and highlights, but around here, if you insult a guy’s manhood, dollars to doughnuts he’s not gonna back down. You might want to remember that the next time you get smart with a strange man.”


    Of all the narrow-minded, bullshit assumptions. “Okay, first of all, have you ever actually been to California?” she asked, crossing her arms over her chest. “I have never met a man who has had a pedicure.”


    “I notice that you didn’t say you’d never seen a man with highlights,” Red countered.


    Drat, she had seen men with highlights. “Just because a man has highlights doesn’t make him weak,” she snapped, before adding, “Besides, what do you know about highlights and pedicures?”


    “I have four sisters.” She thought she caught a smile on his face. “What don’t I know?”


    “And yet, you get all snarky about men taking care of themselves—”


    “Girls can do that kind of thing, but men—”


    “My God, you are not only rude and overbearing, but you’re also a sexist bast—”


    “Careful, darlin’.” Sarcasm oozed from him as he crowded her. “Down here, ladies don’t talk like drunken sailors.”


    “Good thing I’m not from here, then.” She gave him a little poke in his chest. “Have you ever been to a California biker bar or even better, the ghetto? I once saw a girl get stabbed in a bar bathroom, and let me tell you, women can be more dangerous than men when they are pissed off. If you think that I don’t know how to handle myself, you’re wrong.”


    “And if I hadn’t been there and you’d pulled that kung fu shit, those boys might have targeted you, and not in a slash-your-tires kind of way. You never know how any man is going to react, especially if you come at him in front of his boys. I would never hurt a woman, but not all guys are like me, and if you come at them disrespectfully, you’re just asking for trouble.”


    His meaning washed over her, and she pushed him with both hands, gritting her teeth when he didn’t move. “Are you saying that a woman who defends herself deserves to be attacked?”


    She was no longer getting the warm fuzzies when she looked at him. He was a Neanderthal, a blockhead, a sexist piece of—


    He grabbed her hands, and heat raced up her arms as he pulled her against him, his mouth several inches from hers. “No, I’m saying don’t call a man short and dickless unless you want to start a brawl in a bar.”


    She tried not to breathe, because every time she did, her chest rubbed against him, and her nipples were painful little nubs. Plus, he smelled damn good, like leather and spice, and she didn’t like that she’d noticed. Her voice was soft, and she hated the smoky tone, his “asking for it” line ringing in her head. “I didn’t call him dickless.”


    “I heard everything you said to him, and you might as well have,” he said, his voice rough. She noticed his mouth was getting closer and had to stop this. If he moved another inch, he was going to be kissing her, and she did not want that.


    Really? ’Cause the way you are leaning into him might be taken another way.


    Needing some distance, she pushed against his chest. “Fine. Next time a man comes on to me like that, I’ll bat my lashes and say no, thank you, like the meek little thing you expect me to be.”


    His grin flashed, making his eyes crinkle up, and her heart skipped a beat. She’d only seen the smile once yesterday, but she hadn’t imagined it. He was one fine-looking man.


    “No one would ever call you a meek little thing, California.”


    * * *


    The woman was trouble, yet Red couldn’t help admiring her gumption. Not many women would have pulled a stunt like that unless they had backup, but Jessie didn’t seem to care who she pissed off.


    Including him. Actually, if he didn’t know any better, he could have sworn she enjoyed provoking him.


    Her smile was bright and did things to his body that should not be happening. Not with her. He’d been resisting the urge to kiss her since she’d put her hands on his chest, because kissing her would be crazy. She was crazy. Besides the fact that she was probably a left-wing nut, she was also destroying his favorite place to unwind.


    He scowled just thinking about it and let her hands go. “You still ripping apart the Watering Hole?”


    Her smile disappeared, and sarcasm dripped from her voice. “And for a minute there, I thought we might just become friends.”


    “What made you think that? ’Cause I took your part and got into a bar fight?” He saw something pass through her eyes that looked like hurt and tried to ignore the little voice telling him to stop being an asshole.


    “Or it could just be that you seem like a good friend to have.”


    He thought he caught a suggestive tone in her voice, but decided he was crazy.


    “Maybe for you, but I’m afraid if I keep hanging around you, someone might disfigure my moneymaker. It’s not like I can rely on just my personality to meet women.”


    She snorted. “That’s for damn sure.” A few seconds ticked by before she asked, “So why did you jump in if you can’t stand me?”


    Because you’ve got nerves of steel and won’t take my crap? “I have four sisters. If some asshole grabbed one of them like that, I’d have torn them apart.”


    “So you just go around trying to save random women because they remind you of your sisters?” she asked, touching the end of his nose with her finger. “What a sweetheart.”


    “No, I—” He realized she was teasing him by the sparkle in her eyes and chuckled. “You really are a pain in the ass.”


    “Trust me, you aren’t the first man who’s said so.”


    He felt the change between them. A few minutes ago, he had been ready to hog-tie and gag her, and now their banter had him thinking about other things. Like the fact that he’d had her so close, he could have checked “kiss a sassy California girl” off his bucket list.


    Red shook his head, trying to castaway that dangerous train of thought. “Where are you parked? I’ll walk you to your car.”


    “Oh, that’s okay. I walked.”


    He raised his eyebrows. “You walked? From where?”


    “I’m staying at the hotel on Main Street. I haven’t quite found a place yet, but I’m looking.”


    The Loco Inn had been remodeled and updated on the inside, but they had kept the outside almost exactly the same as when it was built, besides a fresh coat of paint. It was a pretty nice place to stay, but still, it was a mile down the road, and at night…


    He looked at her dark sweater and blue jeans and knew what he had to do.


    “That’s a long walk, and no one is going to see you in that black sweater. I’ll give you a lift.”


    “It’s okay, I think I can make it,” she said


    “I’m trying to be a good guy here. Can’t you let me be nice to you?” he asked. “Don’t worry, it probably won’t last.”


    She turned away from him, but not before he caught her smile. “Fine. Where’s your car?”


    He led her to his Dodge Charger and opened the door for her. Once she was settled, he walked to the other side, shaking his head.


    He was just being a good guy. It didn’t mean he was interested in a sass mouth from California.


    So you say.


    He climbed in next to her and caught her smirk.


    “What?”


    “I didn’t think you’d fit in this car.” She sounded as if she was about to burst out laughing and he realized he was discovering quite a bit about Jessie Dale.


    For one thing, she was a smart-ass who found amusement in every situation. And especially at his expense. It didn’t seem like she was being mean; it was more like she looked at life as one big joke.


    Which had him wondering for the hundredth time why he was so damn interested in her. “Some people would call you a bully.”


    “Some people shouldn’t take themselves so seriously.”


    Which just confirmed his suspicion that she looked at life as if it was one big joke, and for once he wanted her to talk about something real. Something she couldn’t just wave away with snark and a smile.


    “So, why Loco, Texas?”


    For the first time, she was quiet. He started the car and backed up, waiting. As he pulled out of the parking lot, he was just about to ask if she’d forgotten why, when she finally answered. “I just needed a fresh start and started looking for bars that had proven profits, but the owner just wanted out. I liked the building, and when I got here, I liked the town.”


    “Yeah, but it’s strange. Most people try to get out of Loco, not in.”


    “So, how come you stayed, then, if this place is such a pit?” she asked sharply.


    “I never said this place was a pit.” Red didn’t know why she could rile him so bad, but he found himself almost spitting mad. “I blew my knee out playing college ball. With no scholarship and no money, I moved home. I got a loan that paid for a mechanic’s program and worked at Jose’s shop until I got a degree, but had no idea what I wanted to do.”


    “Did you ever figure it out?” she asked.


    He glanced her way, but she was looking out the window.


    “Yeah, I guess I did.” He wasn’t going to elaborate, though. The last thing he was going to tell her was he made his living writing romance novels. She’d get a kick out of that, and it wasn’t like it was common knowledge. The only people who knew were his best friends, Jake and Rand, his parents, and his sisters. Lord knew, if the men in town found out, he would be the butt of every joke.


    “And what did you figure out? What do you do?”


    “Why don’t you answer my question first? Since you want to be friends and all.”


    “I told you why. I needed a fresh start.”


    “Why would a young woman just up and move halfway across the country?” He saw her shift in the seat. He looked into her angry face and figured he’d pushed too far.


    “Are you always this pushy with people you can’t stand?”


    “Hey, isn’t this what getting to know each other is? Sharing is caring.”


    “I made a mistake. Men and women can’t be friends. Statistically impossible. One of the friends is always a little in love with the other or at least sexually attracted to them, and sex ruins friendships.”


    Red gave her a teasing leer. “Are you saying you want to have sex with me?”


    “Of course not. Look at your cuticles.” The playful amusement was back.


    Again she had avoided his questions, but he let it go.


    Maybe she’s running from something?


    Could be. She had all the earmarks of a woman who wasn’t afraid of trouble and found it easily.


    The next few moments were quiet as they entered the small stretch of shops that made up Loco, Texas. The old buildings had the same structure they’d sported for over a hundred years, except for the fresh paint and structural upgrades the town had pitched in to do. It kept an old-time charm with modern conveniences, and the town council had hoped it would start bringing tourists in, but so far it remained pretty much locals and a few lost out-of-towners.


    Jessie finally broke the silence. “I love this town. Reminds me of where I grew up.”


    He glanced her way, but she had her head leaned back against the headrest, looking out the window again.


    Well, if she wasn’t going to volunteer information, then he was going to ask questions. “Where was that? I thought California was all vineyards and beaches?”


    She turned, and her look clearly said, you are an idiot.


    “Actually, I grew up in a tiny town in the foothills, which is set up a lot like this. It used to be part of the gold country and it’s famous for hanging people.”


    Red pulled in front of the old hotel, parallel parking with ease since there weren’t any other cars on the street.


    “Well, that’s definitely a point of interest,” Red said drily.


    “Yep. The old hotel even has a dummy hanging outside against the front of the building.”


    “So, instead of guns, the men walk around with nooses on their belts?”


    “Actually, we have guns too. Northern California is pretty rural, especially on the stretch along Highway 50.”


    “Is that where your family is?” He knew he wasn’t going to get anything else from her when she reached for her seat belt and unsnapped it.


    “Thanks for the ride and the help back there.”


    She pulled her door lever to open her side, but he covered her hand with his. The motion brought his face inches from hers, and her wide eyes met his.


    He had no idea why he’d done it or what he’d wanted to say. All he could think about was that she smelled like coconut and her lips were parted, inviting, and, man, he wanted to…


    Before he could stop himself, he closed the distance and gave her a quick, hard kiss. The warmth of her mouth, the sweet taste of her lip gloss… It was all he could do not to slip his tongue inside and explore. He pulled away just as her lips softened, and lied, “You say we can’t be friends because of sexual complications, but I didn’t feel a thing.”


    He saw something flash in her eyes, and his wishful thinking felt it might have been disappointment. “Okay. So you kiss me and we’re friends now?”


    “Yep.”


    “Got it. Makes total sense,” she said.


    Clearing his throat, he put some distance between them. “Try to stay out of trouble.”


    Her expression was puzzled, and he couldn’t blame her. She pushed the door open and gave him a little smile. “I make no promises.”


    “And leave my bar alone.”


    “It’s my bar!” She shut the door before he could say anything and flipped him off. As she ran into the front door of the hotel, heat pulsed in his veins. Excitement and arousal weren’t new to him, but it had been a long time since a woman had gotten to him this way. Since before Jake and Rand’s wedding to be sure.


    As he drove home, his mind went into overdrive, scenes flashing in his head for his novel. Several minutes later, he hopped out of his car and ran inside. He flipped on the light, and Orange opened one eye from his sleeping position on his laptop.


    “Sorry, buddy, but you got to move.” Red scooped up the cat, whose chest vibrated against his hand with a deep purr until he set him down. When he started to pull away, the cat swiped at him with one of his paws.


    “Watch it, asshole, or you can kiss your comfy life good-bye.”


    The cat’s tail twitched rapidly, but Red didn’t have time to soothe him. After making a fresh pot of coffee, he sat down and started writing. His characters had just shared their second kiss and some heavy petting when Red’s hands started to cramp. His eyes were bleary, and as he squinted at the clock, he realized it was almost six in the morning.


    Saving his work, he shut his laptop and stumbled back to bed. As his head hit the pillow, Jessie’s face popped up behind his closed eyelids.


    Whatever else, the girl was great for writer’s block.

  


  
    Chapter Four


    Jessie was up at the crack of dawn and at the bar to finish painting. It was a lot of work for one person, but she wanted the inside updates finished before she bought the new widescreens. Besides that, she needed a new oven and deep fryer for the kitchen, furnishings, and a staff. She had already set up the insurance and applied for her liquor license before she’d even arrived in Loco. They’d approved her a few days ago, so she was good on that. She had already paid for an inspection and business license, but there was still so much to do. It was such a daunting job that sometimes she wondered if she had really thought the whole thing through.


    The answer was no. She just wanted out of a bad situation and to fulfill her dream.


    And now she had really gone and done it. After Red had kissed her, she had tossed and turned half the night. She didn’t need the distraction or complication of “feelings,” especially for a guy like him.


    Oh, you mean a guy who sticks up for a lone woman and offers to drive her home because it’s late?


    No, a guy who used her explanation about friendship to kiss her.


    Maybe he really had been just proving a point, but even if he hadn’t felt anything, she had. Briefly. Just a little spark, no big deal.


    Ha, more like a Fourth of July light show. No, no, no. Stop thinking about him or whatever things you may have felt when he kissed you. You…do…not…want…him.


    Trying to do what her brain demanded, she’d been painting for several hours when she felt her cell phone vibrate in her pocket. Turning down the music, she looked at the cell and didn’t recognize the number. Pressing the decline button, she let it go to voice mail.


    A minute later, her phone chirped. Putting down the paint roller, she tapped the voice mail icon, and held it to her ear. A familiar voice came over the line and a chill shot down her spine.


    “Hey, baby.”


    Jessie gripped the phone, her heart pounding hard and fast.


    “I can find you anywhere you go, baby. Technology is amazing that way.”


    It was impossible. Will was sitting in jail, so the only way he could have gotten her new cell number was if he’d had one of his tech friends search for her.


    “I miss you, baby. Don’t you miss me?”


    No! In fact, every time he called her “baby,” her skin crawled.


    “I have good news. Looks like I’m getting out of here sooner than later. California prison system is overcrowded, and they’re looking for people who are nonviolent and truly repentant.”


    “You aren’t sorry for what you did, you bastard,” Jessie muttered to herself.


    “I’d love to tell you in person how sorry I am, but I heard you moved closer to your dad. Maybe when I get out we could—”


    Jessie hung up the phone and tried to slow her breathing. It was the first time Will had called in over a year. It was why she’d changed her number three times and spent a year traveling; the last thing she wanted was Will getting out and looking for her. Especially after the last phone message he’d left her.


    “You owe me, bitch. You ruined my life and if you think you’re getting away from me, you are delusional. I own you, baby. And I have the videos to prove it.”


    Going behind the bar, she poured a shot of whiskey and tossed it back, hissing as the liquid heat singed her throat. She didn’t care that it was eight in the morning; she needed it. She knew the police had confiscated all the videos from Will’s computer, but the idea he might have had a backup somewhere haunted her, along with who might have seen it.


    Scrolling through her phone, she pulled up her dad’s number and called him.


    “Hello.” His rough voice came over the line and Jessie started to relax.


    “Hey, Daddy.”


    “Jessie-girl, is that you, honey? How are you? How’s the new place?”


    Guilt assailed Jessie. No matter how many times she cut him out and hurt him, her dad was always there for her, worrying. She didn’t deserve him.


    “It’s a lot of work, but I’m doing well.” When her hands were finally steady enough to hold a paint roller, she started painting again. “How are you? How’s Silvie and the girls?”


    “Really good. You know, Megan got into law school, and Laura is going to UC Davis in the fall. She wants to major in journalism…”


    Her dad went on and on about his stepdaughters, and her good will diminished as she wondered what he said when people asked about her. Oh, Jessie, well, she got involved with this dirt bag and ended up in some pornos against her knowledge. She sued him and had him thrown in jail, and now she lives off the grid somewhere, only calls home a few times a year. So proud of her.


    In her heart, she knew her dad wouldn’t say anything like it to other people, but it didn’t stop her from berating herself for letting him down. She had let jealousy cloud her judgment, and now karma had bit her in the ass hard.


    “Jessie?”


    Shit, she hadn’t even been listening, but she didn’t want to tell her dad that. “Sorry, Dad. I was painting, and my cheek hit the mute button. What did you say?”


    Her father’s sigh told her he didn’t believe her. “It’s okay, I was just saying that I wanted to come out and visit you soon. I kind of like the sound of Loco, Texas.”


    Jessie smiled at her dad’s teasing. “Oh, you’d love it. As soon as I find a house, you can come on out and play cowboy.”


    “Play, hell, I could ride circles around those Texans.”


    “On a horse?” Jessie teased.


    “Hell no, on my hog. When you get to be my age, honey, just the thought of getting on a horse can make you hurt.”


    Jessie laughed. “Well, all right, Dad, I’ll talk to you later. Got a lot of work left for today.”


    “I love you, honey. Call me, no matter what time it is.”


    Her heart squeezed. “Thanks, Dad, I will. I love you too.”


    Jessie hung up the phone, and the loneliness of her situation really sank in. She had moved across the country, away from family and friends and everything she knew. She was truly alone, and suddenly, her grand adventurous dream seemed like the stupidest idea she’d ever had.


    * * *


    Red yelled as he woke up, wiping the ice-cold water from his face. When his vision cleared, he saw his mother standing at the end of his bed, an empty glass in her hand, and dressed in her church clothes.


    “And may I ask why you were not in church this morning?”


    “Couldn’t you have asked me that without trying to drown me?” he griped, wiping his face with his quilt. The air in the trailer was stifling, and he realized he’d forgotten to turn the heat down.


    “I tried, but you just continued to snore, so I decided you needed a little encouragement.”


    Red swung his legs over the side of the bed and stood up, realizing too late he was naked. Grabbing up the quilt, he wrapped it around his waist. “Shit.”


    “Language, Albert,” his mother said.


    She bent over to pick up his boxers and pants off the floor like he was still fourteen years old and handed them over. He took them from her outstretched hand and waited for her to turn around. When she didn’t immediately turn her back, he glowered.


    “Can I get some privacy in my own place?”


    “Oh, are we embarrassed now? I’m your mother, you know. It’s not like I’ve never seen your package before.”


    Nearly choking on his mother’s use of the word package, he said, “I assure you, my package has changed quite a bit since the last time you changed my diaper.”


    “You don’t have to be crude, you know.”


    He twirled his finger at her, and she turned her back on him. He was just pulling his boxers over his hips when she repeated, “Now, why weren’t you in church?”


    “I wasn’t in church, Mother, because I overslept.”


    “That is fairly obvious, Albert. What I want to know is why you overslept. Jake and Miranda were in church this morning. I thought you went over to visit them last night.”


    God knew he loved his mother, but she still treated him like a twelve-year-old.


    Finally, he finished buttoning his jeans. “All right, I’m clothed.”


    She spun around and, as if to highlight her irritation with him, started tapping her foot. “You were explaining why your friends were in church, and you look like you just did five eight-second rides with the meanest bull in Texas.”


    “Not that it is any of your business, but Rand fell asleep early, and Jake was tired. So, I left their place and went out.”


    “And got into some trouble from the looks of that jaw.” As if to get a better look, she grasped his face and turned it toward her.


    Red winced as she squeezed the tender flesh, and grabbed her wrist gently. “Ow, let go.”


    “I just want to look at it. When are you going to outgrow all this hell-raising and fighting?”


    He finally got away from her motherly ministrations. “I didn’t start it. Couple of cowboys were hassling the new owner of the Watering Hole, and I stepped in.”


    His mother’s eyes gleamed with a terrifying light. “Oh, really? That was nice of you to take the part of a stranger. I heard the new owner was a woman. What’s her name?”


    He hesitated, not liking his mother’s sweet tone. “Her name is Jessie.”


    “Well, I’ll have to stop by and welcome her to town. Maybe invite her for dinner. Where does she live?”


    It was a trick question. If he told her Jessie lived in the hotel, it could go a couple of different ways, and neither of them were good.


    “She’s staying at the Loco Inn. And before you say anything, I offered her a ride home after the fight, and that’s all that happened.”


    “I didn’t say anything. You’re a grown man, and you can do whatever you want.”


    Red snorted. “Really? Then why are you in my trailer giving me hell for missing church?” Red watched his mother’s eyes narrow with irritation.


    “You may be too big to turn over my knee, but you might want to remember who washes your dirty drawers before you get flip with me.”


    “You haven’t washed my drawers for quite some time.”


    “But I do make your favorite biscuits, and if you ever want to eat at my table again, you better show me some respect.”


    Dammit, she was right. No one made buttermilk biscuits like his mama. Walking past his mother, he dumped out the coffee from the night before and started to make a fresh pot. “I am sorry, Mother. You want some coffee?”


    “No, I need to go make lunch for your father.” Heaving a heavy sigh behind him, she added, “I worry about you, Albert.”


    He turned and leaned against the counter. “I promise I’ll be back at church next Sunday, ready and willing to have the fear of God shoved down my throat.”


    She whacked him on his arm. “One of these days, you’re going to learn to watch your mouth.”


    He grinned impudently. “Probably not today.”


    Red thought he heard her snort as she headed for the front door. Before she left, she gave him a wide grin. “If you run into your Jessie, you should invite her over for dinner.”


    “She’s not my—” But his mom was already out the door.


    As he waited for his coffee to percolate, he thought about Jessie and her ability to turn him into a writing machine. Maybe it was because he wasn’t just going through the motions in his life. He had something to shake up his humdrum existence.


    After he showered and dressed, he got into his Charger and drove toward the Watering Hole. He wasn’t exactly sure what he would say to her when he got there, but he was hoping after a few more encounters, he’d finally have a novel to send in.


    * * *


    Jessie loved Journey. Belting out the words to “Don’t Stop Believing,” she danced in place as she painted the wall black. Her plan was to leave the bottom half cedar with a break and texture the top half. She was going to mount three wide-screen TVs on the walls and another behind the bar. She thought the plain black would look good, especially if she covered the walls in photographs of local landmarks and people. She wanted to draw the townsfolk to her bar, and if they found pictures of themselves spread throughout, it might ease the sting of her changes.


    A beam of sunlight came from her left, and she jumped as she turned to find Red standing in her doorway, looking sheepish.


    “Sorry. I knocked, but I guess you didn’t hear me.”


    Realizing he must have heard her caterwauling, she snapped, “Obviously, or I would have come to the door to tell you to get lost.”


    Red held his hands up, and she hated to admit the color of his hair was starting to grow on her. His gorgeous blue eyes were wide, and the smile he gave her ignited those bad, man-is-he-cute feelings she had been trying to suppress.


    “I come in peace,” he said.


    “Yeah, right.”


    As concrete proof, he bent over to pick up the paintbrush, and when he stood back up, waved at the wall. “Where do I start?”


    Her jaw dropped. “A few days ago, you were stomping around yelling at me, and now you want to help me?”


    “Well, as you pointed out, this is your bar, and as we’ve both witnessed, I’m not exactly welcome anywhere else in town. So unless I want to stay home or head to the next town, I should probably help you out. Because if you are the only one doing all this work, you are going to take forever.”


    She wasn’t sure if he was up to something or not, but she couldn’t afford to turn down the help. Besides that, she wouldn’t mind the company, even if he was kind of an ass.


    “You can stay, as long as you don’t kiss me again,” she said.


    “No problem. I told you, it was like kissing my sister.”


    That stung, even if she’d been asking for it. “Oh, so you do that often? I’ve heard stories—”


    His cheeks turned an awful shade of pink. “Shut up and point me to where I’m working.”


    She almost felt a little bad for teasing him, since he was here to help. Only a little, though. He’d made her feel about as attractive as mud.


    “Okay, well, right now I’m painting the textured part black. My plan is to put three wide-screens spaced out, two on this wall and one in back by the pool table. Once we finish with the painting, it will need to dry before we can do anything else.”


    “Did you say three flat-screens?”


    She took in his wide-eyed, eager expression as a good sign.


    “And one behind the bar,” she said, smiling.


    He started painting the wall with a grin. “I take it back. You might know what in the hell you’re doing after all.”


    “Thanks, I think.”


    “So what made you want to open a bar in East Texas in October?”


    She took her time answering, wondering why he was so interested. “Because you already have a great bakery, and if I opened a drug store, I might end up back on the pipe.”


    She kept a straight face long enough to get a load of his. When she burst into peals of laughter, he shook his head at her. “You are a regular comedian.”


    “I know. I used to do stand-up.”


    “You did?”


    “Are you really this gullible?”


    “Around here, we tend to take people at their word.”


    Jessie bit her lip, forcing back her smile. “I’m sorry. I’m just not big on talking about myself.”


    “So what are you big on talking about?”


    “My new life, my new bar, and all things rock ’n’ roll.”


    Red grunted. “Seems like we’ll have a lot to talk about, then.”

  


  
    Chapter Five


    Red was an active guy, but after five hours of painting, his arms were sore as hell. He stepped back and looked around the bar at their handiwork.


    “I think that’s it,” he said.


    She walked over to the space heater and turned it on. “Well, that’s the first coat. I’ve got to wait for this one to dry before I can apply the next one. Hopefully the heat helps.”


    “So what else do you need to get this place open?”


    He sensed her hesitation, as if she still wasn’t convinced he was here to help. “Listen, I appreciate your help, but you don’t have to do this.”


    “I know, but to be honest, I really don’t have anywhere else to be… Shit.” He felt all the blood leaving his head. “What time is it?”


    She checked her phone. “Seven ten.”


    “Fuck, she is going to kill me.”


    “Who, your wife?”


    Her casual question made him grin. “My mother, but smooth.”


    “I don’t know what you’re talking about. I just assumed it was your wife, because what grown man is afraid of his mother?”


    “You do not know my mother. If you did, you would fear her too.”


    Jessie laughed. “Somehow I doubt that.”


    Suddenly, he had an evil idea. “Then why not come with me? Distract her from the fact that I’m late?”


    “Thanks, but I’m not really a family dinner kind of girl.”


    He watched her gather up her paint tin and roller, crossing his arms over his chest stubbornly. “What else are you going to do?”


    She hesitated. “Probably go back to the hotel and take a bath.”


    “What are you going to do for dinner? There’s nothing open on a Sunday night.”


    He could see he had her. “Seriously? Nothing?”


    “This is small-town Texas, sweetheart. We respect the day of rest.”


    “Well, shit.” She walked toward the back of the bar with her hands full. “I guess I’ll just wait until the bakery opens tomorrow.”


    Red trailed behind her with his own equipment, frustration pulsating through his body. “Are you always this stubborn?”


    “Are you always so pushy?” she countered.


    She kicked the back door open and Red followed her down the back porch. “Okay, how about this. I just spent several hours toiling away out of the goodness of my heart. So, how about you do me a solid, and tell my mother that.”


    Jessie twisted the hose, shooting him a dark look. “You know, nobody likes a mama’s boy.”


    “I am not a mama’s boy. I am a man who respects his mother. There’s a difference.”


    “Not from where I’m standing,” she said.


    “Oh, for Christ sakes, fine! Starve! I’ll face the firing squad alone,” he hollered.


    Stomping back toward the open backdoor, he paused when she called out to him. “Hey, Red.” He turned slowly to face her once more and her mouth was quirked in a smug little half smile. “Does dinner include dessert?”


    He looked at the starry night sky and prayed for strength. “Usually.”


    “Fine, I’m in.”


    * * *


    As Jessie followed Red out to his family’s home, she had to take calming breaths. The last time she’d sat down with any family had been her own, and that was many years ago. Not even counting the time she’d brought Will home, the night her father had announced he was marrying Silvie and that the three of them were moving in had been the worst family dinner ever. She’d gone toe to toe with her dad until Silvie had been in tears, and her two daughters had been giving her the is this girl for real look. Apparently, strong language had been a thing rarely used by their mother.


    Her father had sent her to her room, and she’d gone, only to climb out and spend the night with her friends at a party, where she’d drunk way too much and made out with some sophomore who was another group’s designated drive. So not only had she been sick the next day and grounded, she’d spent over a month trying to get rid of the little dweeb.


    And now she was about to walk into a family dinner with a man she hardly knew and wasn’t even dating. Good times.


    He pulled into the drive of an older white house that looked small and cozy, but she had a hard time imagining raising five children in it.


    “Please tell me you did not share a room with all four of your sisters,” she called as he got out of his car.


    His cheeks reddened and he looked so embarrassed, she almost felt bad. “No, the house is bigger than it looks. My parents own the drug store in town and saved up enough to add two rooms on the back.”


    “Wow. So, your sisters had to share a room and you got your own?” She sounded completely appalled, and he almost rolled his eyes.


    “Yep, but before you feel too bad for them, there’re only two bathrooms, and one is in my parents’ room. So, I had to share my bathroom with four girls and take my shower at night my whole life.”


    She bit her cheek, trying to stop her laugh, but it came out as more of a snort. “You poor baby.”


    “I am a poor baby! It was the only way I could get a hot shower.”


    Just as he was reaching for the knob, the door swung open, and a short blonde woman with a familiar scowl shouted, “Do you have any idea what time it is?”


    The older woman didn’t see her yet, and Jessie stood back and watched as Red grumbled, “We have company.”


    “What…oh.” His mother was staring at her curiously, and Jessie resisted the urge to smooth her wild ponytail. At least she’d lost the bandana.


    “Hello,” Jessie said, hoping no one noticed the crack in her voice. Why was she so nervous? She didn’t normally care what people thought of her, but these were potential customers, right? It wouldn’t hurt to be personable.


    And it has nothing to do with the hot guy standing next to you, and wanting his family to approve of you?


    She silently hushed the voice in her head as Red’s mother pushed him out of the way. “Come in, dear. I apologize for answering the door that way, but we have dinner at six on Sundays, and I was worried when this one wasn’t answering his phone. You can probably tell by the size of him, he doesn’t miss many meals.”


    Red’s mother winked at her, and Jessie laughed. “No, I don’t suppose he does.”


    Red leaned down and kissed his mother’s cheek as he passed. When she pulled away from her son and zeroed in on Jessie, Jessie couldn’t read her expression.


    “You can call me Hannah, and you’re Jessie?”


    “That’s me.” Jessie stepped into the house, surprised when Red’s mom hugged her. It was a short, affectionate embrace and Jessie was shocked at her urge to melt into it.


    Hannah released her with a wide, welcoming smile. “Is that short for anything?”


    “No, my dad had something about outlaws, so I’m actually named for Jesse James, just the spelling is different.”


    “Well, I…well. Make yourself at home, Jessie. Albert’s father is in the living room with his sisters.”


    Jessie walked in behind Red, and five red heads spun her way, one an older man with silver sideburns and the other four females. The women looked to be in their early to late twenties, and each one of them watched her curiously.


    It was as if she was walking in front of a firing squad.


    “Who’s your friend, Albert?” the older man asked, getting up from his chair.


    Red waved his hand between them. “Dad, this is Jessie. She just bought the Watering Hole. I’m late because I was helping her with her renovations. Jessie, this is my dad, Al.”


    Jessie stepped forward and held out her hand. “Nice to meet you.”


    “Likewise, Jessie.” Red’s father wasn’t quite as tall as him, but he was still a large man, and his hand encompassed hers with a firm grasp. “So you’re doing all those renovations yourself?”


    “Well, I was, until your son stopped by to help.” Jessie shot Red an appreciative smile. “I’m going to have to hire some outside contractors, but for the most part, I’m hoping to do a lot of the work myself.”


    “Have you renovated a bar before?”


    Jessie chuckled. “No, but I watch a lot of DIY Network.”


    Al threw his head back with a loud belly laugh. When he finally calmed down, he let go of her hand. “I’ll get you a couple of names of some guys I trust. They are very good and will give you a fair quote.”


    “Thank you, I’d appreciate that.”


    “I like a woman who isn’t afraid to get her hands dirty,” Al said.


    She saw Al give his son a pointed look and wondered what that was about, but before she could ask, Red’s four sisters surrounded her. Red drifted off toward the kitchen, and she cursed him for abandoning her.


    “Hey there, I’m MJ,” the one closest to her said. “Next to me is Tabitha, then Mary Belle, and Fiona.”


    “I prefer Tabby.”


    “Jessie.”


    “So how’d you get stuck with our brother?” Fiona asked.


    “I heard that, Fi,” Red called from the kitchen.


    His sister shrugged, and Jessie grinned. “Actually, I think he was trying to make up for our first meeting.”


    “What happened? What did he do?” MJ asked, her eyes twinkling.


    “Well, I was listening to music and minding my own business when someone started pounding—”


    A large hand covered her mouth, and Red hissed, “Quiet, woman.”


    Jessie froze at the press of his big body against her back and the warmth of his breath on her neck, a thousand fluttering wings batting against her stomach and rib cage. If his sisters hadn’t been watching, she might have done something stupid like lean back against him, but she didn’t like being told what to do.


    And he had called her woman. Bastard.


    She bit into his hand, and he yelped, “Ouch! You little savage.”


    “And you’re a sexist, loud mouthed—”


    Suddenly, Jessie realized she was making a scene in his home and snapped her mouth closed.


    “Oh no, please don’t stop!” Tabby begged, meeting her brother’s dark look with her tongue sticking out.


    Her savior came in the form of Red’s mother, who took her hand and led her into the kitchen. “Come along, Jessie, I’ve made you a plate. You can tell me all about yourself.”


    “What about me?” Red called behind them.


    His mother sniffed. “You go outside and come back in when you’ve learned some manners.”


    Jessie heard a round of giggles and fought a smile as Red cursed and stomped out the front door.


    “Albert, when he comes back, tell him to go back outside and think about the way he talks to women.”


    Her husband didn’t say anything, just nodded, but Jessie got the feeling he wasn’t listening.


    “So, Jessie, are you married?” Red’s mother asked casually as she led her into the kitchen.


    Jessie stiffened at the personal question. “No, I’ve never been married.”


    “How about children?” Hannah asked, waving her to sit down at the table.


    The older woman was bent over with her head in the oven, so she couldn’t see Jessie’s expression of horror. Who just jumps into a conversation with a question like that? “Do I have them or do I want them?”


    “Both.” His mother was smiling at her sweetly as she set a plate down in front of her, but Jessie got the feeling there was something more going on in Hannah Calhoun’s mind.


    “Um, I’m not sure.” Jessie watched Hannah suspiciously as she sat across from her.


    “Hmm…don’t you like kids?”


    Jessie was aware of MJ, hanging by the door, and cleared her throat. “To be honest, I haven’t thought about it. I suppose if I met the right man—”


    “Oh, good. For a minute there, I thought you were one of those girls who never wanted children, and that just wouldn’t do.”


    Wouldn’t do for what?


    Red came back in and stood in the doorway, frowning. “Okay, Mom, I’m sorry for my rude behavior.”


    “And?”


    “And what?”


    “And for being late for dinner.”


    His sigh was heavy. “I’m sorry.”


    “Fine.” Hannah waved him toward the stove like a benevolent queen. “Dish up your own plate. Everything is in the fridge. You just need to pop it in the microwave.”


    “What happened to my plate?” Red asked.


    “I gave it to Jessie.” Smiling at Jessie with a definite look of conspiracy, she got up from the table. “I’m going to see what your father is watching.”


    Jessie got the distinct impression she just wanted to leave Jessie alone with her son.


    Red made up his plate and finally sat down next to her. “So, what did I miss?”


    “Oh, nothing much. Your mother was just asking me about my plans to reproduce.”


    Red spewed a mouthful of food across the table, and Jessie whacked him on the back.


    “She didn’t.”


    “Oh yeah, she did, and I’m pretty sure if she could, she would have my ovaries examined tomorrow. She seems to think there’s something going on between us.”


    “Well, I sure as hell didn’t give her that idea.”


    His disgusted tone rubbed her wrong, and she tried to bite back the hurt. “I never said you did.”


    * * *


    Red realized too late he’d made a complete ass out of himself. It had been his idea to drag her to his parents’ house, knowing full well his mother was going to get “ideas.”


    Maybe you wanted to see how they’d react to her because you’ve got some ideas of your own.


    He shoveled a bite into his mouth, chewing it slowly as he tried to come up with something to say. “I’m sorry I dragged you here and that I snapped at you. My family is pretty loud and opinionated, and it can be irritating.”


    She didn’t say anything at first, just chewed her food thoughtfully.


    Nervously, he continued, “I know what you’re thinking, that I’m loud and opinionated, but I—”


    “You’re right. I was thinking that,” she interjected.


    He stopped his apology and took in the little curl of her mouth that said she was being ornery. Just a few days with the woman, and he already knew what her smiles meant.


    “Well, I’m sorry.”


    She took a sip of her water and surprised him by saying, “I’m sorry too. I shouldn’t make fun of you about your relationship with your family. I can understand wanting to stay close to them…well, okay, I can’t, because I never had what you do, but I think if I’d had a big, loud, boisterous family, it would be hard to give that up.”


    It was a little bit of herself he didn’t think she even realized she’d shared, and he pushed for more. “So, what was your family like?”


    She paused, and he thought she would avoid the question again, but instead she said, “It was just me and my dad for a long time. My mom left when I was a kid, and so it was just us against the world, you know?”


    “Yeah? So where is he?”


    “In California with his other family.” When he sucked in his breath, she laughed. “Not like that. I just mean that he remarried when I was eighteen and with his new wife came two daughters a little younger than me.”


    “Oh, okay. You didn’t get along with them?”


    He watched her cheeks turn pink and wondered what he’d said to strike a nerve. “Can we not talk about this?”


    “Sure, but…”


    “Seriously, I don’t really like talking about my father or my life in California, okay? So can we just not?”


    He shut up and ate his food, wondering what was so horrible that she couldn’t even talk about it.

  


  
    Chapter Six


    Jessie said good-bye to Red’s family and started to walk down the stairs to her car, when she heard the door open behind her. She turned around, and instead of Red, she discovered his sister MJ behind her.


    “Look, I don’t know you, and I know my brother can be an ass sometimes, but he’s got a good heart. Please don’t hurt him.”


    Jessie blinked. She’d never been warned off as a heartbreaker before, and it was a little flattering. “We’re not like that… I mean…actually, I have no idea what we are, but I’m not going to hurt your brother.”


    “Good, because I like you, and I would hate to have to kick your ass.”


    Jessie choked on a laugh. “Me too.”


    Red stepped out behind his sister and scowled. “What are you telling her?”


    “About the time you wet the bed and Mom hung your underwear from the antennae when she drove us to school.”


    “Shut up. That never happened.”


    “Sure it didn’t.” MJ disappeared into the house after giving Jessie a wink.


    Red glowered at her. “It didn’t.”


    “I believe you, really.”


    Jessie fought hard not to laugh as Red scowled at her. “I’ll walk you to your car.”


    “I’m pretty sure I’m good.” She shivered as a cool breeze brushed across the back of her neck. At least, that was what she told herself. It had nothing to do with Red’s proximity or the light, sexy scent of him.


    He ignored her and started down the stairs, waiting for her to follow, which she did. In fact, she kind of liked Red’s old-school insistence of walking her to her car and driving her home. He was a little bristly on the outside, but Jessie had a feeling he was a good guy.


    Good guy or no, don’t start getting all enamored.


    She could admire an attractive guy with good qualities without getting interested. She liked Red, despite his nosiness, and she really needed a friend.


    He opened her door for her and stood behind it as she came around. Before she climbed in, she stopped and patted his hand. “Just so you know, I had a really good time. Your family is fantastic, and I like them.”


    He stared down at her intensely before holding out his hand. “Let me have your phone.”


    She frowned at him, and he rolled his eyes. “Come on, I was just going to put my number in for you.”


    Reluctantly, she gave it up and watched as he typed on the pad. He handed it back to her, and when his hand squeezed hers, her heartbeat sped up double-time.


    “If you ever need anything, I’m here. I figure you need at least one friend in Loco.”


    Every smart-ass thing that came to mind froze on the tip of her tongue when she saw the sincerity in his gaze.


    “Thank you,” she whispered.


    He continued to just give her that pensive glance, like he was trying to get to all her secrets. Nervously, she pulled her hand away. “Well, I guess I’ll talk to you later. Thanks for today and dinner and everything.”


    She climbed in and waited for him to take his hand off the door before she closed it. As she pulled out of the driveway, he gave her a little wave, and she took off, cursing her heart. The stupid thing had hoped for half a second he would kiss her.


    And that was the last thing she needed.


    * * *


    Red walked into his trailer, cursing. What had possessed him to give her his number?


    If you ever need anything…blah…blah…you are a sap.


    Could he have looked more like a desperate loser?


    He sat down at his computer to write a scene where the hero looks like a complete ass, and his fingers flew across the keyboard.


    Two hours later, he pulled his earbuds out and checked his phone. It was almost midnight, and the lack of sleep from the night before was definitely hitting him. His eyes hurt, he couldn’t stop yawning, and he needed to stretch.


    There was a little number one on top of his text message icon. Gliding his thumb across it, he tapped on the envelope. Message from Unknown.


    He opened the message.


    Hey, it’s Jessie. I can’t sleep.


    Red couldn’t stop the shit-eating grin. She had gone home, settled in, and texted him at…he checked the time stamp…five after nine.


    She was probably already asleep.


    Doesn’t mean you can’t message her back.


    As he made coffee, he tried to come up with something clever to say, but all he managed to type was: Me neither.


    Not exactly conversation gold, so he added,


    Have you tried counting sheep?


    Before he could stop himself, he hit Send.


    He grabbed his coffee and called himself every kind of idiot, but as he sat down, his phone beeped again.


    Yeah, even turned on the TV but nothing’s on. You said you were here if I needed anything, soooo entertain me.


    He laughed out loud. And instead of typing on his computer, he sent her another text.


    I was short and fat as a kid, so your assumption that I was picked on was right…just not for my name.


    He set the phone down, turned up Spotify, and started typing.


    He’d managed to write one paragraph before he saw his phone screen light up with a message. Without taking his earbuds out, he read her message.


    Okay, we’ll go tit for tat. You say something about yourself, and I’ll share something. For instance, I was Messy Jessie for most of sixth and seventh grade because I hardly ever combed my hair and I always got dirty.


    He couldn’t stop from teasing her.


    Okay, you just said tit and dirty in the same text, and yet I’m not going to make any perverted comments. I call that growth. So what changed? How did you outgrow, Messy Jessie?


    Almost as an afterthought, he texted, Oh, and my name was Al the Sow.


    The conversation continued a few minutes later.


    First of all, the fact that you mentioned it screams immaturity.


    I went to visit my aunt and her daughters the summer after seventh grade, and I guess you can say they gave me a makeover.


    And that nickname doesn’t even rhyme! Your bullies were stupid.


    The conversation continued for hours. He told her how after his growth spurt and lifting weights, people started leaving him alone, but there had been one kid who didn’t get the message. It had taken Red tossing him into a set of lockers sophomore year for him to finally leave Red alone. He’d gotten suspended, but it had been worth it.


    She told him when she came back to school after getting her braces off and started dressing differently, suddenly people were talking to her instead of laughing at her, and boys finally asked her to dance at school dances. She had ridden out her eighth-grade year and gone to a different high school than the rest of her peers. She had just wanted to start over.


    Red fell asleep with his head on his desk and the phone clutched in his hand. When he woke up at a little after six, he’d hardly written a thing, but when he looked at the last text she sent, he didn’t care.


    Thanks for being there. I’ll text you in the morning.


    Sitting up and rubbing his eyes, he picked up his phone and connected it to his charger before typing: Morning. Wakey Wakey eggs and bakey.


    He got up to take a shower, and when he came out, the light on his phone was flashing.


    Why are you awake? I love Kill Bill as much as the next girl, but it’s fucking early.


    Laughing he tapped away. Want some breakfast?


    Chirp.


    You buying?


    Yep.


    I’ll be ready in a bit.


    Red whistled as he grabbed his keys and ball cap. Despite his total lack of sleep, he wasn’t the least bit tired, and looking forward to his day.

  


  
    Chapter Seven


    Jessie came out of the hotel twenty minutes later, and her phone chirped.


    Over here.


    She glanced to her left and saw Red’s Charger. She walked over and opened the door to find two Styrofoam containers.


    “I thought you were taking me out?”


    “I said I’m buying. Besides, this is not a date. This is work.” Red picked up the containers so she could sit down.


    She climbed in and raised an eyebrow.


    “I’m sorry, did you say work? What work?”


    “Well, we need to apply the second coat of paint, and I figured while that’s drying, we can head out of town and go to Walmart for those TVs.”


    Her mouth fell open at his sheepish grin. “Are you really helping me just so you can have an opinion on what TVs I buy?”


    “Well, no offense, but you’re a woman. Are you really going to be looking at picture quality? Plus you need surround sound…hey!”


    She had just opened the door when he caught her arm and laughed. “Where are you going?”


    “You are being a sexist dumbass, and I am leaving.” For effect, she picked up the Styrofoam container with a sniff. “And taking my food with me.”


    “Chill out. I was teasing you. There’s too much work for just you, and I thought I’d be your chauffeur, since you’re new to the area.”


    “Even if we went looking at TVs, how are you going to fit four in the back of this thing, plus the mounting kits, and I was going to look at new countertops?”


    “We’re making a pit stop at my friend’s ranch and borrowing her truck.”


    “Her?” Jessie didn’t like the edge of annoyance she felt.


    “Rand. She’s one of my best friends, and I already asked her if we could use her truck. She said fine.”


    Jessie didn’t say anything else as they drove through town headed east. When Red pulled off onto a side road and made a left into a dirt drive with a white ranch house, Jessie couldn’t help admiring the scenery. They passed under a large sign that read the Double C.


    “What do the two Cs stand for?”


    Red pulled the Charger to a stop and turned it off. “Well, her last name was Coleman, but honestly, I never asked her granddaddy.”


    Red got out, and Jessie followed suit, her gaze resting on a tall brunette standing on the front porch. She had a lean body with long legs, and her wide smile made her whole face shine with a natural beauty few women possessed.


    Jessie didn’t like her.


    She watched Red climb the stairs and wrap the brunette in a hug, kissing her temple and rubbing her belly.


    Rubbing her belly?


    As she took a few steps closer, the brunette that must be Rand smacked him and turned her gaze on Jessie. “Hey, I’m Rand Hansen.”


    “Jessie Dale.”


    Rand walked down the porch steps and met her on the bottom, sticking her hand out. Jessie took it and felt like the taller woman was sizing her up.


    “So, Red tells me you’re ruining the Watering Hole.”


    Jessie glared at Red, who threw his hands up. “I thought you were.”


    “I’m turning it into a sports bar and grill. TVs, greasy food, cold beer. Where’s the bad?”


    “Mmmm, chicken wings,” Rand hummed, reaching for her pocket. “I’m going to ask Jake to bring some home.”


    “Who’s Jake?” Jessie asked.


    “Her husband. My best friend,” Red said. “I thought you were sick?”


    “Greasy food seems to help. Kind of like with a hangover.”


    Jessie was even more confused. “What were you sick with?”


    “Hey, babe,” Rand said into the phone, holding up her hand as if to signal “one sec.”


    “Can you bring home a sack of chicken wings? And some of that buffalo ranch that Ginny makes?”


    Jessie turned her confusion on Red, and he grinned. “She’s pregnant.”


    Why Jessie was so relieved that there was nothing going on between Red and Rand, she could only guess, but she smiled. “I see.”


    “All right, thanks. Love you.” Rand hung up with a grin and rubbed her hands together.


    “Give me your keys,” Red said.


    Jessie took back her earlier impression when Rand crossed her arms. “How do we ask for things?”


    “You are such a brat.”


    “Nope, that’s wrong.”


    Red sighed. “Rand, can I please have the keys?”


    Rand handed over the keys with a sugary sweet smile. “No scratches or dents.”


    “Please, I will treat that truck a whole lot better than you do.”


    Jessie stepped in when Rand opened her mouth. “Thank you for letting us use your truck. I appreciate it.”


    “At least she has some manners,” Rand said.


    “Jake was right. The hormones do make you meaner.”


    Before Rand could get to him, Jessie smacked him on his arm. “That’s sexist and rude.”


    Rand snapped her mouth shut, crossed her arms, and grinned. “I like you. When you get done with town, you are coming to dinner.”


    “Oh, I don’t know—”


    “Don’t worry, I’ll make something else besides chicken wings. Those are just for me.”


    Jessie laughed. “We’ve got to paint and go to town, but what time is dinner?”


    “We eat late. Eight work for you?”


    “Sounds good,” Jessie said, even as Red kept cocking his head toward the truck.


    “You have fun,” Rand said.


    Jessie grabbed their food from the car and climbed into the truck. “I like her.”


    “I figured you would,” Red muttered. “You’re both ornery as hell.”


    * * *


    They got to the Watering Hole and ate breakfast, which Red had grabbed at the Crazy Critter Café. Ginny had made him up two western-style omelets with bacon, hash browns, and a biscuit. He’d smiled when Jessie almost made it through her whole container. The woman could sure eat.


    Jessie sat back and rubbed her tummy with a sigh. “That was delicious.” Her bulky sweatshirt hid her body from view, but he still thought she looked cute with her chopstick bun and face free of makeup.


    He stuffed the last piece of biscuit in his mouth and stood up to throw away his container. When he turned around, he almost swallowed his tongue as Jessie drew her black sweatshirt over her head and her black T-shirt underneath road up to reveal a half inch of skin.


    The shirt hugged her curves and scooped low to show the tops of her breasts. Combined with the low-riding hip-huggers and the way her hair tumbled down when the sweatshirt caught the chopsticks, the whole scene reminded him of a really good beer ad.


    As she put her hair back up, she caught him watching her and asked, “You ready?”


    “Yeah.” He cleared his throat while shrugging out of his jacket. He tossed it across the bar before grabbing a roller. “Want me to start on this side?”


    “Sure.”


    They separated, and he heard the flick of the CD player being turned on. AC/DC’s “Highway to Hell” blasted over the speakers, and he heard Jessie singing along.


    “So, you’re a classic rock kind of girl?”


    “Yeah. Let me guess, country music?”


    “Yeah, but I like classic rock too.”


    “I’m not really a country fan. All that sad twangy my-woman-left-me-and-now-all-I-have-is-my-dog-and-beer irritates me.”


    He stopped painting and turned toward her. “There are some fantastic country songs that don’t have to do with dogs and beer.”


    “Name one.” The challenge was thrown over her shoulder.


    He thought about it for a minute. “Rascal Flatts’s ‘Sarah Beth.’”


    “How does it go?”


    Red blushed and turned back to painting. Suddenly, he started singing over the music. “Sarah Beth, is scared to death…”


    He sang all the lyrics and didn’t even realize that at some point, she had turned the music down to listen. When he finished, he heard her sniffling, and looked at her over his shoulder, his eyes widening.


    “Are you crying?”


    “No, shut up.” Her laughter was wet, and warmth spread through his body at her vulnerability.


    Setting the paint roller down, he started to walk over, his arms out. “Come here.”


    “No, I’m not crying. Or if I am, it’s because your singing hurt my ears. And who wants to hear about a girl dying of cancer anyways?”


    He continued advancing on her, even as she backed up. “Do you listen to Pearl Jam?”


    “Of course, it’s Eddie Vedder.”


    “Well, who wants to hear about a kid committing suicide?”


    “Touché, and yet, if you hug me, I will hurt you.”


    But it was too late. He wanted to hug her, to hold her in his arms. She started to run behind the bar, and he jumped onto a table to slide across, but the old oak couldn’t hold his weight, and he heard the snap of wood before the table tilted and he was dumped on the ground. His shoulder and arm felt the numbing pain of impact, and he hit his head on the ground so hard, he saw stars.


    He blinked, and Jessie’s concerned face hovered over him. “Are you okay?”


    “Yeah.”


    “Good. It’s no fun to say, ‘If you hadn’t been chasing me, this wouldn’t have happened’ if you’re really hurt.”


    He groaned. “How do you look like an angel when you’re so damn mean?”


    Her laughter made him smile, and when she put her hands down to help him up, he clasped her forearms and pulled. Her eyes widened as she fell over on top of him, and when she landed so hard she knocked the wind out of him, he conceded to himself that probably wasn’t the best idea.


    As she struggled to get up, every curve of her body rubbed against him, and he felt his groin stir. A full-fledged erection pressed against his jeans by the time she pushed up, hovering above him. Her expression turned murderous but for the twinkle of amusement in her eyes.


    “Do you feel better now? Can we get back to work?”


    This close to her, with the smell of coconut tickling his nostrils, he was tempted to pull her down for a kiss, but he didn’t want to read into whatever this was. Right now, he was enjoying her company, even when they were arguing.


    She didn’t wait for his answer, just started to get up. He climbed to his feet a second later and stared down at her.


    “Why are you looking at me like that?”


    “How am I looking at you?”


    “Honestly? Like you either want to kiss me or strangle me.”


    He laughed. “Is there one you’d prefer?”


    “If I had to choose, I think I’d rather live.”


    Well, that wasn’t terribly flattering. “Don’t worry, I wasn’t thinking of either.”

  


  
    Chapter Eight


    Jessie had a feeling she’d hurt Red’s feelings, and she hadn’t meant to. She had just been on the defensive after he’d pulled her down on top of him, because the minute she’d lifted up and over him, she’d been aware of every hard, bulging muscle under her and been intensely turned on. It would have been so easy to straddle his waist and bend over, kissing him until he rolled her onto her back and took charge.


    She had a feeling Red wouldn’t be the type of guy to take direction.


    Every time she thought about the different ways to satisfy the dull ache just being close to him caused, she talked herself out of it. He had told her himself he wasn’t interested in her like that. Besides, Jessie didn’t want to go there with Red. She liked him and had fun with him, and right now, he was the only friend she had in town, and if she was going to open her new bar without a lot of backlash, she was going to need support.


    Not that she was using him, not in the strictest sense, but it was nice to have his help.


    Setting her roller into the pan, she put up her hands. “Done.”


    He continued to roll in silence. She was tempted to get him with a little cold paint, but they’d have to get into Rand’s truck, and she didn’t think Rand would appreciate paint on her interior.


    Coming up behind Red, she poked him right between the shoulder blades. “Hey. What bug crawled up your ass?”


    “None, just painting my side,” he said.


    She crossed her arms and waited. “You act like you’re pissed at me.”


    He didn’t say anything, and she finally had enough. “You know, if you want to kiss me, just kiss me.”


    He spun around glaring. “I do not want to kiss you.”


    “Well, that’s the way you’re acting.”


    “Or maybe it’s the fact that you find kissing me so repugnant that rankles me.”


    “Repugnant and rankles? Those are awfully fancy words for a good old country boy.”


    “Are you saying that just because I live in rural Texas that I must me stupid?”


    “No, dammit, I—”


    “Fuck this.” Red dropped his roller. “You make me feel like I’m diseased and stupid, and I’m supposed to stand around and take it? Good luck, California.”


    He started to walk away and she yelled, “Stop!”


    He paused briefly.


    “I’m sorry. I know I wear bitch well. It’s kind of my go-to when I’m feeling awkward and vulnerable, but I shouldn’t take my issues out on you.”


    He turned around and crossed his arms. “I’m listening.”


    If he thought she was going to give him intimate details about her insecurities, he could think again. “I have a hard time trusting people and their motives. It sucks, but I’ve been screwed over, so I tend to push people to the brink. Actually, I’ve been doing that since I was a kid, even to my dad. I just don’t like feeling exposed, okay?”


    Slowly, he uncrossed his arms and walked back toward her until he stood in front of her. She had to look up to meet his blue eyes, and when she did, she saw he was grinning devilishly.


    “So, secretly you think I’m sexy, but you’re too damaged to admit it?”


    His teasing helped her relax, and she snorted. “You do not need any encouragement from me to boost your ego.”


    “Admit it, you think I’m hot.”


    “Whatever. Can we go?”


    She tried to walk around him, and he started dancing and singing, “If you want my body…”


    “You are such an idiot,” she yelled as she walked away, fighting a laugh. She was happy that Red wasn’t the type of guy to hang on to his anger.


    She heard the slap of his boots behind her, and when she pushed open the door, he brushed against her as he exited, handing her the sweatshirt she’d forgotten. She pulled it on as the cold air prickled her skin and ignored the warmth of him at her back as she locked up.


    They walked down the steps, and he went to her side to open her door.


    “I can really get my own door, you know.”


    “Yeah, I figured, but this gives me an excuse to show off the manners my mother and the good people of Texas have instilled in me.”


    She started to climb in, and he wrapped his hands around her waist, lifting her into the truck easily. When she turned in the seat, he still had his hands against her T-shirt, under her sweatshirt, and where his palms met her skin, tingles spread. Their gazes caught briefly, sparks flying, and then he released her with a grin, whistling as he closed her door.


    * * *


    They’d driven into Austin and gone to Home Depot and Walmart, picking up everything she needed, including a nice piece of granite for the new counters. They drove back to Loco and straight to the Double C since it was almost seven forty-five.


    Red parked in front of the house, turning in the seat to face Jessie. “Rand will let us keep the TVs in the house, and I’ll put a tarp over the countertop and other stuff, just in case it rains.”


    She nodded, and he noticed how tired she looked.


    “Hey, if you’re too tired for this, we can always do a rain check. I know we stayed up last night texting, and Rand will understand.”


    “No way. I’m not going to be rude to your friend after she let me use her truck.”


    Satisfied, Red hopped out just in time to see the headlights of Jake’s truck as he pulled in behind him.


    He was hoping his buddy wasn’t in one of his let’s-push-Red-to-the-brink moods. The last thing he wanted was to be embarrassed in front of Jessie.


    ’Cause you like her.


    “What are y’all doing with my wife’s truck?” Jake yelled as he climbed out.


    “We borrowed it to get some stuff in Austin.”


    “So, who’s the other half of this we?” Jake asked as he stopped in front of them.


    “Jake Hansen, this is Jessie Dale. She just bought the Watering Hole.”


    Red ignored Jake’s raised eyebrows as Jake shook Jessie’s hand.


    “It’s nice to meet you, Jessie. I hope this guy hasn’t been giving you too much shit.”


    “Oh, just a couple of times, but he’s actually been a big help.”


    “Standing right here,” Red grumbled. Putting his hand on the small of Jessie’s back he guided her toward the house. “Jake, can you help me bring the TVs in and tarp up the back?”


    “TVs?” Jake’s eyes brightened.


    “Yeah, Jessie is turning the Watering Hole into a sports bar and grill with flat-screens and greasy food.”


    Jake turned toward Jessie and put his hand over his heart. “If I wasn’t married, I would be down on one knee right now.”


    “Ha, I’m going to tell Rand you said that.” Red watched Jessie’s reaction to Jake. It was no secret women found Jake attractive. Before he’d married Rand, he’d been quite the heartbreaker.


    “I’m flattered, but I’d have declined anyway.” Jessie walked up the steps to the house without explaining why, but before she went into the house, she looked over her shoulder at Red.


    And something about that look made his heart stop.


    When she disappeared from view, Jake pushed him. “Oh man, you are in trouble.”


    “What are you talking about?”


    “What I’m talking about is that very hot, available woman undressing you with her eyes.”


    Red stilled and looked from Jake to the house before scoffing. “Yeah, right. I’ve had women interested in me before and she isn’t. I screwed up whatever chance I had with her the minute I met her.”


    “Then what is this whole thing?”


    “She doesn’t have anyone looking out for her, so I’m just being a friend.”


    Red carried the TV up the porch stairs with Jake puffing behind him, carrying another.


    “I don’t know, man,” Jake said. “I wouldn’t do this for a friend without getting something good in return.”


    “That’s because you’re a selfish ass.”


    Jake chuckled as Red kicked the door.


    Jessie pushed it open with a smile. “Rand said to put them in the spare room.”


    Red walked past her, and when her gaze caught his, heat spread down his neck and his foot caught on the front rug, making him stumble forward. Luckily, he regained his balance, but not before Jake hooted, “Whew, that was almost a disaster. Been walking long, buddy?”


    If he’d had a hand free, he would have already been flipping off his best friend, but instead, he continued on to the bedroom, put down his TV, and lay in wait. The minute Jake put down his own TV, Red punched him hard in the chest.


    “Watch it, ham-fist! I haven’t fully recovered from the last time you abused me.”


    Red shook his head. “Let’s go get the other TVs.”


    “Whoa, ho, I think you’re really into this girl.”


    “Will you shut up, you jackass?”


    They walked out of the room, and Red looked into the kitchen. Rand and Jessie were talking quietly and looked up briefly as they passed. When they got outside, Jake hissed, “So, if you are really into her, why are you playing the friend card? Seriously, if you stay in that zone too long, you might as well kiss any chance for sex with that woman good-bye.”


    “Coming from the man who married his lifelong friend.” Red was surprised that for the first time in two years, the words didn’t hurt.


    “That was different,” Jake said as they headed down the porch steps. “When you meet as children, feelings can change, but as adults, once you’ve been zoned, you are screwed.”


    Red shook his head and tried to ignore his best friend’s prediction, but it kept needling at him. Since meeting Jessie, his life had definitely livened up, but did he want to ruin this thing they were building? He liked the banter and spice, but if he told her he wanted more, would she run?


    * * *


    “You like him, huh?”


    Jessie jerked at Rand’s question, almost cutting off her finger with the large knife in her hand. “What?”


    “You like Red.” Rand put on a couple of oven mitts and headed toward the stove. “I’ve seen that look before. My friend Jamie gets that look whenever our town veterinarian comes into the room. She’s been gaga over him forever, and he’s too dimwitted to realize it.”


    Jessie scoffed. “I don’t like Red. I mean, not like that.”


    “Hmmm…” Rand sounded disapproving, and the look she shot Jessie was downright threatening. “Fair warning, I love that big ox like a brother. If you use him and break his heart, I will destroy you.”


    Jessie’s temper flared. “I’m not using him!”


    “Good. Because I want to like you.” Rand dipped a spoon into the pot she’d set on the counter. Tasting it, she smiled. “Perfect.”


    “Why did you think I liked him?” Jessie asked, still defensive.


    “The way your eyes drifted up and down, like you were checking out his goods.”


    Jessie wanted to die. Had she been doing that? “I didn’t mean to.”


    “I know. It’s involuntary. Before I realized I wanted Jake, I used to wonder what women’s obsessions with guy’s butts was.” Rand gave her a naughty smile. “Now I get it.”


    Jessie finished chopping the cucumber, her tension draining slowly. “I don’t know. I’ve always thought that very few men should be seen in their skivvies. Unless their names start with David and end in Beckham or start with Channing and end in Tatum. Otherwise, they need to keep their Downton Abbey covered up.”


    As the men puffed inside and past them, Jessie and Rand walked to the edge of the kitchen and watched them amble down the hallway.


    Rand turned to her. “I don’t know. My husband’s Downton Abbey is pretty nice.”


    Red and Jake came out of the room, and Jessie went back to making the salad. As Rand walked by whistling the Downton Abbey theme song, Jessie’s cheeks warmed with a blush.


    Jake came around the corner and opened the fridge. “So, what are you ladies talking about?”


    Red smiled as he walked into the kitchen, and Jessie tried not to let her eyes wander.


    “Threats and David Beckham. You know, girl talk.”


    Jake laughed. “Girl talk?”


    “Threats?” Red asked.


    Both women looked at each other, and Rand said, “Don’t worry. We have an understanding.”


    Jessie caught Red giving her a curious stare and ignored him. She was too busy contemplating how to stop ogling him when she didn’t even realize she was doing it.

  


  
    Chapter Nine


    Red hadn’t seen much of Jessie since he dropped her off after dinner Monday, but their texting hadn’t slowed down. Red had been averaging four hours of sleep a night between writing and late-night texts, and by Friday afternoon, he had forty thousand four hundred and sixty-six words. He was so close to his first draft, and it was all because of her.


    Sitting at his table, he stretched and stood up, heading back to take a shower. He’d spent most of the day in his boxers and a T-shirt and was pretty sure he’d smelled better.


    When he got out of the shower, he saw the light on his phone flashing. He picked it up and touched the little envelope.


    It’s all done. Wanna see?


    Smiling, he tapped out a message. Sure, be there in half an hour.


    He got dressed quickly and drove over to the bar. Jessie was standing in front, holding a wooden sign, and he parked in front of her.


    “Did you just ask me here to hang up your sign?” he asked as he climbed out of his car.


    “No, although I do need your help. I want your opinion on everything, since you’re my biggest critic.”


    Not anymore.


    “Sure, show me the goods.”


    She flipped the sign around with a little squeal. “Well, what do you think?”


    He cocked his head and studied the sign. Jessie’s Bar and Grill looked like it was branded into the wood, and he nodded. “Well, it’s no Outlaws and Angels, but it fits.”


    “Gee, thanks for the enthusiasm.”


    He took the sign from her and held it up, surprised by how light it was. “So, where are we hanging this?”


    Jessie pointed to the ladder against the wall. “I was thinking above the door.”


    “Are you serious?” he asked, but she was already gone, walking toward a car pulling up.


    He grumbled as he grabbed his tool belt from the backseat, and when he straightened up, he saw Jessie walking inside with a swarthy, muscular guy Red thought looked familiar.


    Setting the sign against the ladder, he started to come through the door, but she stopped him. “What are you doing?”


    “I was just—”


    “I’m conducting an interview for the head chef position, so can you please hang the sign?”


    He opened his mouth to argue, but she shut the door in his face. Scowling, he grabbed the sign with one hand and climbed the ladder with the other. As he started nailing the sign into place, he remembered how he’d known her “head chef applicant.” It was Ray Leon. He had been on the varsity football team at White Oak, and when they’d played against Loco, Ray had played fast and loose.


    But more recently than that, he remembered seeing Ray on the news several years ago in an assault case.


    No way in hell are you letting her hire him.


    He climbed down off the ladder and pulled open the door to find Jessie sitting down with Ray. “Jessie, I want to talk to you about this sign.”


    He heard her sigh loudly and mutter, “Excuse me, please.”


    She got up from the table, and when she reached him, she pushed him out the door hard.


    “Hey, I am trying to help.”


    “And I’m trying to conduct business, and you are being a pain.”


    “Listen, I know this guy, and I don’t want you hiring him—”


    He stopped talking when she held up her hand. “Stop right there. This is my bar, my place, and I want to be able to conduct these interviews with an open mind, so keep your opinions to yourself.”


    Fine, let her hire a felon. What do you care?


    Watching her spin around on her heel and head back inside, he realized the problem wasn’t about him caring for her, but how much he cared.


    * * *


    “Sorry, Mr. Leon,” Jessie said, sitting across from him. “You were telling me about your experience.”


    “Yes, ma’am.” Ray Leon looked like he was in his early thirties with milk-chocolate skin and soft brown eyes. His smile flashed white and straight. “I worked in my family’s restaurant until it closed down right before graduation, and since I wasn’t sure what I wanted to do with my life, I joined the army. I worked in the kitchen, and eventually worked my way up to running it.”


    Jessie’s stomach bubbled with excitement. “That’s fantastic. I’ll take you back into the kitchen in a minute to see what you can do, but I noticed that you said yes to committing a felony. Before I do a full background check, I was wondering if you wouldn’t mind telling me the circumstances.”


    Ray’s cheeks darkened. “I put my sister’s husband in the hospital.”


    Jessie jerked with surprise. “Well, that’s…um…thank you for your time, but—”


    “Please, hear me out before you make any snap judgments,” he said.


    Jessie hesitated. “Okay. Go ahead.”


    “I was raised that you never let anyone push you around, just like the rest of my siblings. When I got out of the army and was staying on my sister’s couch, I noticed her and her husband fighting a lot. Kelly was never shy about voicing her opinions, and one day I came home to find her on the kitchen floor. He’d beaten the hell out of her for talking back, and it wasn’t the first time, according to her. The worst part about it was, he was a friend of mine.” Ray’s hands clenched on the table. “We grew up playing ball and backing each other up. I lost it. I went looking for him, and when I found him, he was drunk off his ass. He took a swing at me, and that was it. I went berserk, and when they pulled me off him, he was unconscious. The judge took pity on me because of my service and because my sister pressed charges against him, but I still had to do time. When I got out, I tried to find a job, but no one was willing to hire me. Everyone thinks I’m this crazy man, but it was just one mistake. Haven’t you ever done one thing you wished you could take back?”


    Jessie gripped the side of the table and finally stood up. “Let’s see what you got.”


    Ray looked relieved, and Jessie followed him back into the kitchen.


    Thirty minutes later, Jesse took her first bite of his version of mac and cheese and about died. “This is fantastic. I love the crunch on top.”


    “It’s cornflakes. It’s a simple casserole dish we can serve with fried chicken. Also, I was thinking instead of fries, deep fried vegetables—”


    “You are so hired,” she said without preamble.


    Ray’s smile was wide and genuine. “Are you serious?”


    “Can you be here tomorrow so we can go over the menus and food ordering?”


    “Yes, ma’am.” He grinned as he grabbed up his bags. “You won’t regret this.”


    God, I hope not.


    * * *


    Red bumped into the smiling man Jessie had been interviewing, and as he came into the kitchen, he saw her sitting on the counter, eating something.


    “I take it you hired him?”


    Jessie looked up and said around a mouthful of food, “You’ve got to try this.”


    Red came around to stand in front of her, eyeing the forkful of food she held out to him. “What is it?”


    “Try it.”


    He took a bite from her fork, and between the crunch, cheese, and kick, he groaned. “Damn, that is good.”


    “That guy is money. I just hope he works out,” she said, feeding him another bite.


    He chewed slowly, debating on how to let her down easy. “About that. I wasn’t trying to take over your bar, but I’m pretty sure he was arrested.”


    “Yeah, I know, he told me. Let’s just hope he wasn’t lying about why he was in jail.”


    Red stopped her next bite with his hand around her wrist lightly. “Say that again?”


    “He has a felony on record, and when I asked him about it, he told me the story. His brother-in-law was a wife beater, and he lost his temper. I figure I’ll give him a chance and—”


    “No, absolutely not. You can’t work with an ex-con, and you especially can’t be alone with him.”


    She pulled his hand off her wrist, took the bite intended for him, and waved him off. “I am a grown-ass woman and can do what I want.”


    “You are a woman, and that guy looks like he can bench two hundred pounds—”


    “There you go with your sexist macho crap—”


    “It’s not crap, it’s common sense. You can’t take him in a fair fight and—”


    “You know what, get out of here. I want to enjoy my macaroni in peace.”


    He almost did it, almost walked out, but her total lack of regard for her safety infuriated him. Stepping into her, he cupped her cheeks, his gaze boring into hers.


    “Haven’t you ever had anyone look out for you?”


    Her mouth opened as if she was going to smart off again, but he dropped his mouth to hers, just to shut her up.


    And the whole world caught on fire.

  


  
    Chapter Ten


    Several thoughts raced through Jessie’s head as Red kissed her. The first was, Oh my God, what is he doing?


    Followed shortly by, Why am I letting him do this? Stop him!


    Only that didn’t happen, and a few seconds later, with the height of the counter cutting the difference of their heights, she was wrapping her arms around his neck, bringing him in so her knees cradled his hips as she kissed him back. His tongue swept over hers, and her nipples tingled to hard points. She wanted to wriggle closer until the front of his pants pushed against the insistent throb between her legs, but he beat her to it. His big hand slipped down, cradling her ass and pressing her against his jeans. She could feel the hard ridge of his erection, and every impulse screamed at her to start ripping at his clothes.


    Jessie heard something at the front of the bar but ignored it, too caught up in the kiss to care, but when Red pulled away, she protested.


    “Why the hell are you stopping?”


    He set her back on the counter with a soft kiss. “Because we’re about to have company.” She looked toward the door and heard Rand’s voice calling for her, getting closer.


    “Shit, I asked her if she would help me hand out flyers tonight.”


    “Sounds like fun.” Red reached up to take her hands from behind his neck.


    “What sounds like fun?” Rand asked, coming through the door. She stopped and looked between them, smirking. “Did I interrupt something?”


    “Shut up, Rand,” Red said.


    To Jessie, he gave a look that could have burned her underwear right off. “I’ll text you later.”


    The door closed behind him, and Rand laughed. “I know that look.”


    “What look?”


    “That what-the-hell-just-happened look. The first couple of times Jake kissed me, he took off right after, and I was surprised and confused. At the time, I had no one else to talk to about girl stuff, so I let my frustrations boil over, and I yelled at him.”


    Jessie couldn’t help laughing. “So who do you talk to now?”


    “Red’s sister Tabby and I are good friends, and my friend Jamie. She’s the one who works for the vet.”


    “Ah. I met Red’s sisters.”


    “You did? When?”


    “Sunday. He invited me over for Sunday dinner.”


    “Wow,” Rand said, and Jessie got an eerie feeling.


    “What?”


    “Well, if a Texas man brings you home to meet his family, it must mean he’s got some serious feelings going on. At least that’s what the girls tell me. I’ve known Jake’s mom my whole life.”


    Jessie’s heart was beating too fast. “I’m not really looking for anything serious.”


    Rand frowned. “Then you probably shouldn’t do coupley things. Like kissing.”


    Jessie sighed. “Dammit.”


    “What?” Rand asked as Jessie hopped down off the counter.


    Jessie covered up the casserole with a dreamy smile, hoping Rand couldn’t see it. “It was just a really good kiss.”


    “Ah-ha! I knew it. Whoa, what is that?”


    “My new chef’s take on mac and cheese.”


    “Is it good?”


    “Delicious.”


    “I want some.” Rand grabbed a plate from the counter without waiting for an invite and Jessie loved that about her.


    Jessie scooped her up a good-size portion, envying Rand’s lithe frame as she consumed it.


    “Oh, I am going to invite your chef to live with us,” Rand groaned around a mouthful of mac and cheese.


    “I’m sure Jake will love that,” Jessie said, laughing.


    “One bite of this, and he won’t care.”


    Jessie stopped eating when she heard several female voices in the bar.


    “Now, who could that be?”


    “Our help,” Rand said.


    “Help?”


    “Yeah, I figured you could use some, and this will give you a chance to make some friends.”


    Jessie looked out the kitchen door window and saw all four of Red’s sisters and several other women she didn’t know.


    “You invited all of Red’s sisters,” Jessie hissed.


    Rand finished up her plate and took the casserole over to the fridge.


    “And if you think I’m protective of Red, you do not want to mess with that pack of redheads. They will destroy you.”


    * * *


    Jessie ended up on the north side of town with the new librarian, April. She liked the bubbly woman who had moved to Loco from Oklahoma, and her two-year-old daughter, Ariel. Ariel had strawberry blonde curls with a sprinkling of freckles, and her sweet cherub face was constantly smiling.


    “So why did you move here?” Jessie asked as she stapled another flyer to the board in front of Crazy Al’s Pharmacy.


    April’s pale cheeks turned red, and Jessie felt bad. “Sorry, if that was too personal—”


    “No, it’s just…well, it’s kind of a long story,” April started, looking down at her daughter in the stroller.


    “Don’t worry about it, then. Forget I asked.”


    April reached out and stroked her daughter’s curls. “I just got married really young, and it turned out he didn’t really want us. So we left.”


    Jessie patted April’s shoulder as they started walking again. “Did you ever see him again?”


    “Only to sign the divorce papers. His parents wanted him to push for visitation and were furious when he gave up his parental rights.”


    “It sounds like it all worked out, though.”


    “Yeah, I think so. What about you? How come you left glamorous California?”


    Jessie sighed. “I dated a guy who turned out to be a major jerk. Once I figured that out, I got the hell out of Dodge.”


    “Well, I’m glad you did,” April said sincerely, and Jessie smiled gratefully.


    Jessie’s phone rang, and she looked down at the caller ID. It was another California area code she didn’t recognize.


    Sending it to voice mail, she turned to April and asked, “So what do you say we stop into the coffee shop and grab a mocha? My treat?”


    “You had me at coffee.”


    While April was in the bathroom with Ariel, Jessie checked the voice mail.


    “Hey, baby. I’ll see you soon.”


    The air around her disappeared. She hit the Disconnect button, unwilling to hear any more. He was just trying to rattle her, and it was working. Struggling to calm her racing heart, she caught sight of April coming out of the bathroom pushing a drowsy Ariel. As she drew closer, she must have been able to read the panic on Jessie’s face, because she looked worried.


    “Are you okay, Jessie? You look pale.”


    Jessie closed her eyes for a second. He is bluffing. He has no idea where you are. It is just another way for him to control you.


    Although she was far from calm, Jessie opened her eyes and tried to sound cheery. “You know, I just felt a little sick for a second, but it’s passed.”


    “Oh, I’ve had that happen. Certain smells can set me off.” April clucked sympathetically. “Want to go somewhere else?”


    Jessie shook her head. “No way. We need caffeine if we’re going to get all these flyers put up.”


    As they ordered the drinks, Jessie tried to put the message from her mind, but his words kept echoing through her head.


    * * *


    Red was hardly listening to Jake yammer on and on. He was too distracted. Thinking about Jessie’s reaction to their kiss was making him crazy.


    Suddenly, a pickle hit him in the middle of his forehead.


    “What the hell?”


    “I have been talking to you for ten minutes, and I’ve gotten dazed nods and halfhearted ‘mmms.’ What is up with you?” Jake asked.


    “Sorry, just got a lot on my mind,” Red said sheepishly.


    “The deadline or the hot blonde who wants to play with your stick?” Jake asked, wiggling his eyebrows.


    “You are a pig. How does Rand stand you?”


    “Well—”


    “If you’re about to talk about your sex life, spare me.” There was no malice behind the words; he just really wasn’t interested in his friend’s sex life. “Fine, so let’s talk about yours. Is this a casual thing?”


    “This is a flying-by-the-seat-of-my-pants kind of thing.” Red laughed at Jake’s puzzled look. “I didn’t even plan on kissing her until she started going off on a feminist rant, and before I knew what I was doing, I had my tongue in her mouth.”


    “Ugh, dude, I’m eating.”


    “Sorry, it’s just, she’s kind of spun my head around. She makes me so crazy, it’s like she doesn’t even think before she makes a decision, she just jumps in.”


    “Says the guy who just jumped into her mouth.”


    “She hired an ex-con as her chef today.”


    “What did he do?”


    “He told her he beat the hell out of her sister’s husband for beating her. ” Sounds like a hero to me.”


    “But what if he’s lying? Now she’s hired him, alone in the bar with him…”


    “Yeah, this definitely isn’t casual.”


    “Shut up.”


    “What? I’m just saying, you don’t get this bent out of shape about a woman unless you love her.” Jake looked uncomfortable for a half a second. “Or beat the hell out of your best friend because you’re afraid he’ll hurt her.”


    Red froze, remembering the morning he’d come by and found Jake and Rand had slept together. He’d lost it, attacking Jake and threatening him.


    Red cleared his throat. “Look, Jake—”


    “No, just listen, okay? I know the last two years haven’t been a picnic for you, and we’ve all been pretending there isn’t a big elephant in the room, but it needs to be said. I had a feeling you might have had real feelings for Rand, and I’m sorry that my actions hurt you. I know this is coming a little late, but there it is.”


    Red shook his head. “I appreciate the sentiment, man, but honestly, you didn’t do anything I wouldn’t have done. You loved her, and you went for it. The great thing about it was she loved you too. Nothing to apologize for.”


    “I just feel like there has been this air of tension, and now that Jessie’s in the picture, I feel okay talking about it.”


    Red gave Jake a hard look. “I’m not in love with Jessie. It’s been a week, and last time I checked, I wasn’t crazy.”


    “Well, I don’t know about that.” Jake popped a fry in his mouth before continuing, “I’ve always thought you were one flapjack shy of a short stack.”


    Laughing, he sat back against the couch and shook his head. “Probably why we’re friends. No one else could handle our quirks.”


    “I guess it’s a good thing we’re pretty, then.” Jake tipped the neck of his beer toward Red, waiting for him to agree.


    Red clanked his. “I’ll drink to that.”

  


  
    Chapter Eleven


    Jessie was lying in bed, trying to fall asleep, when the familiar chirp of her phone brought a smile to her lips. Rolling across the bed, she picked up the phone and tapped on the text envelope.


    It’s a beautiful night. Wanna come out and play?


    She crawled off the bed and padded over to the window, looking down at the dark Charger parked in front of her hotel.


    With a wide grin, she typed: Give me a minute to get dressed.


    Grabbing a pair of jeans from her suitcase, and her sweatshirt, she dressed quickly and walked softly down the stairs, as if she was sneaking out of her parents’ house. She passed the front desk, which was empty, and out the front door to where Red waited.


    Knocking on the Charger’s window, she waited for him to unlock the door, but instead, he got out and came around.


    “Okay, getting out of the car just to unlock my door is silly, and—”


    “Just say thank you, and get in.” Red reached between her and the door to unlock it. “I want to show you something.”


    His nearness sent her pulse into overdrive, and she let him take her hand, his warm palm enveloping hers as he helped her into the car. After he shut the door and ran around to her side, he shot her a mischievous grin. “Are you ready?”


    “Suddenly, I’m frightened,” she said, grabbing the “oh, shit” handle.


    He took off down the street and out of town. “I promise to keep you safe.”


    Jessie watched. “So, where are you taking me?”


    “I thought we’d do a little night fishing,” he said.


    She whipped her head around and waited for him to say he was joking. She was disappointed.


    Jessie made a disgusted face. “I hate fish.”


    “How can you say that when you’ve never had my fish?”


    “Fish is fish, no matter who makes it. The bones, the eyes…” She shuddered for emphasis.


    “Okay, so you hate fish. But, do you hate fishing?”


    That gave her pause. Her dad had taken her quite a bit when she was little, but she couldn’t remember not liking it. Then again, she enjoyed almost anything she did with her dad.


    “I don’t think so,” she said honestly. “It’s been a long time.”


    “Who did you go with as a kid?” He slowed the car and turned down a bumpy dirt road. The trees surrounding it made it seem dark and scary.


    “Are you sure you aren’t taking me out here to murder me?”


    They came upon a gate with a No Trespassing sign. Shutting the car off, he turned in his seat to face her. “I have better things planned for you than foul play.”


    “Foul play? You talk sometimes like my Freshman English teacher, and she was almost eighty.”


    He leaned toward her. “You say that like it’s a bad thing.”


    Before she could answer, he was pushing his car door open and climbing out.


    “I hated that teacher,” she grumbled as she followed suit.


    He was at the back of the Charger, popping the trunk and pulling out an old green tackle box, two poles, and a plastic bag.


    Handing her the bag, he closed the trunk with a wicked grin. “You can carry the bait.”


    She took the bag and rolled her eyes. “What, am I supposed to be scared of a can of worms?”


    “You don’t fish for catfish with worms.”


    Staring down at the bag in her hand, horror spiked through her. “It’s not snakes, right?”


    “Chicken livers,” he said, too cheerfully for her taste.


    Scrunching her nose, she caught up to him. “That is worse than snakes.”


    They passed under a canopy of trees and came upon a wide river mouth. The trees were open above, letting the moonlight shine across the water, and Jessie caught her breath.


    He set the gear down and took the bag from her. “Don’t worry, California. I’ll bait your hook for you.”


    * * *


    Red baited his hook and cast his pole, hooking it to a shore anchor before he helped Jessie. She was looking inside the butcher container with a disgusted, tongue-out-of-the-mouth look, and he took her pole and a piece of liver with a snort.


    “I have never seen a woman so squeamish. Haven’t you ever made a turkey dinner before, or even gravy?”


    “No, I’m not much of a cook. I boil water, and sometimes I even burn that.”


    After hooking the liver on her line, he handed her the pole. “I’m going to rinse my hands, and I’ll show you how to cast.” As he turned away, he did an about-face and warned, “Do not try casting while I’m right in front of you.”


    Her eyes were too wide, too innocent. “Oh? Why, ’cause I might hook you instead of a fish?”


    “Yes, and you don’t want to hurt me, do you? Not after I’ve been so nice so far.”


    “Yeah, I keep waiting for the other shoe to drop…”


    He ignored her and rinsed his hands. He had wanted to get her alone after that kiss, and once he’d seen the moon, he’d known. What better way to test how a woman feels than to show her how to do something that requires you getting up close and personal with her body?


    “So you saw me do it, but I figured I’d show you again.”


    She held her pole out to him eagerly. “By all means.”


    “I thought I’d show you how to do it,” he said, coming up behind her.


    “Oh, now I see what’s going on.”


    The amusement in her voice gave him pause. “What?”


    “Oh, nothing.”


    He wrapped his arms around her and started loosening her line. “Doesn’t sound like nothing. Sounds like you think I’m up to something.”


    “Because you are. You are pulling some old-school ‘oh, you’re doing it wrong, let me show you’ move so you can touch me.” She glanced up at him over her shoulder. “You can’t fool me. I watch New Girl.”


    Red had never seen the show, but since she’d already called him out, he shrugged. “Maybe I was putting out feelers.”


    “Feelers for what?”


    He held her gaze, refusing to break the connection. “On whether or not that kiss was one-sided.”


    She swallowed hard before looking away. “I thought you didn’t feel anything when you kissed me.”


    “I’d say I spoke prematurely.” He took her hands and placed them where he wanted on the pole.


    “Prematurely? Is that your backward way of saying, yes?”


    He covered her hands with his and leaned down until his breath rustled the wisps of hair around her ears. “Yes, I felt something.”


    She relaxed against him, and he had his answer.


    * * *


    Red taught her how to cast her line and anchor it to the bank. Standing back up, she tried not to show how nervous she was. Somehow, now that he’d admitted to wanting her, things between them were quiet and tense.


    “So, what now?” she asked, shoving her hands into her sweatshirt pocket.


    He sat down with his back against a tree and waved her over. “Now, we wait.”


    She walked over and sat down, wiping her sweaty palms on her jeans.


    “Are you cold?” he asked.


    “No, I’m okay,” she said, even though the air was a little chilly. Her sweatshirt was heavy, but the cool air still stung her nose and ears.


    Suddenly, she was being pulled across the dirt and into Red’s lap. Settling in, she looked into his handsome face, made pale by the moonlight, and her heart skipped a beat at the hunger in his eyes.


    “Do you mind?”


    “No, I don’t mind.”


    He pushed her head down on his chest, and for a while they just sat there, the sounds around them lulling her into a relaxed state as she cuddled against him.


    “If you don’t want to take this thing any further than friendship, I understand.”


    So close and with the conversation taking such a heavy turn, panic started bubbling up her throat.


    “Do we have to talk about it? Can’t we see how things go and not put a label on it?”


    His chest shook under her cheek, and she looked up, wondering what he found so humorous. “What’s funny about that?”


    His hand smoothed over her cheek. “Nothing, it’s just something Jake would say.”


    “I just meant—”


    His mouth covered hers before she could finish her thought, and the sweep of his tongue against hers sent a shiver up her spine that had nothing to do with the cold. Holding on to his shoulders, she kissed him back and wondered how she’d forgotten how amazing kissing could feel.


    It took her a minute to realize Will hadn’t been a fan of kissing.


    Just another strike in the old ex category.


    Red’s hands on her waist moved up and under her shirt, and she pulled away with a cry as his cold palms spread across her back.


    “Cold! Cold hands.”


    “Sorry.” But didn’t remove them, and his laughter belied his sincerity.


    She was just about to call him out when she noticed movement just above Red and saw a huge, fluffy possum perched on the branch inches above them.


    It hissed at her, and she scrambled back with a shriek.


    “What the—”


    She didn’t even stop backing up until her ass hit the water. She watched in horror as Red stood up and was almost eye to eye with the ugly thing.


    “What are you doing, you idiot? Are you trying to get—”


    Before she could finish, he was reaching into the tackle box and pulling out a plastic baggie and a bowl.


    “What’s up, Norman?” Red asked, his tone practically jolly.


    It took Jessie a second to realize he was talking to the possum. “Did you just call that thing Norman?”


    He walked over to a clump of trees and set the bowl down, emptying the contents of the bag into it. “Jessie, this is Norman. Norman, this is Jessie.”


    Suddenly, Jessie realized she was soaking wet and cold and all because he’d made friends with the local wildlife. “Aren’t there laws about feeding wild animals?”


    “Norman is a bit of an odd duck. I’m pretty sure he was someone’s pet, and they dumped him out here when they got tired of him. I’ve been coming here for most of my life, and the last four years, Norman here has shown up looking for handouts.”


    Getting up on her feet, she tried to shake off, but the sound of his laughter froze her movements.


    “You…backed…into the…water?”


    His wheezing between guffaws pissed her off, and she glared at him. “I was sitting there, minding my own business, and your fucking pet scared the shit out of me.”


    The bastard had the audacity to hoot at her, and she took off her shoes, dancing from foot to foot as she wiggled out of her jeans.


    “What are you doing?” he asked, sounding wheezy.


    Slipping her shoes back on, she walked over to where he lay and threw the wet jeans in his face.


    “Hey!”


    While he was distracted, she shoved her hand into the front pocket of his jeans and grabbed his keys. Before he could grab her, she was running down the trail to his car, his angry shouts following her.


    “Damn it, Jessie, get back here!”


    She ignored him and kept running, her feet kicking up dirt as she raced to the car. He wasn’t going to be laughing long when she stole his car.


    She was ten feet away when the sound of his shoes eating up the distance pushed her to go faster, but it was too late. His arms wrapped around her waist, and she let out an oomph as he rolled with her, taking the brunt of the impact. She tried to get up, but he wrestled her onto her back, his hands holding her wrists above her head.


    He hovered above her, and she was achingly aware of his chest heaving against hers, her nipples tightening with every movement. Before she could catch her breath, he was pulling his keys from her fingers and shoving them into his back pocket, making him press into her harder.


    “I can’t believe you were going to take off with my car.”


    She was desperately aware of the cool air on her bare legs and that the thin cotton of her panties was doing nothing to protect her from the rough denim of his jeans.


    And now she couldn’t remember why she was running in the first place.


    Her tone flirtatious, she whispered, “Maybe I just wanted you to chase me.”


    His eyebrows shot up, and she laughed out loud at his surprise. Laughter that stopped abruptly as he leaned over her, his lips inches away. With one hand, he still held her wrists, but she felt the other fall on her calf and start sliding up, heating her skin wherever it touched. As it slipped between their bodies, trailing fingers over the inside of her thighs, she sucked in her breath and her legs spread involuntarily. She didn’t even care that she was lying on a bed of dead leaves and dirt, not when his large hand cupped her between her legs and he ran one of his digits along the wet cotton, teasing her.


    She whimpered as he pressed in, and his lips claimed hers, his tongue slipping inside her mouth to rub against hers. She pulled away from his hands, and when he released her, she reached up to push his jacket off his shoulders. He moved his hand from her heat and helped her, jerking his arms out of the sleeves and tossing it aside as her hands found the bottom of his T-shirt, bunching the fabric as she pulled it up his torso. His shirt followed his jacket, flying off to land next to the car.


    He pulled away, and she devoured his wide shoulders and sculpted chest, wondering what she was thinking when she thought she didn’t like muscles. He was a thing of beauty in the soft moonlight and the blue-and-red glow…


    Blue and red?


    Suddenly, a siren and a loud speaker boomed. “Freeze!”


    She turned her head to see a white police cruiser parking behind Red’s Charger, the blue-and-red lights on top spraying the dirt road with color. Red cursed but held his hands up, and if she wasn’t embarrassed as hell, she would have laughed.


    The door to the cruiser opened, and an older man climbed out, one hand on his hip. As he approached the two of them, he pulled his gun, and Jessie held her breath as he trained his weapon on Red.


    “Get up off the lady, big fella, and lie face down on the ground, slowly.”


    Red did as he was told, keeping quiet, but Jessie wasn’t about to let Red get shot by some Barney Fife. “Sir, he—”


    “You just stay right there, ma’am, while I take care of him.”


    The officer went to where Red was lying and knelt into his back as he slapped the cuffs on him. “You just stay here while I talk to the lady.”


    Red still hadn’t said anything, so Jessie tried again. “Sir, there’s been a mistake. He wasn’t doing anything—”


    “I got a call from the owner of this land saying he saw headlights going toward his fishing hole and then a woman’s scream. Y’all realize you were trespassing?”


    Jessie hadn’t, but what mattered was getting Red out of those cuffs. “I’m sorry I alarmed anyone, sir, but I got startled by a possum and fell in the creek. We were just doing a little night fishing—”


    “Oh, so you were trespassing and poaching? And you’re saying that this man wasn’t attacking you?”


    Jessie shook her head. “He’s my friend.”


    “Well, miss, your friend’s got you in a heap of trouble. I’m going to have to take y’all in and charge you—”


    “You’re going to charge us?” By the look on his face, she got her answer and tried another approach, radiating demureness. “I understand you have to do what you think is right, but would you mind terribly if I put my pants back on? I’m afraid they’re still wet, but you wouldn’t make me walk into a police station half-naked, would you?”


    The officer seemed to notice for the first time that she was in her sweatshirt and cotton underwear, cut high to show off her hips and bare legs. If she wasn’t mistaken, the officer’s cheeks turned a deep red, and she smiled. “I really am sorry to have caused all this trouble. I’m new to Loco, and my friend was just showing me around some of his favorite places. I’m sure he didn’t realize he was trespassing.”


    “There’s clear signs everywhere that say no trespassing.” His tone was gruff, but Jessie could tell by the way his gaze shifted over her legs that he found her attractive. She might be able to talk their way out of this.


    “Okay, well, is there any way we can just forget this one instance? It’s just, I’m trying to finish getting ready for my bar opening next week—”


    “Which bar?” the officer asked abruptly.


    “The Watering Hole in Loco.”


    “I know it.” Jessie realized that what she thought had been a slur in his speech was caused by the massive amount of dip he had shoved in his bottom lip.


    Pulling her sweatshirt down a little, she said, “I don’t suppose you’d be willing to just let us go and maybe stop by next week for my grand opening and let me buy you a drink?”


    Red groaned at the same time the officer stiffened. “Are you bribing me, ma’am?”


    “No!” Jessie was tempted to pull her hair out in frustration. “I just… Please, I am begging you, can you please just let us go?”


    The officer reached down and hefted Red up. “I’m gonna let y’all go with a warning, but I catch you making any other kind of mischief, I’ll haul you in so fast, your head’ll spin around. Do I make myself clear?”


    “Yes.” Jessie waited impatiently for him to unlock Red’s cuffs. Once he was free, Red scowled at the smaller man while he rubbed his wrists.


    “Don’t you glower at me, son. You’re lucky the little lady talks so sweet, or I’d have already shoved your ass in my backseat.”


    Jessie started to head back toward the creek, and the officer called out, “And where do you think you’re going?”


    “To get my pants and our fishing poles.” Although by the shake of his head, she had a feeling she was going home without her jeans.


    “Y’all have a minute to gather your gear and get out of here.”


    The man actually pressed a button on his stopwatch.


    Before she could start sprinting, Red put a hand on her arm. “Just get in the car, and I’ll gather up everything.”


    Jessie didn’t argue but climbed into the passenger side and waited. Once she sat down, she reached up and felt her hair, which was embedded with leaves and twigs. As she started to pull out the debris, she felt something crawl across her face. Screaming, she started slapping her face and jumped out of the car, shaking her head and flailing. When she finally calmed down, she looked up to find the officer staring at her with his hand on the butt of his gun.


    “If you’re about done having a hissy fit, why don’t you get back in the car and I’ll take you home?” Red asked.


    A hissy fit? A hissy fit? She had almost let him do her on the ground, which was crawling with insects and other gross, nasty things and he had the nerve to yell at her in front of Officer Straitlaced. What a grade A douche bag. Well, if he thought he was getting anywhere with her now, he had another thing coming.


    * * *


    Red was aching to hit something, to hurt something. It had been humiliating to be handcuffed like a criminal in front of Jessie, but then to have her debase herself in front of that idiot… Well, it had been all he could do not to tell the self-righteous prick to fuck off.


    Of course, that would have been a guaranteed trip to the sheriff’s office, since he’d noticed the deputy badge, and a state trooper would have hauled his ass in no matter what Jessie said.


    From the silent, angry waves radiating off her, he had a feeling he’d stepped in it again with her. He hadn’t meant to take his anger out on her, but every time he tried to apologize, the words got stuck in his throat.


    He pulled up in front of the hotel, and before he could say anything, she was out of the car and walking, pantsless, toward the entrance.


    “Hey!” He jumped out of the car, and she didn’t even slow, just walked inside. She marched across the entryway, and Red saw Jeffrey, the owner’s little brother and night desk clerk, checking out her ass as she sauntered by. Scowling menacingly at the little shit, he sped up and grabbed hold of her, picking her up in his arms despite her struggles.


    “Put me down,” she said through gritted teeth.


    “Stop walking around with your ass hanging out.”


    “My ass is none of your business—”


    He reached the top of the stairs, and dropped her to her feet, his temper flaring. “I’m sorry for the way I spoke to you, okay?”


    She crossed her arms over her chest. “Usually, an apology isn’t yelled in someone’s face.”


    Running a hand over his short hair, he took a calming breath. “I’m sorry. I was embarrassed and pissed off, and I just wanted to get out of there. I wanted tonight to be romantic and fun, and instead it turned into a disaster.”


    She was quiet, and he almost kept talking, but her hand reached out, splaying against his chest. “Not every part was a disaster. There were several moments in there that were pretty spectacular.”


    He took another shaky breath and chuckled. “I just can’t seem to do anything right when it comes to you.”


    “That’s not true,” she said, stepping into him. “When it’s just you and me, things tend to go so right, I don’t even notice there are bugs in my hair.”


    He looked into her green-gold eyes and her teasing grin and relaxed. “So, if I was to ask you out on a midnight fishing trip again—”


    “I’d say hell no.”


    She turned and walked to her door. Pulling the key from her sweatshirt, she slid it home and pushed the door open before adding, “But anything else will be a definite maybe.”


    Her door closed with a snap, and he shook his head at the turn his life had taken.


    It was several hours before he stopped typing and fell asleep, but before he did, he sent one last text.


    What about skinny-dipping?


    Beep.


    Definitely, maybe.

  


  
    Chapter Twelve


    Saturday night, Jessie was a bundle of nerves. She’d hired a full staff including two bartenders and Ray as head chef. She’d paid a photographer to take pictures of the town earlier in the day and of the guests tonight and hoped to use most of the pictures to decorate the bare black walls. She kept telling herself she was ready, but she still couldn’t stop shaking.


    Besides the opening, there was also the unfinished business with Red. After their late-night date and make-out session she hadn’t seen hide nor hair of him, only their playful texts and a couple of late-night phone calls that had gotten a little, well…hot. But it seemed like he was keeping his distance from her, and she wondered if she’d misjudged him. What if he had a girlfriend in another town or was a serial killer? What if he wasn’t a great guy and she was making another mistake?


    It was five minutes to seven, and, taking a deep breath, she went to the front doors and peeked out. And almost cried.


    There were only about fifteen people outside. Jessie’s heart sank as she stepped out, trying to smile.


    “Hey everyone!” She saw that Red, his sisters, Jake, and Rand were all there, and the girls who’d helped with flyers last week. “Welcome to Jessie’s!”


    Rand gave her a hug as she passed, as did Red’s sisters, but Red hung back until everyone else went inside. He stopped in front of her, frowning. “What’s wrong? You look like you’re going to cry.”


    “No one is coming,” she said dejectedly.


    “You don’t know that.” Red put his hand on her shoulder. “It’s only seven.”


    “Come on, Red,” she said, fighting her tears. “I offered the first round free. If they were coming, they’d be lined up at the door.”


    She felt the warmth of his lips on her temple and wanted to lean into him. To absorb his strength and bury her head in his chest. But she couldn’t lose herself in him if this was a mistake, couldn’t let herself need him.


    Pulling away from him, she headed back inside. Smiling and hugging her new friends as she passed, she finally made it behind the bar, and yelled, “Who wants a drink?”


    The loud cheers eased her disappointment, and she tried to think positively. The people of Loco would come around eventually.


    * * *


    Red didn’t like the way Jessie looked, like someone had kicked her puppy or something, and he wanted to fix it. It wasn’t a surprise that the citizens of Loco hadn’t shown up. He hadn’t been shy about voicing his earlier opinions of her “improvements.” Apparently, he hadn’t been as convincing with his retraction.


    Pulling out his cell phone, he called Finn Meyers.


    “Officer Meyers.”


    “Hey, it’s Red.”


    “Red, hey, buddy, you behaving yourself?”


    “Shut up, I need a favor.”


    “Only if you ask nicely.”


    Red ignored Finn’s teasing. “When are you off duty?”


    “Heading in now, why?”


    “Can you make a loudspeaker announcement?”


    “Sure, what’s up?”


    “First round free at the former Watering Hole. Big-screens with the sports package.”


    “Uh, Red…”


    “And tell your girlfriend to come down too.”


    “Red, we kind of had plans…”


    “Please, man. I wouldn’t ask you if it weren’t important.”


    “Wait, didn’t I almost have to arrest you for protesting that place two weeks ago?”


    “Things change,” Red grumbled.


    “So…how was that kiss again the other night?” Male laughter met his ear. “I heard you were rounding home before Deputy Hill caught you with your pants down.”


    Gritting his teeth and cursing small-town life, Red snapped, “Shut up,” before hanging up on Finn’s last whoop.


    * * *


    Jessie was sitting with Red’s sisters, talking, when the door burst open and people started filing inside. Their gazes traveled over the walls, the TVs, and the guy in front called, “I hear you’re giving away the first round?”


    Jessie jumped up, giddiness racing through her. “We’ve got some great food too! Come on in.”


    Before too long, the place was packed, and Jessie was scrambling to help run orders from the kitchen. After about an hour, she started making the rounds, introducing herself. When she asked a table if they’d seen her flyer, one of the men said, “Yeah, but it was actually the loud speaker message that got me here.”


    “What loud speaker message?”


    “Finn drove through town, saying how the whole town was invited to check it out.”


    “Who is Finn?”


    “He’s the guy over there talking to Red.”


    Jessie looked over at Red slapping a sandy-blond-haired guy on the back, and butterflies started going crazy in her stomach. Finn didn’t know her from Adam, but if Red called in a favor for her…


    “Excuse me,” she said, weaving her way through the crowd until she was standing next to Red.


    “Hey, can I borrow you for a second?”


    “Sure, what’s—whoa!” She dragged him through the crowd to the storage room and pulled him inside, shutting the door firmly.


    “Did you call your police friend Finn to drive through town and announce the opening?”


    “Yeah, but only because it was my fault people weren’t showing up. I wasn’t exactly shy about voicing my concerns with the changes you were making—”


    She threw her arms around him, squeezing him around the neck until he dipped his head down so she could kiss him. “Thank you,” she whispered against his lips.


    “You’re welcome, but—”


    She interrupted him again, arching on her toes to bring her mouth closer to his, slipping her tongue into his mouth to play with his. It had been so long since anyone had done something for her because they were just being nice or trying to make something up to her, she couldn’t even remember the last time.


    His hands gripped her ass and lifted her against him, turning so she was pressed into the shelves. She locked her ankles against his back, her legs around his hips, and when he took over, she let him. Her insides throbbed with need, and she wanted to rip open his jeans and let him take her.


    Loud laughter outside the door brought her out of her lust-filled haze, and she pulled away. “I really, really want to do this, but I should probably get back out there.”


    “Does this mean I get a rain check?”


    “Definitely.”


    * * *


    Red was wiping down the last table as Jessie said good night to the staff. It was just after two, and Red knew one thing for sure: the people there tonight had embraced Jessie as one of their own. She’d made the rounds, introduced herself to everyone, and as a result, he’d been scolded several times for bad-mouthing such a “kind soul.”


    As she locked the door, she turned around to face him, a tired smile on her face. “That was amazing.”


    He grinned as he threw the towel behind the bar. “You are amazing.”


    “I may have been told that once or twice before.” She walked toward him with a definite sway to her hips. Red’s pulse sped up as she drew closer until there was barely an inch between them.


    He reached up, cradling the line of her jaw, and asked, “So I was thinking, about that rain check…”


    “Yeah?” she whispered, her fingers finding the buttons of his shirt and slipping each one slowly out of its hole.


    He took a deep breath, and her coconut scent mixed with her slow removal of his shirt made his cock stir. “You smell delicious.”


    She spread his shirt completely open and raised those green eyes up to his. His gaze dropped to her pink, parted lips as she rose up on her tiptoes, bringing her mouth close enough to kiss…


    He could feel the warmth of her breath as she asked, “You were saying about that rain check?”


    He knew she was teasing him, wanting him to lose control, and with a grin, he slid his hand from her jaw into her silky tresses. “I was thinking I’m ready to collect.”


    He felt her soft sigh seconds before his mouth settled over hers, his other hand molding her hip, pressing her against him as he swept her mouth with slow strokes. He could feel her urgency, her need to speed things along, but as much as he wanted her, he wanted to make it good. To have her coming back for more.


    Untangling his hand from her hair, he cupped her ass with both hands and lifted her against him. Without having to be told, she wrapped her legs around him, and he couldn’t wait to strip off her jeans and feel the satin of her thighs cradling him.


    He walked her back toward the pool table and set her down gently, his hands grabbing the bottom of her cotton top. Without preamble, he pulled it over her head and tossed it aside, his gaze devouring her breasts as they spilled over the lacy black cups of her bra. Her eyes locked on his as he smoothed his hands over them, squeezing until her lashes fluttered, her light moan urging him on. He released her long enough to slip his hands behind her back and unhook the clasp of her bra, his mouth dipping to blaze a trail of kisses from her earlobe to her collarbone. After sliding the bra straps down her arms, he dropped it to the ground and leaned her back against his arm so he could watch her as he stroked her nipples until they were hard peaks.


    “The first time you opened that door and I saw you, I thought how beautiful you were.” He pinched her nipple lightly and whispered, “And then I caught a glimpse of your tattoo and wondered what else you might be hiding.”


    He picked up her arm, where the vines intertwined up her wrist and forearm, kissing his way along the ink. “This is what I saw that day, and it has haunted my dreams.”


    “You said I was rude and had a sassy mouth.”


    He smiled against her skin and nipped her at the crook of her arm. “That’s true, but that mouth has grown on me.”


    She laughed softly, and he wrapped his hands around her waist, lifting her. “Come up on your knees.”


    “Just what every girl wants to hear.” Still she obeyed him.


    He shrugged out of his shirt and ignored the painful pressure in his jeans as his cock stretched against the denim. “Believe me, you’re going to enjoy yourself.”


    Before she could open her mouth to talk back, he pulled her forward and lifted her right breast as he dipped his mouth to taste her. He circled the tight nipple with his tongue, sucking it until her hands were squeezing the back of his neck, pressing him into her. He pulled away to give her left breast the same attention, his right hand slipping into the front of her jeans, working at the button and zipper until they were open. He pressed his hand down below her panties until his index finger touched her wet folds.


    She wiggled against him, and he released her breasts, taking in her flushed cheeks and heavy breathing. All his good intentions to take things slow went out the window as she sat back on the pool table, kicking off her shoes. “If you don’t get those jeans off and strap on a condom, I am going to kill you.”


    Chuckling, he unbuckled his belt and countered, “That seems a mite counterproductive, wouldn’t you say, darlin’?”


    Her answer was to jerk her pants down around her thighs, and he paused to watch her struggle on the table, her breasts jiggling with every movement.


    Grabbing a condom from his pocket, he put it in his mouth and kicked off his boots. Making quick work of the rest of his clothing, he wasn’t surprised that she was naked and reaching for him before he was ready.


    “Come here.”


    He stepped into her as she came up on her knees, wrapped her arms around him, and threw him off balance. Before he knew what was happening, she was pushing him back on the pool table and straddling his lap. The heat of her core was so close, it made his cock jerk, and he wanted to run the length of his head up her slit. He slid his hand out, looking for the condom, and came up with nothing. Where did that fucker go?


    “I got it.” She ripped the package with her teeth and pulling the round latex out. Slowly, she rolled it over him, and as her hand squeezed and stroked him, he could feel the pressure building inside.


    Scooting back, he pulled her with him, wrapping his arm around her like a vise. Circling his other hand at the base of his erection, he positioned himself at her entrance.


    When he had her right where he wanted her, he grabbed her hips with both hands and pulled her down, watching her eyes close and her head tip back. Her hips rocked against him as she slid onto him, seating him fully, and with one arm around her body and the other in her hair, he pushed up.


    “Ride me, darlin’,” he said.


    She wrapped her arms around his shoulders and swirled her hips. “Are you gonna ask me nicely?”


    He pulled her hair lightly and placed his mouth right next to her ear. “No.”


    Her answer was to slide her hand down and pinch him hard on his ass cheek.


    “Ouch, woman that hur—ouch, damn it, Jessie—”


    She bit the lobe of his ear lightly and whispered, “You can call me darlin’, but if you call me woman ever again—”


    He took her hips and moved her over him quickly, turning her threat into a gasp. Dipping his head to take her breast into his mouth, he moved her hips with his hands, dragging her clit back and forth across the base of his shaft, pressing her down on him over and over again while he continued to surge up. He knew she was getting close by the squeeze of her muscles and the sound of her cries. But when she finally let go, it was a beautiful sight to see. She trembled in his arms and fell forward, her cheek resting on his shoulder.


    He didn’t give her a chance to relax, though, and he lifted her off him slowly, only to bring her back down hard and fast. Each motion brought him closer and closer, and when he started to lose his rhythm, he came with his mouth buried in her neck, gulping air like he couldn’t get enough, and felt her feathery light kisses along his shoulder.


    “You aren’t finished, are you?” she asked teasingly.


    Chuckling, he pulled back so he could kiss her, running his hand along her cheek. “No, but I’m thinking we should adjourn to someplace that has a bed.”


    “Adjourn, huh?” she asked. “Well, then, where are we going? Your place or mine?”

  


  
    Chapter Thirteen


    Red went home to shower and change before church, but couldn’t keep the smile off his face. He’d left Jessie sleeping and paid Patty at the Inn to take up a tray of breakfast at around ten. Patty had given him a sly look, but he’d ignored her. It was nobody’s business what was going on with Jessie and him.


    When he pulled into the parking lot of the church fifteen minutes later, his mother was standing outside, looking fit to be tied.


    “Worried I wasn’t coming?” he asked jovially.


    “I was wondering, but no, it’s your sister who is missing.”


    “Tabby?”


    “MJ.”


    Red’s eyebrows shot up. Tabby he could imagine skipping church after a wild night, but MJ?


    “Well, I’ll go on in, then.”


    Red stopped when his mother said, “Now hold on…”


    So close.


    “Where’s that little gal you’ve been hanging out with? Jessie?”


    Red cleared his throat. “Something tells me Jessie isn’t the churchgoing kind of girl.”


    He watched his mother’s lips thin. “Hmm.”


    “I’ll see you in there.”


    He walked into the church and took his normal seat next to Rand. With his mother outside, Tabby sat on his other side.


    “So, did you hear about MJ?” Tabby asked, her eyes bright.


    “Hear what? Mom just said she wasn’t here.”


    “Yeah, well, I know who she went home with last night.”


    “Who?”


    “No way am I telling you. You’ll crack in ten seconds.”


    Red scowled until the preacher came into the room and his mother finally came inside, looking none too pleased.


    “Today, I want to talk to you about what your long-term plans are.”


    Red grimaced and wished MJ would get there so their mother would take her attention off him.


    “Let us pray.” And everyone bowed their head.


    * * *


    Escape turned out to be futile, especially when his mother said she’d ride home with him.


    “I still can’t believe your sister missed church. It just isn’t like her,” his mother griped.


    Red smirked, wanting to say something about MJ taking a walk of shame this morning according to Tabby, but he couldn’t do that to her. MJ was always pretty straitlaced—well, at least out of the four of his sisters—so she was allowed to cut loose and have some fun.


    “People can miss church, Mom. She’s a grown woman, and if she wants to sleep in on a Sunday, she should be allowed.”


    “But she didn’t come home last night,” she said, sounding worried. “What if she’s dead in a ditch somewhere?”


    “Or she’s sleeping off a headache at a friend’s house. Just give her a few hours before you go all ‘crazy mama’ and start tearing the town apart.”


    “You children act like I’m some unreasonable ogre. I just worry about y’all.”


    A few beats went by, and just as he was about to tell her they appreciated her worry and fretting. “Red, you need to start building a house. You are almost thirty years old, and you were the one who wanted land instead of buying a house in town. And no woman wants to get serious with someone who doesn’t want to move out of his bachelor pad.”


    And just like that, all his exasperation was back. “My mobile is comfortable.”


    “I’m sure it is for you, but you have to think of what a woman sees. She sees a man who isn’t willing to commit.”


    “Well, good thing I’m not dating anyone, so that’s not an issue.”


    “Come on, Albert. I can tell you like this girl. Don’t you want her to take you seriously?”


    Red didn’t like her tone, like he was seven and she was telling him to wash behind his ears. “I’m an adult, and when I am serious about a girl, I’ll tell you.”


    “Fine, I was just trying to give you some motherly advice. Whether you take it or not is up to you.”


    Red dropped his mother at home, stewing over what she’d said. He had bought and paid for his land. He had hauled the trailer over from the next county. He bought his car outright. He had signed contracts for his books and even agreed to several due dates for his books. See, he committed to things. She was crazy.


    Still, as he walked into his trailer, he pulled out the blueprints he’d ordered for the home he’d wanted to eventually build. He had a nice down payment for a construction loan if he wanted…


    To his surprise, he wanted to pick up his phone and ask Jessie what she thought of his future house. Which was crazy, because they’d only known each other two weeks. It was too soon to start planning a future, wasn’t it?


    Regardless, he found himself pulling out his phone. He dialed her number, and it rang twice before she answered.


    “Hey, handsome,” she said softly in his ear.


    “Hey, there. I was seeing if you had plans for dinner?”


    She was quiet for half a beat. “Actually, I was just going to go to the bar and do a few things, maybe grab some of the leftovers Ray left in the freezer for me.”


    Red tried not to let the worm of jealousy take hold. He didn’t like that Ray had seemed to endear himself to Jessie, and not just because he left her food, but because he checked up on her. That was Red’s job.


    “Okay, well, I was just thinking, I’d like to take you out on an official date.”


    “An official date, huh? What does one do on official dates?”


    “Anything the lady wants,” he said, adding quickly, “barring getting arrested.”


    “What day?”


    “Wednesday?”


    “Any activity?”


    “Anything you want, except for getting me arrested.”


    “Hmm, I’ll have to think about it. In the meantime, maybe you’d wanna come over after dinner with your parents?”


    He swallowed hard. “Oh, yeah? What are we gonna do?”


    “Have lots of hot sex.”


    “I’m in.”


    * * *


    “Seriously, you wanted to go cow tipping?”


    Wednesday had come rather swiftly, especially since they’d been grabbing every spare moment together. When they weren’t making out in the storage room of her bar, they were in her hotel room. Not that Red was complaining, but this…well, for a first date, this wasn’t what he imagined.


    Jessie laughed softly as she climbed the fence to Rand’s cow pasture. “What? I’ve never done it before.”


    “That’s because it’s an old wives’ tale! You can’t really tip a cow.”


    “You’re just saying that.”


    “Well, maybe, but this isn’t a good idea. If Rand’s foreman catches us out here, he might shoot first and ask questions later.”


    “Stop being such a sissy.”


    “I told you getting arrested was off the table for tonight.”


    She ignored his muttering as she stepped quietly, her breath fogging in the cold. Jessie told herself that the occasional squish beneath her feet was just mud, and not a cow pie. She walked up alongside the cow, and it was so big, her outstretched hands were placed about three feet apart. It was too dark to see their feet, but she could imagine one well place hoof could crush her foot or bust a few ribs. She had been around cows at the state fair in California, but this was different. These cows weren’t behind fences. Well, they were, but now she was right there with them.


    Before she lost her nerve, she placed two hands on the side of the cow and pushed.


    And jumped a foot in the air when the cow let out an alarmed bellow and instead of falling over, took off running.


    And then all the cows were running.


    She heard Red’s alarmed shout just before he wrapped his arms around her and carried her out of the way. They huddled by the fence as the cows took off toward the house. Jessie’s heart was beating a river dance in her chest.


    “That is the last time you pick a date-night activity,” Red muttered.


    Laughing breathlessly, she slipped her arms around his waist and grinned. “Are you kidding? That was awesome!”


    “It wouldn’t have been awesome if I hadn’t jumped in there and pulled you to safety. You would have hoof prints on your back.”


    “But I don’t, thanks to you.”


    She was up on her tiptoes, trying to kiss him, when a gunshot rang out.


    “Shit.” Before she could ask, he threw her over his shoulder and headed toward the low fence they’d just come over. “Let’s get the hell out of here.”


    He helped her climb over the fence and jumped it after her. As they raced to the Charger and dove inside, Jessie couldn’t stop laughing hysterically. “Come on, that was fun.”


    “Woman, you are insane,” Red said as he started the car.


    She flicked his ear. “Don’t call me woman.”


    Red pulled out onto the highway, looking so disgruntled she reached out to run her hand across his neck. “Aw, don’t be mad.”


    “I am not mad,” he grumbled, and she leaned across the middle to kiss his throat.


    “You seem mad.”


    “Well, I’m not.” His tone had lightened as she ran her hand over his abdomen.


    “So, what else do small-town people do when they’re bored?”


    “Go home and sleep?”


    “Don’t be a stick,” she said, feeling wild and daring. She looked over her shoulder at the back of the car and asked casually, “So, have you ever, you know, broken in your backseat?”


    “What?”


    “Well, I was just thinking we had sex in my bar and in my hotel room. I think it’s your turn.”


    “We do not need to pull off somewhere and have sex in the backseat. That’s how people get arrested for indecent exposure, you know.”


    “So, let’s go back to your place,” she said, coyly.


    “No.”


    “Why not?”


    “You don’t want to see my trailer.”


    Sliding her hand down to cup him through his jeans, she whispered, “I don’t care about the trailer. I just want to see where you live.”


    * * *


    Reluctantly, Red let her go in first, then rushed forward when he saw a pair of his boxers on the floor.


    “Sorry, it’s such a mess.”


    “Trust me, this is clean. I once went back to a guy’s dorm room after a date, and it smelled so bad, I practically barfed.”


    Orange chose that moment to come out of the bedroom, swishing his tail and meowing.


    “Well, hey, handsome,” Jessie said, squatting down to greet his cat.


    “He can be a shit head, so be careful…” He stopped talking when Jessie picked up the big orange cat, scratching him under his chin.


    “You’re a heavy guy. What does your dad feed you, bricks?”


    “He’s not fat, he’s just a big cat,” Red said, defending his buddy, whose tail had started to twitch. “And you might want to put him down before he gets pissed.”


    She set him on the counter and jumped back when he turned around and swiped at her. “Hey!”


    “I told you,” Red said, reaching into the cupboard for a can of cat food.


    “Why would you want a cat that acts like an asshole?”


    “’Cause he’s not always that way. There’s a good guy underneath.”


    She went up behind him and circled her arms around his waist, kissing his back. “Like you? You’re all grumbly, roaring ogre until people get to know you.”


    “Something like that.”


    She took the bottom of his T-shirt and slid her arms inside, rubbing them on his flat stomach. “Well, I like you all grumbly. When your forehead goes all wrinkly and your eyes turn into slits…hmm, so sexy.”


    His body shook with laughter, and she wrinkled her nose at the smell of the wet cat food. “Yuck, that stinks.”


    “Probably why he loves it,” Red said as he lifted the lid. Taking a spoon from the drawer, he started scooping the mushy stuff into a blue bowl.


    “Well, wash your hands before you even think of touching me.”


    She knew it was a mistake as soon as she said it, and dropped her arms, waiting for his next move.


    “Don’t even think about it,” she said.


    He turned around with an evil grin, wiggling his fingers at her. She hadn’t seen any cat food on him, but even the thought that some of the juice might be clinging to his skin made her squeal in disgust.


    “Get away from me.”


    He caught her outside the bedroom, and she screamed and laughed as he ran his hands over her ribs, tickling her.


    “Now I’m gonna smell like cat food,” she said when he released her and headed back to the sink to wash his hands.


    Once he finished drying them, he turned to face her again with a lazy smile. “Not if you take a shower with me.”


    “Our clothes will still stink,” she said, laughing.


    He pulled his T-shirt over his head, and tossed it aside. “I’ll throw them in the washer.”


    He stalked toward her like a jungle cat, a wicked purpose in those too-blue eyes, and her heart beat a tempo so fast, she got light-headed.


    “But—”


    He pulled her shirt over her head, muffling her response. When her vision was uncovered, she repeated what she’d been trying to say. “I’m picky about my laundry.”


    “Then you can do our laundry, I don’t care,” he said, shucking the rest of his clothes before reaching for her again.


    “So now you expect me to do your laundry? Do I look like your mama?” she teased.


    He brought her up against his body and whispered, “Not one little bit.”


    Her nipples tightened against the cups of her bra as he rubbed his chest back and forth. The friction was making her crazy.


    “Tell me you don’t want to take a shower with me?” he whispered, gripping her hips and pressing his erection against her.


    “I do not want to shower with you,” she said, trying to keep the tremor of desire out of her voice as he reached for the front of her pants.


    “Lies,” he growled playfully, nibbling on her neck. “Last chance.” He took another nip just below her ear before whispering. “I promise you’ll like what I have planned.”


    She shivered. “Like what?”


    He leaned over and took her mouth in a heated kiss, making every nerve in her body catch fire. She didn’t stop him as his hands unclipped the back of her bra or flicked the button on her pants open. And when his hands slid into the back of her jeans, below the cotton of her panties, a heavy throb beat between her legs. She wished he’d move his hands closer to the ache.


    As if he’d read her thoughts, he pushed her jeans down, and suddenly his hand was between her legs, fondling and stroking her clit. She held on to his arms, trying to stay upright as he drove her wild. Her breath came in short, quick gasps as she felt the orgasm building until she cried out. “Oh!”


    As the spasms left her body, she felt him move and realized her eyes were closed. She opened them to find Red bent down, trying to get the rest of her clothes off, and stepped out of them helpfully. The gesture earned her a smile.


    He stood up, pulled her bra the rest of the way down her arms, and looked her over, admiration shining in his eyes.


    Jessie had never been ashamed of her body, and said, “Are you going to just stand there and stare?”


    He reached out and brought her against him, kissing her as he backed into the room, and she heard him grappling in a drawer. The unmistakable sound of a foil wrapper joined their breathing. He leaned away from her, and she opened her eyes to watch him turn the knob of the shower. She broke the kiss to shut the door and turned in time to watch him climb inside, his tight ass flexing with each movement. He was just so big in the small shower; his broad shoulders nearly took up the width of it.


    He dunked his head under the showerhead and looked at her, water trailing down his cheeks. It was so sexy and erotic that she stood frozen.


    “Are you coming in, or do I have to come get you?”


    She had crossed the floor and climbed in before she realized what she was doing. The hot water sprayed over his shoulder, hitting her skin and making her shiver. “Aren’t you going to let me under?”


    He turned to the side, bringing her around until her back was against the shower wall. The downpour stung her skin, but she hardly thought about it as Red leaned over her, braced on his forearms, and kissed her. Her stomach flipped and twisted at every sweep of his tongue, and she slid her hands from his hips around to his ass. She squeezed the firm cheeks and felt his smile against her lips.


    He broke the kiss to open the condom, but his hands were too slippery. When she took it from him and used her teeth on it, his eyes darkened to a stormy ocean blue, and her muscles clenched in anticipation. She took the condom and slipped it over the length of his cock. She’d barely covered him before his hands were gripping the back of her thighs, lifting her against the wall. Jessie wrapped her arms and legs around him as he adjusted himself at her entrance.


    When he thrust inside, hard and fast, she screamed and curled her hands into the muscles of his shoulder. Using short, swift movements, he never fully left her body, and between the warmth curling inside and the massage of the water, her muscles relaxed and the tension built inside with each push and pull of their bodies.


    His mouth trailed over her neck and shoulder. She tilted her head up to take his wet kiss, a powerful shudder shaking her to her core as she came. She was probably leaving imprints of her nails in his back but couldn’t help it. It was just too good.


    His rhythm became jerky, and his cock flexed inside her just before he groaned against her mouth, pumping into her until his own trembles subsided.


    When she could finally breathe again, she whispered, “I don’t know about you, but I feel much cleaner now.”

  


  
    Chapter Fourteen


    Two weeks later, Jessie was wiping down the bar after the lunch rush, humming to herself, when her phone rang. Her life had been going so well, she had been half expecting a glitch of some sort, but nothing had happened yet. Red was wonderful, the bar was great, and the town had embraced her (and her sports package).


    She looked at the caller ID and picked up with a smile. “Hey, Amber, what are you doing?”


    Amber was her best friend from college, and they still talked every once in a while.


    “Hey, Jess,” Amber said, her tone filled with something…was it worry? Concern? Whatever it was, it made Jessie’s chest tighten as she waited for the bombshell. “Look, I wanted to make sure someone had called you—”


    “He’s out, isn’t he?”


    “Yeah, I bumped into him yesterday. It freaked me out, and I just thank God Troy was there. Something about the questions he was asking creeped me out.”


    “What did he want to know?”


    “What you were doing and if you were happy? Maybe you should get another restraining order—”


    “No, because if they do that, then they have to give him my address. Right now, he thinks I’m still in California, and he can’t leave the state if he’s on parole, so I’m good.”


    “Yeah, because no one has ever risked a parole violation to go after what they want.”


    “I’ll be fine, I swear. So, how is Troy?”


    “Good, he got a new job. Twice the pay, so we’re thinking of buying a house…”


    As Amber went on to share more of her good news, Jessie tried to rationalize her fear.


    He can’t get to you. He has no way of knowing where you are. Stop obsessing.


    “You are freaking out, aren’t you?”


    “What?”


    “You always get super quiet when you’re stressing.”


    “No, I’m okay. Really, I am just distracted with work. Can I call you later?”


    “Sure. I miss you.”


    “I miss you too.”


    Jessie hung up and realized her hands were shaking.


    * * *


    Red was at Jitter Bug Coffee Shop on Friday, working on his edits, when a lean guy with a gray hipster beanie walked in. He had tattoos going up his neck above the collar of his jacket and looked shifty.


    Red watched him with unease and took out his earbuds.


    “Hey, you wouldn’t happen to know where Jessie’s Bar and Grill is, would you?”


    Kelsey, the barista and owner, gave him a hard look. “It doesn’t open until ten.”


    “I know, it’s just I heard good things about it and wanted to check it out.”


    “It’s just outside of town on your left. Big wood building.”


    “Thanks, and can I get a large four-drip soy Americano?”


    Red snorted at the drink, and the guy turned around to look at him. “You got a problem, man?”


    Red stood up and saw the minute the little prick backed down. “Nope, no problem.”


    He started packing up his laptop, and the guy turned back around. After paying for his coffee, the guy walked outside and climbed into a sedan.


    “You going to check on Jessie?” Kelsey asked.


    “Yeah, I’m going to call her first.”


    “Good. I don’t like the look of that guy.”


    Red walked out of the coffee shop and dialed Jessie’s cell, but it went straight to voice mail.


    “Shit,” he said as he hurried to his Charger. He would only be a minute or two behind the little prick, but whoever he was, Red had a feeling he was part of the past she didn’t want to talk about.


    * * *


    Jessie was unlocking the door to the bar when a car pulled up and parked next to hers. She held her hand above her eyes and squinted against the sun.


    And then the driver’s door opened, and Will climbed out.


    “Hey baby,” he said, shutting the sedan’s door hard. “Did you miss me?”


    Jessie couldn’t breathe as he came around the back of his car and started toward her. Above the pounding in her ears, she heard the familiar roar of Red’s Charger and sighed when Red pulled in behind Will.


    Will stopped, and as Red climbed out of his car, said, “What’s your problem, man?”


    Jessie wanted to run to Red and jump into his arms, but she wasn’t going to give Will the satisfaction of knowing he’d riled her.


    “Like I said, no problem,” Red said as he passed him, climbing the ramp and handing her a coffee cup. “For you.”


    “Thanks,” she said, afraid to take it and let him see her nerves, but it was too late. He saw the slight tremor in her hand and his eyes narrowed. But instead of saying anything, he just laced his fingers with hers.


    “Well, isn’t this sweet? Making nice with the locals, Jess?”


    Red’s grip tightened on her hand, and she felt the tension radiating from him. She squeezed his hand, silently hoping he would stay out of it. There was no question Red could take out Will with one punch, but the ass clown wasn’t worth it.


    “Aren’t you supposed to be in California? You know how those pesky parole officers are about you not leaving the state.”


    “Yeah, you know, I didn’t tell him because I figured I’ll be back before he misses me.”


    “What do you want?”


    “Baby, I want my money.”


    Red bristled next to her at the endearment, while she felt ill. “It’s not your money, Will. Are you going to go after everyone who got a settlement from you?”


    “No, just you. You’re the one who opened your fucking mouth and stirred up shit.”


    Red started forward, and she grabbed his arm. “Don’t.”


    “Don’t be a hero, big guy. Not for her,” Will said.


    “Get out of here, Will, before I call the cops.”


    Will spit on the ground, shooting her a piercing glare. “I’ll be back, Jess.”


    Jessie kept her hand on Red’s arm as Will got into his car and drove away. When he was gone, she let him go and unlocked the door.


    “What was he talking about?” Red asked, following her inside.


    Jessie sighed. “Which part?”


    “Why don’t we start with the ‘baby’ part?”


    She shut the door behind them and leaned back against it. “He’s my ex-boyfriend.”


    “How ex?” Red growled.


    “Several years ex.”


    “And did I hear you say parole?”


    “Yeah, he was just released early from prison.” Jess ran her free hand over her face, wanting to laugh and cry at the same time. This was not how she imagined her day starting out.


    “What did he do?”


    She didn’t want to tell him. “Isn’t that enough?”


    “What about the money? Did you steal from him or something?”


    “No, he stole something from me.” Tears threatened to well up in her eyes, and she cursed herself for being so weak.


    “What are you talking about?” Red asked, his voice so gentle and caring, all she could think about was how she was about to lose him.


    “He stole any chance I had for a normal life.”


    Red looked puzzled at her words but didn’t press for more. Instead, he waited quietly for her to choose to share her dirty and not so little secret.


    “God, fine, you want to know? You want to know all the details?” she asked loudly. “He recorded videos of us having sex. He had several hidden cameras around our bedroom that he used to record his own little pornos without me knowing. And if that weren’t bad enough, I wasn’t the only one. He cheated on me and recorded other women in our bed and sold them too. So I walk into an interview after graduation, and the man interviewing me turned out to be a huge fan of my work. Only the joke was on me, because I had no idea what he was talking about.”


    “Fuck…”


    “Yep. And when Will was arrested, they found eight other women he’d videotaped. We all got restitution, and they took down most of the videos, but they couldn’t get to the ones that had already been downloaded. There are videos of me out there for the world to see. And now every time I meet someone, I wonder if they recognize me. If they’ve seen me, and it’s just so embarrassing.”


    “I’ll kill him,” Red said, his fists clenched. As he started back toward the car, she held out her hand to stop him.


    “Don’t. He’ll go away. He just wanted to rattle me. I moved here so he wouldn’t be able to find me. Apparently, one of his genius friends tracked me down.”


    He reached out for her, and she shied away. “Don’t. Don’t feel sorry for me.”


    “I don’t. I just need you right now, because if I don’t hold on to you, I’ll go out there and show him a little Texas justice.”


    She choked on a sob as he gathered her close. “He’s the dirt bag, Jessie. Not you.”


    She continued to wet the front of his shirt as he held her, and she pulled away a little to wipe at the damp spot. “I am so sorry.”


    “Stop.” He brought her head back to his chest and rocked her back and forth for a few minutes. The warmth and strength of him made her feel better.


    “You are better than what happened to you. You did nothing wrong.”


    * * *


    Red had never wanted to hurt someone as badly as he did the man who’d made Jessie cry.


    He left her at work and went to see Jake at the store. He should go home and finish his last round of revisions before sending his next manuscript off to his editor, but he couldn’t. He was too wound up, and he needed someone with a clear head to help talk him down.


    He walked through the feed store entrance and caught Jake’s eye. He headed back to Jake’s office and sat down heavily in one of the chairs.


    “Geez, what’s the matter with you? Jessie dump you already?” Jake asked, and Red could have sworn his friend looked disappointed.


    “No, I need you to talk me out of killing a man,” Red said, running his hands over his face and head.


    Jake looked surprised for a minute, and then a slow grin spread over his face. “Who?”


    “Jessie’s ex,” Red said darkly.


    Jake lost his smile. “What did he do?” Jake asked, sitting on the edge of the desk.


    “He’s here in town, messing with her,” Red said.


    “What does she want you to do?”


    Red breathed a heavy sigh. “Stay out of it.”


    “Then I think that’s what you should do.”


    “If some guy was messing with Rand and causing her pain, would you be able to stay out of it?” Red asked, and saw Jake tense up.


    There was a pregnant pause before Jake said, “Do I need to sell you a new shovel?”


    Red laughed. “Not yet.”

  


  
    Chapter Fifteen


    Jessie asked Ray to walk her to her car and breathed a sigh of relief when she didn’t see Will’s Sedan.


    “You okay, Jessie?” Ray asked. “You seem jumpy.”


    “Yeah, sorry, just had a weird visitor today,” Jessie said evasively.


    “Do I need to watch out for anyone?” Ray asked warily.


    Jessie smiled at the tall man she had come to think of as a good friend, almost an older brother. “No, it’ll be fine. Thanks for staying with me.”


    Ray looked sad. “Nothing else to go home to.”


    Jessie didn’t like to see Ray so sad. He’d opened up a little more about his family, and she thought he’d gotten a bum deal.


    “You’re a fantastic addition to the bar, Ray, and I’m so lucky to have you.”


    Ray’s trademark smile flashed in the dark. “You take care, and be sure to let me know if there’s something I should be concerned about.”


    “I will.” She climbed into her car and pulled out of the parking lot toward the hotel, but as she drove by, she saw the silver sedan Will had been driving out front.


    Pushing down on the gas, she drove to Red’s trailer.


    Just as she was climbing out of the car, he opened the trailer door.


    “Are you okay?”


    Swallowing hard, she asked, “Can I stay here tonight?”


    “Of course,” Red said, coming down the steps. “Did he do something else?”


    “Besides decide to stay at the hotel, no,” Jessie said, walking into Red’s arms and cuddling into his solid warmth.


    He wrapped his arms around her, nuzzling her hair and bending to kiss her neck. “Come on in.”


    He stepped back and let her climb inside. When he followed her, he shut and locked the door behind them.


    She felt awkward and unsure, something she’d never felt with Red before. “Do you mind if I borrow a T-shirt or something and just go to bed?”


    “No, not at all. I’ve got a little more work to do, but I’ll be in soon. Just take whatever you want from any of my drawers.”


    “What are you working on?” she asked, noticing the open laptop. “I thought you were a mechanic.”


    He laughed. “No, I work on cars, but I actually write books.”


    She paused in the doorway of his bedroom. “What kind of books?”


    “Umm, well romance novels.”


    She actually stumbled against the wall, she couldn’t have been more surprised. “Shut up, seriously?”


    “Yeah,” he said, reaching into the cupboard over the stove. He pulled a paperback out and handed it to her. “Here.”


    “Kiss Me Again. Cute cover,” she said, studying the laughing couple hugging in a field.


    “Thanks,” he said, dryly.


    “Are you going to be long?” she asked nervously.


    He shook his head. “Just want to finish this last part, and I’ll be in.”


    Jessie took the book and went back into the bedroom. After changing into one of Red’s T-shirts, she crawled into bed and flipped open the book to the first page.


    There was no way she would ever forget that first kiss.


    Oh, brother.


    * * *


    Red shut down his computer and saw the light in the bedroom was still on. Opening the door, he peeked in and found Jessie on her stomach, reading his book.


    “I thought you were going to bed?” He couldn’t stop smiling. Damn, she looked good in his shirt.


    She rolled over and waved the book at him. “You really wrote this?”


    “It says my name on it, doesn’t it?”


    “I just… I can’t believe you wrote this! I have never heard of a man who writes romance novels, except Nicholas Sparks, but everyone dies in those,” Jessie said.


    Red pulled his shirt over his head. “He doesn’t write romance. Romances have a guaranteed happy ending.”


    “Yeah, but…okay, but this is fantastic!”


    “Thank you,” he said, unsnapping his jeans. “I think it would be more flattering if you didn’t seem so surprised.”


    “Can you blame me? You have said at least twenty sexist things to me since I got to town, and you don’t exactly have ‘I heart Romance’ tattooed on your ass. Which would be totally hot, by the way.”


    “Remind me to never get drunk with you near any tattoo parlors,” he said as he shucked the rest of his clothes until only his boxers remained.


    She set the book aside and opened her arms to hug him when he crawled onto the bed. Wrapping her arms around his shoulders, she kissed along his cheek and jaw, punctuating each kiss with a word, “You…are…brilliant.”


    He relaxed slightly and murmured, “Thanks.”


    “So, is it about anyone?” she asked as her lips nipped at his neck.


    “Not really. I do find a few things from my everyday life popping up in my work, but in general they aren’t about a particular person or event.”


    Her lips rained kisses along his chest. “Huh, well, I love it. I want to keep reading.”


    Red groaned. “Really?”


    “Fine, I’ll finish it tomorrow,” she said, lying down with her back to him.


    “You are a tease, woman.”


    She reached behind her to smack him and got him in the stomach. “Don’t call me woman.”


    He turned off the light and snuggled in behind her with his arm around her waist. “I’m sorry.”


    “I forgive you,” she whispered, bringing his hand from her wrist up to her lips, kissing the back of it gently. “Thank you for letting me stay.”


    “Any time.”


    And as her breathing evened out, he realized he didn’t want her to leave in the morning. Or ever, if he was being honest with himself.


    * * *


    Red walked into the Loco Inn and didn’t even have to go to the front desk to find Jessie’s ex-boyfriend. He was currently standing in front of the owner, Margie Talbert, screaming at her.


    “I asked for fresh towels, and these are still damp! I realize I’m in a white trash hick town, but does that mean you people don’t understand basic English?”


    Margie’s cheeks were bright red, and her eyes were starting to water. A sweet woman in her early thirties, she was a widow and didn’t deserve this shit.


    Coming up behind Will, Red clasped him by the back of the neck and squeezed. “You will apologize to Mrs. Talbert.”


    Will stilled under the pressure of his hand and tried to look over his shoulder at him. “Why don’t you mind your own damn business, you fucking hillbill—”


    Red spun him around and smashed his fist into Will’s jaw. The man crumpled at his feet, and Red sneered in disgust as Will lay on the ground, looking dazed.


    “I hate bullies, so here’s what’s going to happen. You’re going to get back on your feet and apologize, and then you’re going to get the hell out of town. If I see you here again, you’re going to really disappear. Got it?”


    Will started to come out of his stupor, and Red wasn’t surprised that the idiot didn’t take his advice. “Not until that bitch gives me—”


    Red grabbed him by his shirt and hauled him up with both hands, letting the arrogant douche’s feet hover off the floor. Noting the fear in the other man’s eyes, Red growled, “I’m not going to repeat myself. Get out of my town.”


    He threw Will away from him, and the coward scrambled to his feet and up the stairs. Turning to Margie, he said, “I’ll stay down here and wait for him to go.”


    Margie looked relieved. “Thanks, Red. That man scares me to bits. Something about him is just shifty.”


    “After I escort him outside, I want you to get on the phone and let the guys at the station know we have a parole jumper in town. If he comes back, they’ll arrest him and ship him right back to where he came from.”


    “I’ll be fine. He just caught me off guard, but if he had kept at it, I would have shown him the fun end of my good-bye stick.” She pulled a shotgun from beneath the counter with a grin. “The shells are filled with rock salt, so it wouldn’t kill ’im, but he won’t be getting up too quick, neither.”


    Red grinned. “Margie, where have you been all my life?”


    “Get on with you. I’ve seen the way you are with Jessie, and don’t try to deny it. I know a goner when I see one.”


    Every thought fled his brain at that statement, and he realized she was right. Since the minute Jessie had speared him with those too-green eyes and sharp tongue, he was definitely a goner.


    * * *


    Jessie parked in front of the Inn and saw Red’s Charger parked up the street. As she climbed out of her car, Will came out of the Inn, sporting some darkening bruises. Right behind him was Red, looking large and menacing.


    Jessie thought he looked like a hero, his arms loose at his sides with the morning light glistening off his hair. He caught sight of her the same time Will did, but where Will’s expression was dark, Red’s grin was bright and open. Her stomach flipped over as butterflies spread up under her rib cage.


    Will started to say something, and Red slapped him upside the head. “No. You get in your car and don’t say one fucking word.”


    Jessie almost smiled until she finally looked away from Red to see Will’s face.


    His expression was murderous.


    Shaken to her core, she almost ran to the front of the Inn and pushed inside. Margie, the owner, greeted her with a friendly hello, but Jessie just wanted to get back to her room and put some barriers between her and Will. Despite Red chasing Will out of town, Jessie didn’t think her ex would give up that easily.


    She reached the second floor and went to unlock her room door, but when she took the knob, the door squeaked open. Had she left it unlocked?


    No, she remembered locking it. When she pushed the door all the way open, nothing looked disturbed at first glance. In fact, she vaguely remembered leaving her dirty clothes in the bathroom, telling herself she’d pick them up later.


    But they were now lying across the made bed. Maybe Margie or the maid had come through and straightened up. And just forgot to lock the door.


    Hands fell on her shoulders, making her jump a mile in the air.


    “Hey, sorry. I just wanted you to know I followed him to the town line. Told him what would happen if he came here looking for you again.”


    She took a hold of his hand while her heart slowed down. “The door was unlocked when I came up here. Nothing looks disturbed, so it might have just been the staff tidying up, but—”


    “But it might have been him snooping. I’ll help you double-check everything.”


    The two of them went through the drawers, all her boxes and bags, but nothing seemed to be missing. Relieved, Jessie grabbed a pair of ripped jeans and a black cotton top.


    “Since it appears I’m just losing my mind, I’ll change for work.”


    “Okay,” he said, kissing her forehead. “Call me when you get there.”


    “You chased him out of town. I’m sure it’s fine.”


    “Humor me.”


    As he turned to go, Jessie wondered why he hadn’t tried for more. She really didn’t have to be at the bar until ten thirty.


    Maybe he finally realizes you’re damaged goods.

  


  
    Chapter Sixteen


    Jessie had decided Friday night was Sports Movie Night at the bar, and she’d brought in Friday Night Lights, Rudy, and The Longest Yard. After a unanimous vote, everyone had decided to start with Friday Night Lights. The deal was if they bought a pitcher of beer, they got a large seasoned popcorn.


    She smiled and tried to pretend her mind wasn’t on other things, but she couldn’t stop thinking that she’d spent the night with Red every night this week, and he hadn’t tried anything. He’d cuddled with her, kissed her, but nothing else. At first, she’d been relieved—she hadn’t really been in the mood after Will’s surprise visit, but now that he was gone, she wanted things to go back to the way they were before. Red’s lack of interest had her thinking that maybe her fears that no decent guy would want her anymore were true.


    Red was a good old boy who went to church every week, his parents had been married for thirty years, and, above all else, he was a catch.


    Something was done to you that wasn’t your fault. It doesn’t make you any less decent or good.


    Jessie wished she could believe the voice in her head.


    Red came walking in ten minutes before the end of the first movie, and before she could even say hello, he was spinning her into his arms for a long kiss. When he finally broke it, she laughed. “What was that for?”


    “I just sent off my next manuscript for my editor. I can finally breathe and the first thing I thought of was seeing you.”


    “You just saw me this morning.”


    Secretly, happiness bubbled inside her at his words, especially since she’d just been thinking he’d stopped wanting her.


    “Yes, but this is more of a triumphant hello.”


    “Well, can I get you a beer, then, to celebrate?”


    “Fantastic idea!”


    She tried to stop the giddiness she felt as he took her hand and spun her around. It was hard not to fall for Red when he was excited and silly.


    Wait, what?


    No, she couldn’t do that. She couldn’t fall head over heels for a guy who might have one foot out the door.


    She popped the top off his Bud as the credits rolled. “Okay, what’s next?”


    “The Longest Yard!”


    Arguing broke out and so she put it to a vote. When they chose The Longest Yard, she asked her runner, Darla, to put the disk in.


    “So, what else do you want to do to celebrate?” she asked Red as she wiped off the bar.


    “Not sure. What time are you getting out of here?”


    “Two.”


    “Definitely not cow tipping.”


    “Hmm, mailbox baseball?”


    “You want me to get arrested, don’t you?” He took her hand and squeezed it. “I’m sure we can think of something.”


    Her heart jumped at his suggestive tone. “Oh yeah, like what?”


    “Um, Jessie?” Darla called.


    Jessie looked up and realized the entire room was silent. “What’s wrong?”


    “What are you doing?” she heard her own voice ask.


    Jessie froze, her gaze shooting to the TV screen, where her worst nightmare was playing on four screens.


    There she was, taking off her top with a seductive smile, Will lying across their bed, shirtless. She had asked Will the question, and he sat up now, crooking his finger at her.


    “I want to try something new.”


    “For fuck’s sake, Darla, turn it off!” Red yelled. The screen when blank and suddenly, Jessie was brought back to the present. She was standing in the middle of her bar, with a hundred eyes watching her, waiting for her to say something, but she couldn’t.


    So she ran. She ran out the front door and kept running until her lungs were on fire and someone was behind her, yelling her name. Ignoring Red’s shout, she kept going, slowing only when he grabbed her and pulled her to a stop.


    “Jessie, stop. It’s fine.”


    “No…” she shouted, sucking air in hard, fast bursts. “It’s not fine. It will never be fucking fine.” She couldn’t hold still, running her hands over her hair in frustration, a bitter, breathless laugh escaping her. “I mean, I thought things were bad in LA, walking into an interview, but this? An entire town knowing exactly what that tape was and thinking the worst of me?”


    “Once we explain, no one will think anything.”


    “No. I can’t. This was my fresh start. Now they’re going to be surfing the Internet looking for videos, and I—”


    “No one is going to do that.”


    “I don’t have any idea how that video got in there. There is no way…” She trailed off and turned away. “Can you just clear out the bar for me please?”


    “Yeah, I can do that, but we have to go to the police. There’s no question now whether or not that asshole was in your room and planted that disc.”


    “I just want everyone gone,” she whispered sadly.


    There was a pause from him before he asked, “Even me?”


    “Yes.”


    “Jessie…”


    “I just need some space, okay?”


    “I don’t think—”


    “Seriously, I don’t need you! I just want to be by myself.”


    She sat down on a rock, her back to him, and tried to suck back the sobs threatening to overwhelm her. When she finally heard the retreating crunch of his boot heels as he walked away, she let loose. Curling her arms around her bent knees, she lowered her face and sobbed.


    How had Will done it? She had checked the discs before she left. Which meant he had to have slipped it in at the bar.


    Or in the car. You did stop off for a pita at the bakery.


    However, he’d done it, he’d ruined her life all over again. Her fresh start, her new home.


    Clenching her fists, she wished she could take a couple of swings at the slimy asshole.


    * * *


    Red and Ray cleared the bar, and as they left, Rand asked if she should go talk to Jessie.


    Red shook his head. “She wants to be alone.”


    Rand opened her mouth like she wanted to argue, but Jake touched her shoulder. Without another word, she let him lead her to their truck.


    Red looked off toward the place he’d left Jessie and felt Ray’s hand on his shoulder. “Hey, man. I’ll stay here with her and make sure she gets home okay. I don’t live far.”


    Jealousy ate at Red as he turned toward the handsome chef. “Thanks.”


    “I know what you’re thinking, but I’m not after her. She gave me a chance when no one else would. I respect her. She’s like a sister to me.”


    Red took a deep breath. “Sorry, man.”


    “It’s okay. Hell, I wouldn’t trust another man around my woman.” Ray shot him a wink as he walked back inside, and Red climbed into his Charger fighting the urge to go to her. His first instinct was to fix everything, but he didn’t know how. And he was afraid if he tried, it would just make things worse.


    * * *


    Jessie saw the last car leave and knew it was Red. She shouldn’t have taken her issues out on him, but honestly, she couldn’t stand for him to stare at her like she was broken. That pitying look that says, You poor thing, but you put yourself in that position.


    How do you know he feels that way?


    Because what man was going to be okay dating essentially a porn star, even if it wasn’t by choice? Who knew how many men had seen her? One day they could be on their honeymoon, and someone might recognize her, or if they had kids, and—


    Whoa, honeymoon? Kids? Do you realize what you’re thinking about?


    It was actually scary how much she had been thinking about a future with Red. What it would be like to be a part of his large, boisterous family. Wondering if their kids would have red hair, if they would be tall, and if they would live the rest of their lives in Loco, or would they move somewhere like Florida?


    And now, it was all ruined.


    Getting up from her rock, and wiping her eyes, she headed back to the bar to lock up. She could hear Ray moving around in the kitchen and was glad he’d stayed. Despite her assurances to Red that she wanted to be alone, the fact that Will had left a parting gift for her before leaving town, that he had been in her bar without her knowledge, made her physically ill.


    But having Red stay, hovering over her, hadn’t been what she needed either. When he was around, logic and reason went out the window.


    And she wanted a clear head to consider everything. Then tomorrow she’d go to the police and report Will’s parole violation. She should have done it the first time she saw him in Loco, but part of her still thought the videos were her fault. If she’d only recognized what an evil monster Will was earlier, she would never have been put in this position.


    And you would have never met Red.


    As she walked inside and started closing up, she had to admit that with Red, there was a different kind of happiness that warmed her whenever he texted, called, or touched her. He was the real deal, the kind of guy women looked their whole lives for. Not that he was perfect, far from it. He was stubborn, pigheaded, sometimes sexist, and could rub her wrong like no other.


    But he was also kind and caring, willing to put other’s needs before his own. He was protective and loyal. He was just…right.


    She emptied out the drawer and after locking the money in the safe, she headed for the kitchen to say good night to Ray. She pushed open the door and stepped inside. “Hey, Ray, I’m going to take off—”


    Jessie saw Ray lying still on the ground and rushed toward him. Before she reached his side, something hard hit the back of her skull, and blinding pain shot down her spine.


    And then everything went black.


    * * *


    Red made it home but hadn’t gotten out of his car yet. He couldn’t erase Jessie’s expression when she’d seen that video from his mind. Had she asked him to leave because she really wanted space or did she think he cared?


    Pulling out his phone, he texted her. We need to talk. I don’t care about the video or your ex or anything but you.


    He pressed Send and waited, realizing he really didn’t care about anything she had done or someone had done to her.


    Because in just one month, he had fallen head over feet in love with Jessie Dale.


    He couldn’t believe he hadn’t realized it before, but it was true. It was different from the love he’d felt for Rand, which had come over him like a sucker punch. This was slow and had grown deeper with every smile, every touch, and every thought shared. What he felt for her was the kind of love that lasted a lifetime and then some.


    He checked his phone again, and she still hadn’t texted him back.


    “Fuck it, I don’t care if you want to talk or not, woman, I’m gonna have my say.”


    He backed the Charger out of the driveway, then squealed his tires out onto the main road, back to the bar.

  


  
    Chapter Seventeen


    The first thought that struck Jessie was that someone was bouncing on her head with a pogo stick.


    Not actually, but that was the feeling currently making its home inside her skull.


    The second thought was that the smell of chemicals was overwhelming, so strong she felt bile rise up in her throat and hadn’t even opened her eyes before she was vomiting.


    When her stomach finally quieted, she looked up, her vision blurry, and saw someone tossing her bar.


    “You’re awake. Good. This is such a nice place you got here, baby. It must have cost a pretty penny to buy and, I’m assuming, remodel. Is that where all my money went?”


    Will. The blurry figure was Will. She tried to focus, and a white jug on the counter caught her eye.


    “What are you doing?” Her voice was raspy with pain.


    “Trying to find where you hide the money from the till.”


    That gave her pause and slowly, everything started coming back. The DVD. Telling Red to leave. Finding Ray…


    Panic jerked her out of her stupor, a wave of dizziness washing over her as she tried to lift her head. “Where’s Ray? Is he dead?”


    He squatted in front of her, blocking out the overhead light. “I’m not really sure. I hit him quite a bit harder than you.”


    Guilt churned in her gut. Ray had already been through so much, and now he was probably dying. All because he’d picked the wrong place to work.


    Her vision finally cleared, and she saw that the left side of Will’s face was puffy, bruised, and his eye was swollen shut.


    She would have smiled if she didn’t hurt so much. “Red really did a number on you.”


    Will’s mouth tightened at the corners, a sure sign that she’d struck a nerve. “He caught me off guard.”


    “You know he’s meeting me here, right? And when he finds out you didn’t leave town, Red’s going to kill you.”


    There was no mistaking the rage that flashed across Will’s face. “Your steroid-sucking redneck boyfriend can go fuck himself. God knows he won’t be fucking you anymore.”


    Jessie laughed hoarsely. “Is that supposed to scare me? I’m through being scared of you, Will. Worried about you finding me when you got out. No matter what you do to me, all the money I got from that settlement is gone. And the money from the till is safe and secure, and I’m not giving you shit, you crazy, punk-ass—”


    She screamed when Will grabbed the back of her head and pulled on her hair. “You think you’re funny now? You’re fucking brave because you think your honey’s going to come back and save you?” He shook her by the head, and the world spun again. “Where is the fucking till money? I know you haven’t gone to the bank, and I’m figuring there’s just enough to get me to Mexico. Maybe I’ll hook up with some hot little chicas over the border and take my films international.”


    She gritted her teeth, pissed that she’d given him the satisfaction of knowing he’d hurt her. “Fuck you. You’re not getting out of Loco.”


    He backhanded her so hard, lights exploded. She fell hard against the ground, trying to get her bearings again. Holding her face with one hand, she tried to crawl to her feet.


    “Get up and open the safe.”


    She remembered her father telling her to always give up her purse in a robbery, just chuck it and run, because most of the time, they only want the money. Somehow, she didn’t think she was walking out of this bar alive anyway, whether she gave him the money or not, and she really didn’t want to give him the satisfaction.


    “Give me the combination.” Will picked up a box of matches, and slipped one of the red-tipped sticks from inside, waving it at her tauntingly. “Or I’m going to light this place up.”


    She held on to the side of a barstool and snapped, “You think you’re going to get away? Red’s no doubt already told his buddies on the police force that you’re still in town. They’re probably looking for you.”


    “I’ll be long gone by the time they come looking for me.” He picked up a bottle filled with liquid with a towel poking out of the top, and she knew. The chemical smell, the matches…


    He was going to burn Ray and her alive in the bar. Despite all the things he had ever done, deep down she had never thought he would actually kill her.


    He flicked the match in his hand, the bright flame burning as he held it to the towel. The minute the flame spread up the white cloth, he threw it against the wall. Yellow and orange exploded as the wood caught fire.


    “If you kill me, you’ll never get your money.”


    His eyes were hard, and all her hopes that he was bluffing flew out the window as real fear finally gripped her.


    “But you’ll be dead. That’s good enough for me.”


    She tried to move toward the door, but he grabbed her by the arm and pulled her back. Wrapping his hands around her throat, he tightened until she couldn’t breathe. She kicked and clawed at his hands, but he didn’t relent.


    Fake it, or you’re dead.


    Rolling her eyes back in her head, she stopped fighting and went limp. He let her go, and she struggled not to gasp for air, hoping he’d think she was dead or at least out cold.


    It worked. She heard his retreating footsteps and then the sound of the door opening. The heat and smoke had become suffocating, but she was afraid if she got up, he might still be there. If she could make it to the kitchen, to Ray, maybe she could get them both out the back.


    She climbed to her hands and knees and crawled across the floor toward the kitchen, her eyes tearing as the smoke burned. She hadn’t even gotten past the bar before she was too exhausted to move anymore.


    Her last thought before she passed out was she wanted to tell Red she was sorry.


    * * *


    Red saw the smoke and flames, and his heart stopped.


    Slamming on the brakes and shoving his car into Park, he jumped out, nearly face-planting into the gravel. Panicked, he ran toward the doors, yelling, “Jessie!”


    He reached the front door and saw the barricade across the handles, as if to keep someone in. Raw fury took over his body, and like the Hulk, he tore away the wood from the handles and stepped into the smoky inferno.


    “Jessie!”


    He searched the room, coughing as the bitter smoke filled his lungs. Despite the burning in his eyes, he saw her crumpled by the bar and raced to her side.


    Red gathered her up against his chest, trying not to crush her. He hurried toward the door until he reached the front porch, and safety.


    Taking the steps down to the parking lot, he felt her spasm in his arms as she started coughing. Relief replaced his rage. “Jessie?”


    “Yeah, I’m here.”


    Her voice was quietly rough, but it was there. She was alive.


    “Thank God.” Gently, he tilted her face up, noting the swelling, and his hands shook against her skin. “I am going to kill him.”


    A small smile tilted the corners of her mouth. “Once my head stops hurting, I’ll help you.”


    The fact that she could joke made him less worried but still murderous.


    Her eyes widened, and she suddenly started struggling in his arms. “Ray is still in there! Will knocked him out in the kitchen, and he’s trapped.”


    “Baby, I’ll go back in for Ray, but I need to make sure you’re safe first. I’m going to put you in the car—”


    Jessie cried out, and Red turned, expecting to see Will coming at him, but instead, Ray came around the corner of the building, hauling an unconscious Will over his shoulder. As he drew closer, Red notice the large gash on the right side of his forehead.


    “Looks like he clocked you pretty good. How did you get out?”


    “I crawled through the window in the kitchen and saw this snake creeping through the trees. Is she okay?”


    “Yeah, she’s bruised and bloody, but she’s still got some kick in her.”


    “I’m right here, and can answer for my own damn self.” The glow of the fire lit up the concerned expression on Jessie’s face. “What about you? The last time I saw you, you were lying on the floor.”


    “Just a monster of a headache, but I feel a little better after giving this piece of shit a taste of what he gave me.” Ray unceremoniously dumped Will on the ground, and the other man groaned as he hit the dirt. Considering Red wanted to tear him apart with his bare hands, he thought it showed a lot of restraint on Ray’s part that he hadn’t killed him.


    “We need to call the fire department and police, but I want something to tie the bastard up with first,” Ray said.


    “I have some rope in the trunk of my Charger.”


    Ray’s face split into a grin. “Aren’t you a Boy Scout.”


    Red smiled back. “Never hurts to be prepared.”


    “I can stand on my own.”


    Jessie’s soft voice drew his attention away from Ray and Will. He let her slide down his body, but he continued holding her against him with one arm as he pulled his cell phone out of his pocket. “Not yet. I almost lost you, so you’re going to have to give me a minute to make sure you’re really okay. And while I’m holding you and inspecting you, I’m going to call for help.”


    She didn’t argue, just held on to him and he couldn’t stop stroking her as he made the 911 call. The dispatcher kept asking him questions as he watched Ray use the ropes on Will. The idiot started coming to and squinted up at Red and Jessie with fiery hatred.


    “You bitch,” Will rasped. “I should have just paid someone to kill you instead of making it personal.”


    When Red finally hung up, he was tempted to tell Ray to turn Will loose so he could beat the hell out of him, but Jessie beat him to it.


    She pulled away from Red and stood over Will with clenched fists. “It was already personal for me, you prick.”


    Before he could stop her, she’d kicked Will in the ribs.


    “That is for the video,” she said, regaining her balance before winding up to kick him again. “This is for following me here and tormenting me.” She gave him a harder kick to the stomach.


    “And this”—her boot hit his face with enough force to knock his head back— “is for trying to kill me.”


    Red caught her and pulled her away from Will as the parking lot flooded with lights from squad cars and emergency vehicles. Ray hauled Will toward the waiting police officers none too gently, while Red followed behind with Jessie in his arms.


    As the fire department went to work on the bar, Red held Jessie against his chest. Pretty soon, the front of his shirt was soaked, and he realized she was crying.


    He kissed the top of her head gently. “I’m sorry about the bar.”


    Her shoulders shook with the force of her sobs, and when Finn started toward them, Red waved him away. “The ambulance is here. Why don’t we go get you checked out?”


    “I’m…okay,” she said hoarsely.


    “I’d rather have a doctor’s opinion on that.”


    “Why did you come back?”


    He couldn’t tell her the truth, not now. Not amid all this pain and horror. “Because I’m stubborn and don’t listen.”


    He caught the ghost of a smile before she laid her cheek on his chest. “Thank you.”


    “What are you thanking me for?” he said gruffly. “If I hadn’t left at all, none of this would have happened.”


    She stroked his cheek, the tender light in her eyes making his heart squeeze. “You left because I asked you to. You were honoring my wishes. But, what I’m thanking you for is for being such a good man.”


    He blinked and rubbed his eyes as they stung with tears. “Damn smoke.”


    * * *


    The doctors gave her the okay to go home. Ray was in the waiting room, along with Rand, April, and Jake.


    “You guys didn’t have to come down here.”


    “Are you kidding? I want to get my hands on the son of a bitch!” Rand cried, reaching out to hug her. “You poor thing. Your face looks like it hurts.”


    Rand’s concern made Jessie want to weep. She’d forgotten what it was like to have friends who showed up when you really needed them. “It does, but the headache that goes along with it is worse.”


    “I can’t believe this happened,” April said next to them.


    “Well, the good news is that bastard isn’t going to enjoy freedom for a long time,” Jake said.


    Red stole Jessie away from Rand and April and snuggled her back in his arms. “He won’t be enjoying any crap-tastic soy lattes, that’s for sure.”


    An hour later, Red was tucking her into his bed. As he sat on the edge of the bed and took her hand, her chest tightened at the intense look on his face.


    “I thought you were going to be dead. I thought I was going to walk through those doors and find you on the ground, not breathing.”


    She tugged on his hand, afraid of what he was going to say next. She wasn’t sure if her fears were completely gone about their future together, and she didn’t want him confessing his love or something else just as crazy. Not tonight. Life-and-death situations made feelings seem more intense, and then they faded out when the danger passed.


    “I don’t want to talk. Not tonight.”


    She tugged his hand until he lay down next to her. Cuddling against his side, she rested her good cheek on his chest. “I just want you to hold me and tell me it’s going to be okay.”


    His lips brushed the top of her head as his arms went around her. “It’s going to be okay.”

  


  
    Chapter Eighteen


    A week had gone by since the night of the fire, and Jessie hadn’t left Red’s trailer. She couldn’t bear to go to the bar and inspect the damage and was afraid to face the people in town. She just wanted to stay in the safety of Red’s arms.


    She was cutting fruit up for a salad when Red let out a whoop from in front of his computer.


    “What’s up?” she called.


    “My editor just sent me my edits, and they aren’t as bad as I imagined.”


    His arms went around her from behind, his hands resting on her stomach, and she closed her eyes. Since the fire, she’d woken up in a pool of sweat, and the only thing that had been able to calm her was having him beside her. She loved and hated it. She’d never had to rely on anyone else to make her feel secure before. The good thing about the fire was that whatever space Red had been giving her was over. He was constantly kissing and touching her, pulling her back to the bedroom, just like before the video, and Jessie was just starting to feel secure with him again. In them as a couple. And, surprisingly, herself.


    “Breakfast smells good,” he whispered against the skin of her neck, nipping lightly. “But you taste better.”


    “Um, no. We’re out of orange juice and I want you to go to the store while I finish the quiche.”


    “Oh, so you’re making a quiche, hmm?” He pushed down the neck of the sweater she wore, and she turned on him, waving the spatula.


    “Will you get out of here and get me the juice? You are such a horn dog.”


    Laughing, he backed away from her with his hands up. “I’m going!”


    “No pulp!” she yelled after him, but he’d already closed the door. She couldn’t stop the smile that spread across her face. He was really such a sweet goofball.


    She added the ingredients to the piecrust and put it in the oven to bake. As she passed Orange stretched across the back of the couch, she ran her hand over his soft fur. He tolerated her attentions for several minutes before he tried to take a bite out of her hand.


    “Ouch! I don’t care what your dad says, you are an asshole,” she said, sticking the side of her hand in her mouth. He’d nicked her before she’d gotten away, and she went to the bathroom to clean the wound.


    When she came back into the living room, she sat down at Red’s laptop to watch the newest 2 Broke Girls and saw he had left it open on his book.


    Curious, she started reading and smiled as she got an introduction to the hero.


    He’s really good.


    When the hero and heroine met, though, she narrowed her eyes.


    Caleb glared at the obnoxious woman. Her honey-blonde hair and green eyes were a gorgeous combination, but her personality was like curdled milk. It left a bad taste in his mouth.


    The longer she read, the angrier she became. The similarities between their first meeting, the way their friendship had progressed. Even their first kiss—it was all too close. He’d used them as the basis of his book, after he’d said he didn’t base his books on real live people.


    He used you, just like Will did.


    When the oven beeped, she pulled out the quiche. Glaring down at the pie, she ignored the sheen of tears that blurred her vision.


    You really just don’t have good luck with men, do you?


    With a scream of rage, she threw the hot quiche against the door.


    * * *


    Red pulled into the drive and got out of the Charger with a gallon of orange juice and a bouquet of roses. The pickings had been slim, but he was hoping she would still love the orange blossoms.


    He opened the door and nearly slipped on what looked like the remains of a quiche. Puzzled, he called, “Jessie, what happ—shit!”


    He ducked just in time to avoid the flying coffee cup aimed at his head.


    “I can’t believe I trusted you, you bastard!”


    Red tried to swerve around another dish, and it caught his shoulder. “Jessie, stop it! What’s going on?”


    “What’s going on? How about your new book, Albert? How about the fact that you used me as a character?”


    “My character?” Her words sank in, and he cursed. “You read my manuscript?”


    “I was curious. I loved your other book and couldn’t wait to see what this one was about. Boy, was I surprised!”


    Red set the roses and orange juice down, and took another step toward her. He saw the tears on her cheeks and held his hands out as he said, “Jessie, it’s not you. It’s a character—”


    “Liar!” Another missile. “You are a no good, fucking liar! You used me! After what I told you, after what happened before, you still used me.”


    “No, honey, it’s not—”


    “Don’t you fucking call me that!”


    He needed to stop this before she destroyed all his dishes. He rushed her, wrapping his arms around hers to keep her still. “Stop it.”


    She was kicking and screaming every vile obscenity he’d ever heard and then some at him. When her heel caught him in the shin, he winced but held on until her struggles subsided.


    “Let me go!”


    “Jessie, I just need you to listen—”


    “Let me go, Red.”


    He released her reluctantly but tried to take her hand. “Jessie, I swear, it’s not you. I use my experiences in my writing, but the woman in that book is a character I made up.”


    “She’s blonde, with green eyes. She has a personality to curdle milk—”


    “See, that’s not you—”


    “She’s running from her mobster ex-boyfriend because she witnessed a murder—”


    “See, not even the same issues.”


    “What about the bakery scene?” she whispered.


    Shit. In the book, the hero and heroine had made love on a prep table in the back of the bakery.


    “It’s not you,” he repeated.


    A horn honked outside, and she pushed away from him. “That’s my ride.”


    “Wait, where are you going?” He tried to hold on to her, but she tore away from him.


    “I’m going home. I’m getting the hell out of this town and away from you.”


    He grabbed her arm gently and pleaded, “Don’t. Please.”


    “Come on, you had your fun, you wrote your book. What do I need to stay for?” She sneered at him, and it was so convincing, he almost believed she didn’t care.


    He needed her to know, if only to stop her from ruining what they had. “Because I love you.”


    She made a noise he thought might have been a sob, before she scoffed. “Yeah, right. You need entertaining and perhaps inspiration for your next book.”


    “Dammit, no. Don’t try to act like you don’t care! Don’t act like you don’t feel the same way I do!”


    Her icy stare stopped him cold. “Whatever I may have felt for you died the minute you used me to further your career.”


    With those last words, she was out the door and gone from his life.


    And instead of chasing after her, he sat down on the couch and stared at the orange roses, which had looked so pretty in the store but seemed to wilt before his eyes.


    He’d told her he loved her, and it hadn’t mattered.


    * * *


    “I kind of understand where she’s was coming from,” Rand said, giving him an apologetic look.


    He returned it with a glare. “You can be replaced.”


    “No, she can’t,” Jake said, kissing her head as he sat next to her on the couch.


    “You too? You’re supposed to be my friends. You know, take my side,” he grumbled.


    “We are on your side, but given what Jessie has been through, I understand why the book flipped her out.”


    Red nursed his beer and wondered why he thought coming over here would be a good idea.


    Because you didn’t want to be alone?


    “Seriously, man, call her again and try to apologize. Offer to pull the book.”


    “I have been calling for three days, and nothing,” he said, slumping back against the couch. “Maybe it’s for the best. She broke half my dishes. She was always making fun of me—”


    “If that’s the case, then why do you care?” Rand asked.


    Because…because she’d made him laugh. She’d made him really think about the future.


    And without her you feel like part of your heart is gone?


    Dammit, when did he become a sappy cheese ball? He should forget her. She had a ton of baggage, and the last thing he needed was her crazy rubbing off on him.


    Only, with the way he was feeling, he wanted crazy. He wanted her calling him Albert and giving him that teasing smile. Hell, he’d settle for just hearing her voice again.

  


  
    Chapter Nineteen


    Jessie was sitting on the back porch of her childhood home, staring out across the rolling hills to the mountains beyond. It was a beautiful place to live, with the pine trees and the small-town life. Only, since she’d been home, she hadn’t been able to appreciate any of that. All she’d done was cry and compare it to the overgrown trail behind the bar, the fields of cows, and the men, well…


    None of them were big, redheaded, heartbreaking assholes.


    “Jessie, honey?”


    Jessie brushed at her cheek, wishing her stupid tears would stop, and looked over her shoulder at her dad. “Hey.”


    Her dad was medium height with a stocky frame and a shaved head. He’d worked as a district manager for a large grocery chain for years and when he retired, he’d grown out a handlebar mustache full enough to make Yosemite Sam proud. She would have teased him about the facial hair if she wasn’t so miserable.


    He sat on the lawn chair next to her and frowned. “Whoever he is, I’m going to kill him.”


    That brought out a smile, reminding her of Red. If he hadn’t betrayed her so badly, her dad and he may have gotten along. “I never said there was a guy.”


    “You came home moping, and you’ve actually been pleasant to Silvie.”


    Disgruntled, Jessie grumbled, “I like Silvie.”


    “I’m glad to finally hear it. Now, why don’t you tell me about this man I need to kill?”


    Jessie didn’t want to talk about Red with her dad. She had told him everything about Will, down to the hidden cameras, and had even talked to him the day after Will had attacked her in Loco, but for some reason, she didn’t want her father to think less of Red.


    Because you still care about him, doofus.


    She didn’t want to, though. She had been ignoring his texts and phone calls for days, and each time she heard his deep drawl on her voice mail, she wanted to give in.


    “He didn’t do anything, Dad. It just didn’t work out.”


    Her dad reached across and took her hand. “Then it’s his loss, huh?”


    She nodded, even though she didn’t believe it.


    Her dad patted her hand and said, “Dinner is almost ready.”


    As he left her alone, her phone chirped. She picked it up and smiled. It was a text from Rand.


    Hey, how are you?


    Leaning back in the chair, she tapped out: Okay, just sitting on the porch. How are you?


    Her phone chirped again, and Jessie’s heart sank. He really misses you. I think you should come home.


    She set the phone on her chest and wished people would stop giving her their opinions. As Rand’s text sank in, she realized that this place, with her father and Silvie, wasn’t home. Home was in the arms of a big, drawling Texas man, and she bit her lip as her sobs started coming in full force.


    If only her damn heart could forget about the way he smiled at her with his blue eyes dancing, but it seemed like every time she closed her eyes, he was there.


    He didn’t deserve her heart or her tears, but for some reason, he still had both.


    * * *


    Red stared at the email and cursed.


    His editor wanted his dedication, and he had no idea what to say. He’d been staring at the screen for over two hours and nothing.


    A knock on his trailer door brought instant relief, until he opened it and saw Rand.


    “What?”


    “I know you’re pissed because you think we ganged up on you, but you need to suck it up, because I have a peace offering,” she said, holding out a Post-it.


    He looked down at the address written on it and sucked in his breath. “How did you get her address?”


    “Margie. Apparently, she left some things at the hotel and asked Margie to ship them.”


    He stared at the address and said, “She doesn’t want anything to do with me.”


    “So change her mind. You’re good at that.”


    “Considering my past ventures into romance I don’t see it.”


    Rand reached out and squeezed his hand. “You once gave me a pep talk, so let me return the favor.”


    “Okay…”


    “If you want her, you need to suck it up and show her. Do not give up until there is no hope left.”


    “Wow, Rand, that almost sounded romantic.”


    “I know. I think I felt some bile rise up my throat on that one.”


    Laughing, he stepped out and pulled her into a hug. “Thanks.”


    “So, I’m still your favorite?” Rand teased, hugging him hard.


    He thought about the feelings he’d held on to for Rand and was glad to have had his proposal turned down. If she’d accepted and they both had settled, he would have never known what real, lasts-forever, and completely-wrecks-you love was like.


    The love he’d held on to for Rand paled in comparison to his feelings for Jessie. But because of Rand, he knew it was real.


    Squeezing her hard, he said, “You’ll always be my favorite, Rand.”


    * * *


    “Jessie, package for you.”


    Jessie got up from the table, leaving the want ads she’d been perusing, and took the box from her dad.


    “It’s just the rest of my stuff from Loco,” she said, grabbing a knife to cut the tape.


    “What all did you leave?” her dad asked distractedly as he thumbed through the mail.


    “Just a sweater and…” Her voice trailed off as she opened the box and stared down at a stack of printed pages clipped together. A bright pink sticky note on the front read: “Please read it. Red.”


    “Who is Red?” her father asked, peering over her shoulder.


    Closing the lid, she said, “Just a friend.”


    “Hmmm…what is it?”


    “A book. A romance novel,” she said softly.


    “Huh, since when do you read smut?”


    Rolling her eyes, she said, “I don’t.”


    Her father looked confused, and before he could ask any more questions, she said, “I’m going to go to my room, okay?”


    She didn’t wait for his answer but took the box to her room and sat on the bed. With a deep breath, she pulled the book out and peeled off the note.


    This book is dedicated to Jessie. Wherever you are, you have my heart.


    She sniffled and turned the page, wishing he didn’t have the ability to turn her into a sobbing mess. She started reading the book again, noting where he had changed things. Before she knew it, she was halfway done and engrossed. When her father called her into dinner, she said she wasn’t hungry. On the last page, the hero carried the heroine into the house he’d built her and kissed her as the door closed.


    She turned the page and read his last message to her.


    I didn’t mean to hurt you. Please, come home.


    She didn’t realize how loud she was crying until her dad knocked on the door and hollered, “Jessie Jane, what is going on in there?”


    She jumped up from the bed and ran to the door, laughing through her tears. “I need to go home.”


    “What are you talking about? This is your home,” her father said roughly.


    She shook her head. “No, Dad. I love you, but I need to get back to Texas. I have friends and a life and…and a man who loves me.”


    Her dad stood there for a moment before folding his arms over his chest. “You’ve been here for over two weeks, crying over this man.”


    “It was all a misunderstanding,” she said.


    Her father looked like he didn’t believe her. “Fine, but I’m coming with you.”


    Her stomach dropped out, and she gulped. “Really, Dad—”


    “This isn’t a discussion. I want to meet this man and have a few words with him. Then we’ll see if you’ll be staying in Texas or not.”


    Jessie wasn’t worried about her dad not liking Red, not anymore. But even if he didn’t, nothing was going to keep her away from Red, not even her father’s stubborn, protective nature.


    Grinning widely, Jessie ran to pack her things. Maybe if she hurried, she could get her dad out on the next evening flight to Texas.

  


  
    Chapter Twenty


    Red stood off to the side, admiring the foundation of his soon-to-be house, and smiled. He’d gotten a call from Elizabeth that his copy edits would be back to him within a month and that the book should release on time. He’d even started writing something new. Life was finally taking a turn for the better.


    Well, except for one thing.


    He hadn’t heard a word from Jessie since he’d mailed her his book a week ago. He’d gotten a tracking number, so he knew it arrived and her dad had signed for it. He also knew she’d talked to Rand a few times, but as for him, nothing.


    Maybe it was for the best. He’d told her how he felt, laid his heart out for her, and she still compared him to Will. He was nothing like her dirtbag ex, and if she couldn’t see that, it was her loss.


    Red headed back to his trailer since the guys were knocking off for the day anyway. Climbing up the steps, he walked inside and found Jessie sitting at the table, scratching Orange behind his ear.


    “Hey,” she said.


    Red couldn’t seem to get the words out, he was so surprised. “Hey.”


    “I hope you don’t mind. My dad dropped me off.”


    “No, I don’t mind,” he said, his heart pounding.


    She stopped petting Orange and reached into her bag, pulling out his manuscript. Setting it on the kitchen table, she said, “I read your book.”


    He leaned against the wall, and tried to sound casual. “So?”


    She did that little hair-toss thing that drove him nuts and smiled. “Well, I have some notes.”


    “Of course you do.” He couldn’t stop the heavy beat of his heart that belied his coolness.


    “For instance, I hate her name. Really, hate it.”


    “What’s the matter with Whitney?”


    “Ugh, I mean, kill me.”


    “Well, what’s your suggestion?”


    “Why not Tambryn or Darian? Something that hasn’t been done to death.”


    “What other notes do you have?” He held his breath while he waited.


    “The sex scenes are too wordy. I mean, seriously, no one thinks that much during sex.”


    He laughed. “It’s a book. Thoughts are the only way to set the tone of a scene.”


    “Fine, but really, nix some of the mushy-gushy stuff.”


    “Under advisement. Anything else?”


    She stood up slowly and walked toward him. When she was a few inches away, she put her hand on his chest, and her voice softened. “The ending is all wrong. He shouldn’t apologize to her. She should be the one apologizing. She shouldn’t have compared him to her loser ex.”


    “That wasn’t in the book.”


    She looked up into his eyes, her green eyes watery. “You’re right it’s not. That’s real life, and I should have known the difference. I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have thought the worst of you, especially after how good you were to me. I let my past cloud my judgment, and I’m so sorry.”


    He had a hard time hanging on to any resentment when she was so close, her coconut lotion making him light-headed. “I’m not a bad guy.”


    “I know you aren’t. I’ve had a bad guy,” she said, playing with the front of his shirt. Taking a breath, she changed her tone, and he caught the hint of a smile. “You’ve got a bit of a bad temper, and you might tell a few corny jokes but—”


    “Hey, I’m funny.”


    “Please, people give you pity laughs.”


    He reached up and cradled her head, making her smile dim. “I love when you pick on me, but what does all this mean? Why are you here?”


    She hesitated, and that millisecond made his gut twist. He waited for her to tell him she was here to say good-bye for real, that she was in town to sell the bar, but she surprised him.


    “I’m here to tell you I was wrong”—she took a deep breath— “and that I think I’m in love with you.”


    And just like that, he was kissing her, wrapping his arms around her waist and cry-laughing. “Oh God, I missed you.”


    “I” —kiss— “missed mm” —kiss— “you too.”


    He couldn’t seem to stop touching her, afraid to let her out of his arms. “I thought you were here to tell me good-bye for good.”


    She shook her head and cuddled against his chest. “Everything I need is here.”


    “What about your dad?”


    “Oh yeah, about my dad…”


    * * *


    “Dad, this is Albert Calhoun. Red, this is my dad, Steve.”


    Jessie stood back and held her breath as the two men shook hands, her father’s gaze neutral as he looked him up and down. “You’re a big guy. You played football?”


    “In high school and college, until I ruined my knee.”


    Before she could blink, her dad was grinning. “I like this one.”


    Silvie patted her arm. “You can breathe now.”


    Jessie let out the breath she’d been holding and smiled at her stepmother. “Thanks.”


    “Well, Jessie, are you going to show me this bar you bought?” her father asked.


    Jessie’s heart squeezed at the mention of her bar. “No, there was too much damage to it.”


    “Actually, I think y’all should see it.”


    Jessie looked at Red in surprise, and a wave of suspicion washed over her. “What did you do?”


    “I did nothing.”


    Ten minutes later, she covered her mouth to smother a sob.


    Rand came over to her and gave her a one-armed hug. “What do you think?”


    Jessie couldn’t say a word as she watched the citizens of Loco, Texas hard at work. They had already replaced the wall to the bar Will had burned down, and the charred roof. As she took her first step forward on trembling legs, she held on to Rand’s hand.


    “Wait until you see the inside,” Red said, coming up alongside them. “Bubba’s cousin works at an electronics store in Austin and got us new—”


    “Shush, let her see for herself,” Rand said, smacking him.


    Jessie wasn’t even aware of their bickering or her father’s presence as she walked into her bar. The walls had been repainted, and new flat-screens hung on them. Everything had been replaced, including the photographs, only everything was new again.


    Next to Jessie’s Bar and Grill was the picture Red had taken of her holding her sign.


    Red’s large arms wrapped around her, and she held on. “Thank you.”


    “Don’t tell me, tell them. I had very little to do with this.”


    She opened her mouth but couldn’t stop crying long enough to say anything.


    When she finally calmed down, she said, “Thank you so much for all of this. I don’t deserve it.”


    Ray walked forward. “Are you kidding? You were the only person willing to give me a job.”


    “Plus, you didn’t cheap out on the sports package,” Bubba called.


    The room laughed, and Finn crossed his arms over his chest, commanding the room. “You’re a part of our town, Jessie, and we take care of our own.”


    Jessie wiped her eyes, and Jake shouted, “Jesus, leave the girl alone, or she’ll never stop blubbering.”


    Finding her voice again, she said, “I think this calls for a round on the house.”


    Everyone cheered, and once the drinks were passed out, Jessie stood on the counter and held up her glass. “To good friends.”


    They drank, and Jessie felt hands on her waist, lowering her down. When Red had her on her feet and looking up at him, he yelled, “To doing something crazy.”


    “Hear, hear!” shouted the people closest to them.


    As everyone started mingling around, Jessie scoffed, “I’m not that crazy.”


    “You kind of are, but it’s okay with me,” he said, pulling her in for a kiss. When the whoops and whistles got too loud, he pulled away and, next to her ear, whispered, “I don’t mind a little crazy.”


    “You know, since this is another fresh start for the bar, I think it needs a new name. And since you came up with it, remind me to thank you properly later.”


    “Not that I don’t want a proper thank-you, but what do you mean?”


    She wrapped her arms around his neck and said, “Welcome to A Crazy Little Bar and Grill.”


    Red kissed her again and didn’t let her up for air for a good minute. “I think that’s a perfect name. And, it will give the bar another fresh start.”


    Jessie reached up to run her hand over his lips. “Are you sure you want to do this? Between my crazy ex, my crazy baggage, and my—”


    “If it means I can keep you, darlin’, then I want crazy.”


    Grinning like a fool, she threw her arms around his neck. “I’m all yours.”

  


  
    Epilogue


    Nearly six months later…


    “You are being ridiculous,” Jessie said, laughing. “I’ve seen your house.”


    “Shut up and be patient,” Red said behind her. “We’re almost there.”


    Red had picked her up from the bar and blindfolded her. His new house had been completed a few weeks ago, but he still hadn’t bought any furniture. So most nights he’d stayed in the trailer or at her apartment. She’d rented the one-room studio from Jake’s old landlady because she hadn’t found anything she liked enough to buy.


    She nearly tripped and cried out as Red caught her. “Whoa, watch it.”


    “Seriously, I am done with this,” she snapped. “I am tired and cranky, and I just want to—” He whipped off the blindfold, and her eyes adjusted to what was the master bedroom of his new three-bedroom house, only the room she’d been in had been empty. This one had a queen-size bed, two nightstands, and a large dresser. Across all the surfaces were candles.


    “Oh…”


    “Yeah, oh. You really know how to almost ruin a romantic surprise,” Red said, coming around in front of her. “Check out the dresser. I even saved you a drawer.”


    She laughed as she crossed the room and asked, “Which one?”


    “The top right.”


    “Well, thanks, I think,” she teased as she opened the drawer. “It will be nice to not have to keep a bag in my car…car…”


    In the drawer was a black velvet ring box. She stared down at it, her hands shaking as she picked it up.


    “Is this—” She opened the box, but it was empty. He laughed behind her, and she whirled around, her temper flaring. “Is this a joke?”


    “No, California, it’s no joke,” he said as he pulled something small from his pocket and came to stand before her. He knelt down and held up the ring. “I just wanted to see the look on your face when you opened the box.”


    If she wasn’t fighting tears of joy as she stared down at Red holding a diamond ring, she would have said something snarky. “It’s…not funny.”


    “No, you’re right. What I’m asking is very serious,” he said, taking a deep breath. “Jessie Jane you already know you have my heart. You already know that I think you’re the most beautiful woman I’ve ever seen.


    “But you don’t know that sometimes I wake up and watch you sleep, because I can’t believe you’re real. When I’m having a shitty day, I think about your smile and immediately feel at peace. And that I think about a future with you a thousand times a day, to the point that I can’t stand to waste another minute without you.”


    “You have me all the time,” she said.


    “No, I want you here, in our house, sharing my life. I used to think I wanted simple. I wanted easy. But after falling in love with you, I realize that you’re what I was looking for all along.” He took her hand and slid the ring over her knuckle.


    She couldn’t speak, so she just kept nodding until he stood up and kissed her, squeezing her tight.


    When he finally broke the kiss and leaned his forehead against hers, she whispered, “So I guess you like all my craziness and bad temper, huh?”


    “Well, I’d appreciate it if you didn’t throw any more dishes at my head,” he teased, earning a slap on his arm, “but if I had to choose, I’d want your crazy every time.”


    She kissed him again, backing him toward the bed, and when she had him just where she wanted him, she pushed him down on their new mattress


    “If you want crazy,” she said crawling onto the bed until she straddled him, “I’ll give you crazy.”


    As her hands found the buckle of his belt, he grinned. “I want crazy.”


    “Here I come.”
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