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   [bookmark: ChapterOne]Chapter One
 
    
 
   The Watering Hole was one of several bars in Loco, Texas but for some reason, it was a favorite among the ranchers and cowboys that populated the town. Maybe it was the old wooden floor that made slapping noises as boots walked across them or the relaxed atmosphere the old dive bar gave off. It didn’t matter what it was, it was the place where Miranda “Rand” Coleman liked to wind down and let off some steam.
 
   And right now, her brain was like a pressure cooker about to blow.
 
   Red Calhoun spewed his beer all over the table. “Did you just say married? You?”
 
   Rand’s jaw clenched. The last thing she needed was her two pain in the ass best friends making a big joke out of her predicament. Especially in the middle of a bar, which, besides church on Sunday, was a breeding ground for gossip. It surprised Rand how men could sometimes be worse than women when it came to spreading stories, but she didn’t want to take any chances of this news getting out; it was too humiliating.
 
    “Will you shut up? I don’t want this getting spread around and you know how this town is.”
 
    “So do we congratulate you or send you our condolences?” Jake Hansen teased, his green eyes twinkling with such a mischievous light that made Rand itch to throw her beer at him.
 
   Instead of violence that would probably get her thrown out, she just glared at him with enough heat to curdle milk, but he continued to smile like a simpleton.
 
   Damn him and that gorgeous smile, he just thought he was too cute for words. Okay, so he was really nice to look at with his sandy brown hair and green eyes. Just because she wasn’t interested in men didn’t mean she couldn’t appreciate a pretty face, but the one large drawback to Jake was his tom-catting ways. Not that she was interested in women; she just didn’t want any romantic entanglements. Romance lead to falling in love which lead to crying and heart ache. That’s what the first six years of her life had taught her, and she had no desire to repeat her mother’s mistakes. She’d stick with cows.
 
    Red scratched his head and remarked, “I just don’t get why old man Coleman would stipulate you getting married. You’ve worked your ass off for that ranch since you were a kid.”
 
   Rand pointed her beer at him with appreciation. “Thank you! See, a man who gets it.”
 
   “So who’s it gonna be,” Red asked, his robin’s egg blue eyes scanning the room as if trying to pick someone randomly and Rand found herself studying Red. From the Roman nose to the square jaw, he was a good looking guy too. Red hair cut short drew more attention to the wide linebacker shoulders and muscular arms, all thanks to being bullied first by his four sisters, and then the kids at school for his name, his chubby frame, and his hair. Once high school hit and Red shot up to six-foot four and all that fat melted into a wall of muscle so thick Quarterbacks wet themselves when they saw him coming onto the field, the bullying stopped. At least from non-family members.
 
    Rand looked away from Red to study the rest of the bar patrons and a bad taste formed in her mouth. There wasn’t a man in this room she would ever live with except for maybe Jake, but only because he didn’t snore like Red and had basic table manners. 
 
   Neither man was a viable candidate though. Red would expect her to do all the cooking and cleaning, the big ox. Hell, his mother, bless her, still did his laundry. He was loyal to a fault and had a sweet side deep down. Way deep.
 
   Wasn’t worth having to wash Red’s dirty socks and drawers for a year though.
 
   Jake was a clean guy. His single mother would have taken a whip to him for making a mess and leaving it for her. Jake wouldn’t treat her like a maid.
 
    He also wouldn’t be able to keep it in his pants long enough to say I do.
 
   Not that she would care usually, but it was only a year long commitment and the last thing she needed was to marry a man who would run around town with anything in a skirt, and have it get back to her granddaddy’s lawyer. For all intents and purposes, the marriage had to look real. No cheating, no living separately, and pretending like they were happy as clams.
 
   Fat freaking chance of that!
 
   She downed the last of her beer and shrugged her shoulders. “Hell if I know. Ain’t a man I’ve met that I’ve thought about spending the rest of my life with.”
 
   “Not even Branson Alexander,” Jake asked seriously, watching her like he was trying to puzzle out an answer to some well hidden secret.
 
   The subject of Branson wasn’t a secret though. She just couldn’t talk about the son of a bitch without feeling humiliated. Standing abruptly, she snapped, “Y’all want another?”
 
   “Yep,” the two men said at the same time. Rand walked towards the bar, acutely aware of the male dominated atmosphere. Men surrounded her on a daily basis, but now, with her granddaddy’s will and everything it placed on her mind, it was like she was seeing every man for the first time.
 
   And most of them were disgusting, she thought as she watched Jamison Kendrick spit his dip into an empty beer can and caught Bubba Laurie scratching his privates through his jeans.
 
   No way. No way in hell. There had to be a way out of this clause. She agreed with Red about her granddaddy being out of his mind. Her whole life he had taught her to depend on herself. So why would he tell his uppity Yankee lawyer that she would lose The Double C if she didn’t marry in the next three months? Three months! Why hadn’t he just given the ranch away? How the hell was she going to find a man she could stand in so short a time? And worse, one that would stick around without wanting part of The Double C?
 
    “So, what do you think?”
 
   Jake raised an eyebrow at his best friend. “Bout what?”
 
   Red huffed. “About marrying Rand.”
 
   The statement was so ludicrous, Jake started choking. When he could breathe again, he wheezed, “The hell?”
 
   Red shrugged. “I’m thinking about it. The Double C is a nice spread and it beats working at the garage.”
 
   Jake blinked at his best friend. Red worked at the only mechanics garage in town and was a bit of stagnant guy. He didn’t seem to have any other goals besides making it through the week. He definitely hadn’t ever been interested in ranching or cattle that Jake knew of before ten seconds ago.  “You want to run a cattle ranch?”
 
   “There are worse things.”
 
   “You’d have to marry Rand!” Jake hadn’t meant to sound so appalled, but Rand was…well, Rand. He loved her, God knew he did, but like a sister. A bratty irritating sister.
 
   He tried to picture his best friends married, and the thought made him smirk. Red was a good guy, but growing up with four sisters, he had little patience for “nattering.” Rand wouldn’t natter, but she sure as hell wouldn’t wash his dirty drawers either.
 
   “Rand’s cute in her own way. And we’ve been friends forever, so it’s not like I’d have to be on my best behavior,” Red said, the casualness grating on Jake. Marriage was serious business, not something you just jumped into because the other person was used to your habits.
 
   “I’d give it a day before you two were brawling it out.” Jake watched Rand smile at something Bubba said at the bar. He had to admit, if she put the effort in, she’d be a looker, but Rand would have razzed anyone who had suggested make-up and a dress.
 
   “Come on,” Red broke into his musings, waving his hand toward her, “you’ve never thought about what she might look like naked?”
 
   “I’ve seen her naked. Remember truth or dare and her granddaddy’s pond?” Jake said it trying to be funny.
 
   “We were fourteen and she was twelve. She didn’t even have boobs yet.” Red protested.
 
   “No, I have never thought of Rand like that. Ever.” Jake saw her heading back with their beers and added, “And if you suggest marriage to Rand, I guarantee a black eye or a busted nose.”
 
   Rand set the beers down and asked, “What are you yahoos talking about?”
 
   “Your future husband.” Red said, reaching for the bottle. “You know, if you need help learning how to be a girl, I could talk to my sisters.”
 
   Rand stared at Red in horror before remembering to scowl at him. She was a girl; she just didn’t get all giggly and swoony like some of the dingbats in town.  Besides, the last thing she needed was all four Calhoun sisters invading her house to pinch, prod, and paint her. “Thanks, but I’ll be fine. It’s only for a year right?”
 
   That’s what Mr. Cranston, her granddaddy’s lawyer, had told her anyway, although he would prefer it be a true marriage. Impossible. People didn’t fall in love in three months outside of romance novels and romantic comedies. Or if they did, it was fleeting. Getting to know someone took time, and time was something that was just not a luxury she had.
 
   Unless…no, even if they offered, she couldn’t accept it. If she married either Jake or Red for convenience sake, who would she go to complain to when her temporary husband pissed her off?
 
   She tried to think of a few likely candidates, but in a town like Loco, Texas, pickings were slim. A small town of about 1,200, at least seventy-five percent of those were men, but of those only a handful of acceptable prospects came to mind.  Doctor Jay Patterson was one of the best choices. The young Veterinarian was new to town, he seemed like a nice guy, and she’d never seen him scratch or spit.
 
   Leaning back in her chair, she smiled to herself. As far as candidates went, it wasn’t a bad start.
 
   The next day, Jake stood on Rand’s porch with a paper sack of beer, a pizza, and a couple of movies he picked up at  Movie Madness Video. It was a long standing tradition for Jake, Rand, and Red to have genre movie marathons on Saturday nights unless one of them had a date. Well, unless Jake and Red had a date. He couldn’t remember Rand ever going out with anyone.
 
   He opened the door, not bothering to knock and yelled, “Hey Rand, I’ve got the goods.”
 
   “I’ll be out in a bit! Is Red with you?”
 
   He set the sack and pizza down on the counter of the kitchen and Rand’s cat meowed at him. He ignored the pest and looked around the house, noting the old crown molding was still there, despite the improvements Rand had been making. He’d always admired this house, having grown up with just his mom and brother in an old double wide. It wasn’t much, but it was home.
 
    “Nope, said he had something to do tonight.” He called as he cracked open a beer.
 
   “Lame.” She came around the corner in a pair of jeans and a t-shirt, her long brown hair woven into a simple braid. Reaching into the bag, she pulled out a beer and asked, “What movies did you get?”
 
   He held up the choices and she grinned. “Horror huh? I gotta tell you that is a relief because if you had brought me anything with romance in it, I think I’d lose my mind.”
 
   Jake could tell she was stressed by the way she yanked on her braid. It was her tell, her give away when something was bothering her, and, if she’d been any other woman, he’d have reached out to give her a hug. Rand wouldn’t appreciate his finer gentlemanly qualities though, so he just said, “If you want to talk…
 
   “Hell no. I want to watch horror movies, drink beer, and for a few hours, not think about anything except how stupid the victims are.”
 
   “Fair warning, the theme is remake horror. See the next generations take on the classics,” he said, pulling paper plates and napkins from the bag.
 
    “Remakes suck.” She said, making a disgusted face.
 
   “Then you can boo and hiss the whole time.” He countered, giving her a return face.
 
   With a small smile, she picked up the pizza box. “Let’s go then.”
 
   Following her into the other room, he noticed Rand’s legs really were nice. Long and slim, heading up to a firm, tight…
 
   Holy hell, what was he doing? Why was he checking out Rand’s ass all of a sudden? It was all this talk about marriage and commitment. He’d never looked at Rand that way before, except for maybe her senior year, when she had been interested in that jerk wad, Branson Alexander. Jake knew she didn’t like to talk about it, that something big had gone down between the two of them, but he had never asked. He figured if she’d wanted to share, she’d have done so long ago, but for a few weeks, he’d noticed a softness about her that had made her seem…well, at times, lovely.
 
   “Hey, Jake?” Rand broke into his thoughts, standing by the desk in the corner, she fiddled with a paper in her hands. “If I show you something, do you promise not to make fun of me?”
 
    “Never,” he teased, trying to make her smile, but she looked so tense he wanted to kick his own ass for messing with her. “Sure, what’s up?”
 
   She came over and sat down next to him, handing him the paper with a sigh. He could feel the heat of her body so close to him, and the smell of some kind of fruity shampoo. How had he never noticed how good she smelled?
 
   “It’s my list of must haves for my husband,” she blurted, sitting stiffly next to him, waiting for him to laugh.
 
   Under normal circumstances, he probably would have, but she looked so vulnerable, with her big brown eyes pools of liquid chocolate and her lower lip trembling. Looking away from her to peruse the list, he said, “You expect him to have absolutely no interest in the Double C?”
 
   “Yeah, that’s why I wrote he had to have his own career, so he’d stay out of mine,” she said, tugging on her braid. “Should I have him sign a pre-nup or something?”
 
   “I would, and make it very clear from the beginning it’s not an option.” He read the next line and spluttered, “Marriage in name only?”
 
   A deep scarlet hue colored her cheeks. “Sex just complicates things. This is a business arrangement.”
 
   “Yeah, a long ass business arrangement.” Rubbing his neck with his hand, he asked, “So, are you going to care if he’s seeing someone else on the side? Or is he supposed to just spend his spare time with rosy palm for a year?”
 
   “I don’t care what he does, as long as he leaves me alone,” she said stiffly.
 
   “Okay, so if this is a business arrangement, is there a monetary incentive?” He asked, curiously.
 
   A flash of hurt swept through her eyes so swiftly, if he didn’t know her like he knew himself, he’d have missed it.
 
   “You think I’d have to pay someone to marry me?”
 
   “Hey, you said it was a business arrangement. If that’s the case, then some kind of payment seems logical.” Slipping his arm around the back of the couch, he patted her shoulder and added, “You know, you could spend the next three months trying to meet someone for real. Haven’t you ever thought about marriage and kids?”
 
   “And end up like my mother? No thanks, I’ll pass,” Rand said, shaking his hand off. “You’re probably right about the money. I’ll have to think about it.” 
 
   Jake knew that Rand’s parents hadn’t had a happy marriage, if only by the many nights she’d crawled through his window and slept over, but she was way too jaded for a twenty-five year old woman. Surprising himself, he reached out to brush a piece of hair from her forehead and said sincerely, “There are a ton of men in this town who would be lucky to have someone like you.”
 
   He barely had time to dwell on the softness of her skin before, in true Rand form, she started making gagging noises. “Alright, if we’re done with the touchy feely moment, can I start this movie? Disembowelment I can handle, but this sappy chick talk is nauseating.”
 
    “How is it you can be more of a guy than I am,” he asked, watching her get up and head towards the DVD player, silently cursing himself for his craziness. Whatever weird glitch was going on with him, he needed to nip it in the bud. For a brief moment, he was thinking Red wasn’t so nuts to consider marrying Rand. If she was willing to give her future husband some kind of financial help, as long as he stayed out of her business, why not him? He’d been wanting to buy Loco Tack and Feed for several months, had planned on applying for a loan, but with the money from Rand, he wouldn’t need to deal with the bank.
 
   And it wouldn’t be like it was a real marriage.
 
    “I don’t act like a guy,” Rand said, twisting around after putting the DVD in. “I’m just not one of those prissy girls you and Red seem to think are sooo wonderful.”
 
   Red’s idea about fluffing up Rand’s femininity popped into Jake’s head. “What if you dressed up a bit? Put on some make up? Maybe you’d catch someone’s attention.”
 
   She gave him a dubious look as she sat next to him. “Because I don’t believe in false advertising. Now, hush up. I want to watch this guy get sliced up.”
 
   “Morbid.”
 
   “Entertaining.” She contradicted.
 
   They settled back against the couch and Jake watched her more than the movie. The straight slim nose was nice with the light sprinkling of freckles: a guy could find that kind of thing endearing, especially if he counted the freckles with his lips.
 
   As appalled as he was by that idea, the sight she presented when she looked over at him, a smear of pizza sauce running from the corner of her mouth to her chin brought him back to reality like a cold shower.
 
    “What are you staring at?” She asked, the nose he had been admiring moments before scrunched up at him.
 
   Oh yeah, live with her charm? Not happening, even if it could help him buy the store. “A brat with pizza on her face.”
 
    “Gone?” She asked after swiping at it vigorously with a napkin.
 
   “Give it.” He said, reaching for the napkin.
 
   “Just tell me where it is, and I’ll get it,” she said, holding the napkin away.
 
   Snatching the scratchy piece of paper from her, he took her chin between his thumb and forefinger. “Hold still.”
 
   “You make me crazy,” she muttered as she obeyed.
 
   “Likewise,” he countered.
 
   Less than a foot stretched between them, nothing that had never happened before, but this was the first time he’d ever noticed the black flecks in her dark brown eyes or the way her lashes fanned her cheeks without any make up or artifice. As he wiped gently at the sauce, he heard her catch her breath, and he wondered what she was thinking. Was she surprised? Was she feeling the same strange fascination with him as he was with her?
 
   “Is it gone?” She asked, her voice so soft he had to bend to hear it.
 
   Clearing his throat, he released her chin and broke the spell. “Yeah, sorry, it was in a weird pattern.”
 
    “Thanks.” Sitting back away from him, he noticed she scooted further away and tucked her knees up, like she was trying to protect herself from him.
 
   Moving back himself, he watched as Freddy terrorized a new group of teenagers on the screen and pondered what this new fascination with Rand meant. Was it the fact that she was about to take this giant step (albeit a false, business transaction step) towards growing up and he was still here, hanging with his friends on Saturday night and going to his same management job he’d had for the last five years? He’d never committed to anything, not a woman, not a decision about his future. He had always planned to get married someday, have kids, and own his own business. Was all this weirdness with Rand because she was being forced to face the future, a future that terrified him?
 
   Rand’s booing broke into his deep doldrums and she looked over at him with a raised eyebrow. “What? You said I could boo and hiss.”
 
   Maybe her reaction to him was all in his head. She certainly didn’t act like it had fazed her in the slightest. Not the way it had affected him.
 
   Next week I’ll call the bank manager and talk to him about a loan, he thought with determination. Facing the future head on is what any mature twenty seven year old would do.
 
   Glancing towards Rand, he just hoped his new steps towards maturity shook off the bizarre sparks between the two of them.
 
   



  
 



 
   Chapter Two
 
    
 
   As Rand got ready for church the next morning, she was preoccupied with thoughts of Jake and her insane reaction to his touch.  For a moment it had seemed like he was going to kiss her, but she knew that couldn’t be it. Jake liked girls that were ultra-feminine, and she would probably break something if she tried on a pair of heels. No, Jake wasn’t interested in her, but something else was going on. She just didn’t know what.
 
   She walked out of her bedroom, trying not to trip as Scout weaved in and out of her legs. Stopping briefly to fill Scout’s bowl, the bi-polar Calico growled while she ate, like Rand was going to take her food away.
 
   “You know, for a cat that would have died without me, you sure are an ungrateful little snot.”
 
   A low growl was her answer as she walked out the front door and across the large porch, staring out across the ranch as she stepped down the stairs. Green fields surrounded by trees, with a creek running just beyond; it was a beautiful piece of land, but to her, it was more than that. This was her home. She’s spent the better part of her life, putting her blood, sweat, and tears into it. Her granddaddy’s will stated if she didn’t marry, then the ranch would go to her only other relative, her cousin Percy. Percy lived in Chicago and had no interest in The Double C, unless he could sell it for a profit.
 
   Over my dead body. As she climbed into the truck, she kept thinking about her choices as far as men went, but the only man that seemed to fit was Doctor Jay.Well, not the only man, but the only man that would work, she amended as the image of Jake pushing her hair back flashed in her mind.
 
   Pulling out onto the road, she cursed herself for obsessing. She had gone twenty five years without obsessing about a man, except for maybe Branson, but he was a yellow livered dog. He wasn’t worth the cow shit on her worst pair of boots, and she still kicked herself for thinking there might have been more than meets the eye. Granted she had been barely eighteen at the time, just a dumb kid, but after what her no good daddy had done to her mama, she should have been able to see right through him.
 
   She drove through the heart of Loco, Texas and smiled at the closed signs in the windows. Most of the shop owners took Sunday as their day of rest seriously, with the only exception being the gas station at the end of town. The old buildings had been repaired and repainted over the years, and had adopted the “loco” theme for nearly every business. Whether it was Crazy Al’s Food and Drug or Nuttier than a Fruitcake Bakery, the town’s gimmick worked well.
 
    She pulled into the church parking lot and went inside the big doors, sneaking past a group of women yammering and giggling. One of them looked up and called, “Oh, Miranda, how are you doing?”
 
   Rand winced at the use of her name in that sweetly sick tone that reminded her of every sharp dig she’d been hit with in high school and turned to face Kimberly Taggert. The short blond woman should have grown out of bullying after graduating high school, but for some reason, she continued to draw pleasure from tormenting Rand.
 
    “I heard about your predicament. It’s really unfair of your granddaddy to put so much pressure on you, bless your heart. I mean, who could find a husband in three months, let alone someone like you,” Kim asked, feigning sympathy.
 
   Rand wanted to sock the fake little tart. “How did you know about my granddaddy’s will?”
 
   Kim’s smile was sweet as honey, but her eyes twinkled with malicious glee. “Why, I heard from my mother, who heard it from Greta Johnson, who was told by Mr. Cranston’s secretary, Mabel.”
 
   Rand wanted to throttle all of them, starting with Kim. Swallowing her natural urge to call her something as vile as she was, Rand simply stated, “Well thank you for your concern, but I’ll be just fine.”
 
   “Oh I’m sure you will be.” She said it reassuringly, but Rand knew she was just setting up for the kill and wasn’t surprised when she continued, “After all, you always have Earl Humphries. We all know how much he adores you.”
 
   Rand clenched her fists and stepped toward Kim. Earl was in his fifties, and about as friendly as a cotton mouth. Most of the town avoided him, but she loved the cranky old goat like a father. The harpies could pick at her all they wanted, but if they started getting on Earl, she was going to make them sorry. Church or not, God would understand. “I’d be lucky to have him. Earl’s a good man.”
 
   One of the other women piped in. “You mean ornery and mean. No wonder you two are so close. Like is attracted to like, I guess.
 
   Rand was ready to leap at them when a strong arm slipped around her shoulders and a deep voice said, “Guess that means me too, since Rand and I are such good friends.”
 
   Rand didn’t normally enjoy being rescued, but, as she was an inch from starting a brawl in church, she let Jake handle the vicious twits.
 
   Kim stepped forward, looking contrite. “We were just teasing Miranda, Jake. You know how we girls play.”
 
   “Oh yes, I know how you can be, Kim.” His brittle expression changed as he looked down at Rand and she felt better as he guided her around and inside. “Red and I saved you a seat.”
 
   She didn’t even bother turning around, just gave the group of women a very unflattering gesture, causing gasps of outrage. A satisfied grin spread over her lips and she slipped her arm around Jake’s waist. “Have I mentioned lately that you can be a pretty okay guy sometimes?”
 
   He squeezed her close. “Only okay sometimes? I’m awesome all the time.”
 
   She rolled her eyes as he led her to her seat between Red and him. She had to step over Jake’s mother to get to her seat and Karen Hansen squeezed her hand as she passed. “Good Morning, Miranda.”
 
   Jake’s mother had always been kind to her, and she squeezed her hand back. “Morning, ma’am.”
 
   When Rand flopped down next to Red, he asked, “What kept you?”
 
   “Kim Taggert wanted to congratulate me on my upcoming nuptials,” she said tartly, still burning with frustration that she had never been able to put that woman in her place.
 
   “What a witch with a capitol B.” Red said, patting her leg comfortingly. The touch made Rand smile. As much as Red tried to be obnoxious and sometimes even a little sexist, he had always taken her side. Even when she’d kicked Ray Bartman in the balls for telling her she couldn’t play football with them because she was a girl. Ray had tackled her, and pulled back his arm to pop her one, but Red had picked him up and body slammed him. After that, Ray had left her alone.
 
   He usually ruined these glowing moments of sweetness though and sure enough, he added, “Of course, next time she starts something, make sure you wait for the hair pulling and shirt ripping until I get there.”
 
   Rand didn’t even get to respond before a gloved hand whacked Red from the other side. “Ow! Ma!”
 
   Hannah Calhoun scowled at her only son and hissed, “You apologize to Miranda and hush your mouth.”
 
   “Sorry, Rand,” he muttered.
 
   Jake chuckled on the other side of her and his mother pinched him. “Rudeness is never funny, Jacob.”
 
   “Yes, ma’am,” he acknowledged.
 
   Rand caught the twinkle in his eye and hid a smile. Everyone always called her the mischief maker in their little trio, but Jake could stir up as much if not more trouble; he was just really good at charming his way out of it.
 
   The sermon began and Rand did her best to stay awake.  Glancing around the crowded church, she caught site of Doctor Jay sitting next to his veterinary assistant, Jamie Sullivan. Jamie and she had always been friendly, if not friends. It helped that they were the black sheep of the town, the weirdoes that didn’t quite fit. Jamie’s brown hair was piled up on her head, strips of platinum and pink racing through the dark strands, and on top of her head was a tiny top hat in fire engine red.
 
   Rand grinned. Jamie didn’t give a tinkers damn what anyone thought and Rand appreciated that quality in her. She wished she could see more than the back of Doctor Jay’s light blond head, but maybe afterwards she could catch him outside.
 
   The service went on and on, making Rand squirm. She never had been very good at sitting still, especially when she was on a mission.
 
   Jake’s hand landed on her knee. “Quit fidgeting.”
 
   The warmth of his palm through her jeans sent tingles of awareness up her leg.
 
   Before she could say anything, he removed it, wiping his palm on his own jean clad thigh like there was something on it. 
 
   Rand drove to Earl Humphries house after picking up the pre-baked crumb apple pie from her freezer. Earl’s place was a one story ranch house, with trees planted for privacy and several large hounds patrolling the property. Earl didn’t like solicitors knocking at his door and all these things made his home look scary and haunted. When they’d been kids, she’d led Red and Jake over to steal one of Earl’s hens, but he’d caught her hopping the back fence. He’d grabbed her by the scruff and she’d growled, “Let me go, butthead!”
 
   He’d just laughed, which had surprised her more than anything else that followed.  He hadn’t bawled her out like she thought he would. He’d taken her back to his house and had her call her father, who didn’t answer. Earl had asked her gruffly if she was hungry, and she’d barked a no at him. He’d made her an egg salad sandwich anyway and asked her questions which she’d refused to answer, although she did eat the sandwich. Afterwards, he’d driven her back to her home and warned her, “Now I catch you stealing again, and I won’t be so nice next time.”
 
   The next day she’d gone out to play and found the red hen she’d tried to steal in a crate on the porch, a sack of feed next to her. Rand had never owned a pet before, and filled with excitement, she’d taken the hen into her room, giving her a bowl of food and water. Pulling out her crayons and some paper, she’d drawn her best picture of herself holding Henny, as she named her, and wrote “Thank you.” at the bottom. She’d run most of the way out to Earl’s place and slipped the picture into his mail slot, only to have the door open.
 
   “What are you doing here?” He’d menaced.
 
   He’d been such a big man to a seven year old, but she’d just stuck her chin out and snapped, “I was just thanking you for my hen.”
 
   “Well, don’t be sneaking around like a burglar. You come to the door proper, and thank me.”
 
   She’d bent down and picked up the picture she’d drawn and handed it to him. “Thank you, sir.”
 
   He’d taken the picture and a ghost of a smile spread over his lips before he’d gruffly said, “I was just about to sit down with a slice of pie. You want to join me?”
 
   That had started many afternoons spent at Earl’s, listening to stories, both true and fishy. When she’d moved out to her granddaddy’s home, it was too far to walk, but her granddaddy had driven her out once a week. If R.E. ever thought it was strange that Earl had taken a shine to his granddaughter, he never said. Earl and R.E. had enjoyed a mutual respect that always consisted of nods and comments about the weather.
 
   The hounds met her as she pulled up, baying at her loudly and pulling her back into the present. She got out of the truck and tossed two bones to them. “Shut up, you obnoxious creatures!”
 
   “Don’t you talk to my dogs like that, missy,” a gravelly voice shouted from the front porch.
 
   Rand grinned up at the ramrod straight man standing on the porch.
 
   “I’ll talk to them any way I want to, old man!” She grabbed the pie and ice cream, hopping up the squeaky steps and kissed his stubbled cheek. “You’re looking as ugly as ever.”
 
   He grunted, rubbing his cheek where she’d kissed him. “And you’re still in need of a caning.”
 
   She laughed as she balanced the grocery bag and held the door open. “Well come on, I want to get this pie in quickly. I’m hungrier than a bear in a berry patch.”
 
   He held the door, shooing her in and she caught the smell of cedar wood and old spice. It was a comforting smell. The smell had always calmed her, like the smell of her granddaddy’s pipe tobacco, or her mother’s perfume.
 
    She closed the door and headed straight to the oven to pre-heat it, before she put the ice cream in the freezer. “I don’t suppose you made lunch?”
 
   “Egg sandwiches in the fridge.”
 
   Rand’s stomach growled and she opened it up quickly, grabbing the plates like a starving woman. She put one in front of him before plopping down in her own chair. “How’re you doing, Earl?”
 
   “Alive and kicking. How’re you? I figure you’re missing your granddaddy pretty bad.” He took a bite of his sandwich and watched her as he chewed.
 
   Her stomach churned as she thought about the will, and said, “Granddaddy left me a stipulation in his will. He wants me to get married in three months or the Double C goes to Percy.”
 
   Earl’s bushy black eyebrows snapped low over his blue eyes and he roared, “That’s dumber than a box of rocks! What’re you need a husband fer? Marriage ain’t nothing but a way for someone else to get ahold of your money and squeeze the life outta ya.”
 
   Rand bit back a smile. “And the trouble of finding someone willing to marry me, move in with me, and stay put for a year.”
 
   He took a bite of the sandwich and griped, “He must have been sniffin’ cow shit too long. Dumbest idea I’ve ever heard. You can’t get out of it?”
 
   Rand shook her head. “Nope. Iron clad and legal as can be. So now I just have to find someone that fits the bill.”
 
   Earl was just starting to go a little grey in his hair and wrinkly around the mouth and eyes, and the dark expression exasperated these features.
 
   Suddenly, his face shifted into an ornery grin. “Well I’d marry ya, but I’m too damn old to change my ways.”
 
   The oven dinged and she pinched his whiskered cheek as she passed. “Confirmed old bachelor that you are, you’d bring all kinds of problems to the marriage and I’d kick you out after a week.”
 
   He slapped his knee and hooted while she put the pie in to warm. “Too true, missy. It’s hard to change fifty odd years of habits in one year. So who do ya have in mind to hitch up with?”
 
   She sat back down and plopped her head on the table with a groan. “Ugh, I don’t know.”
 
   A hard hand patted her shoulder. “It will be alright. Any man worth his spit would be lucky to have ya.”
 
   She sat up and blinked at him. “Why Earl, that was positively sweet.”
 
   His cheeks flamed and he glared at her. “Just shut up and tell me about the rest of your week. No need in making something out of nothing.”
 
   With a secret smile, Rand did as he asked. When she got to her possible husbands and her list of requirements, Earl asked, “What’s the matter with torch? He ain’t a bad sort, smart as a potato, but he does good work on cars.”
 
   Rand chuckled at Earl’s nickname. “I couldn’t imagine living with Red. And he’s worth more as a friend than as a husband.”
 
   “What about the other one? Jakey boy. I’ve heard the girls in town carrying on about how attractive he is.” Earl batted his lashes and pretended to swoon for emphasis.
 
   Rand’s mouth kicked up into a smirk. “Jake’s a tom cat. He’d never be able to go without sex.”
 
   Earl looked her over seriously, and asked, “You telling me you expect some man to marry you, and he’s not even getting any benefits?”
 
   Rand’s face flamed and she grouched, “What is it with men about perks and marriage? This is just a temporary fix to an impossible situation.”
 
   “All I know is, if I was gonna be married to a pretty girl, I’d want the whole enchilada.”
 
   The oven beeped, and she went to check the pie.  Satisfied it was warm enough, she put the pie on the cooling rack and said, “Well it’s a good thing I’m not pretty then”
 
   “Who the hell told you that? I’ll kick their ass clear up between their ears.”
 
    “You don’t have to say things like that, Earl. I know what I look like,” she said, turning to give the loyal old grouch a smile.
 
   Earl stood up, walking toward her with an angry gate, but when he patted her cheek, the touch was gentle. “What’s not to like about you? You got all your eyes and ears, and your nose ain’t crooked. You’re fine. Next person to tell you any different, you send ‘em my way and I’ll learn’em something.”
 
   You dear old cuss, you’re going to make me cry. She swallowed the lump in her throat and croaked, “I’ll do that. Now move out of my way so I can slice this pie.”
 
   Rand pulled up to the house a little before four and headed straight out to feed. She’d done most of the work in the morning, so it was mainly just second feeding and checking the fences. Saddling up Sun, her Red Roan Quarter Horse she went about her chores, her thoughts heavy. By the time she was done, she couldn’t wait to make a couple of bean and cheese burritos and relax. She took off her work gloves and stuffed them into the pocket of her jacket as she walked towards the house.
 
   As she got closer, she saw there were things on her porch. Lots of things that had no business being there. She sped up her pace and took the steps two at a time, gasping as she took it all in.
 
   There were teddy bears, cards, and lots and lots of flowers. Even a stuffed horse hung out by the door and she picked up one of the cards, opened it up and the words, “Thinking of you,” were typed across the front with a shy looking bear. Inside, she read;
 
   Dear Miss Coleman,
 
   I was wondering if you’d like to go to dinner Wednesday night. I could come by and pick you up, and we could go anywhere you want. I hope you enjoy the flowers and look forward to hearing from you.
 
   Yours,
 
   Fred Meyer
 
   She stared at the card.Freddy Meyer? He’d been in Jake and Red’s grade and ran his dad’s electronic store. He was a nice guy, just five foot three with a stutter.
 
   She got a real ugly feeling that all the men in Loco knew about her little problem and when she opened up another card and read a list three pages long about why Woody Merrill would make a good husband, she wanted to scream. She leaned over to gather up the rest of the cards to take them inside and stopped when she heard a truck coming up the drive. Jake’s beat up Ford pulled to a stop at the end of the porch.
 
   Perfect timing.
 
    “What the hell are you doing here,” she asked as he hopped out of the truck and came around the side. Red hopped out of the passenger side and her confusion increased. “And you too? Do your mamas’ know you aren’t going to be there for dinner?”
 
   Red had a wide smirk on his face and even Jake’s mouth was twitching with mirth. “We heard you’d had some visitors. Decided to come out and make sure you were properly chaperoned.”
 
   Her eyes narrowed and she snapped, “Y’all are a bunch of jack asses.”
 
   Red stepped onto the porch and picked up a couple of vases. “Well, lead the way in, princess. You never know when the next prince charming is gonna show up on your step.”
 
   Jake picked up a bunch of stuffed animals and they followed her inside. She set the first stack of cards down and when they finished bringing the rest of the offerings in, she went to the cupboard to pull out the burrito fixings.
 
    “Aren’t you going to open the cards,” Jake asked from behind her.
 
    “Not with y’all hovering around,” she snapped, slamming a pan down on the stove.
 
   Suddenly, she heard a ripping noise and Red’s deep voice read, “Miss Coleman, I have enclosed a poem for your enjoyment and was hoping maybe we could meet up for food…”
 
   Without warning, she spun around and launched herself at Red, grabbing his ear. “You drop that right now, Red Calhoun!”
 
   Red howled. “Jake, get a hold of this wild cat. I want to read this poem! I’m betting it’s a dandy, coming from Buddy Martin.”
 
   Lifted up from behind by a hard arm around her waist, she yelled, “You put me down right now!”
 
   It was futile though; Jake was at least six inches taller and her feet were several inches off the floor.
 
    “I’ll put you down as soon as you ask real nicely,” he said, his voice softly teasing.
 
   Rand was aware of his arms settled under her breasts and that his breath was warm against the side of her neck. “Fine, horse’s ass, please put me down.”
 
   “Now was that so hard? Just relax and I’ll let you go. No sudden movements. I would like to keep all my parts.”
 
   As he lowered her back to the floor, their bodies pressed so close her shirt rode up into the small of her back. A lightheaded giddiness moved from her toes to her cheeks and it was like someone was poking her with tiny needles everywhere. She turned in his arms and her mouth was just under his full lips. She could see that his green eyes had tiny flecks of yellow at the center and whispered, “Please, let me go.”
 
   He stared back at her, and she felt his hesitation. In fact, she could have sworn his head dropped a fraction of an inch before Red recited, “Brown eyes color of turned soil, hair so cute in a ponytail, Miranda, oh how I want to kiss, each freckle on your cheeks and lips…” Red’s head came up and he squinted at her. “Do you have freckles on your lips?”
 
   She lifted her arms to cover her mouth and Jake released her as he answered the question. “No, she doesn’t have any freckle on her lips.”
 
   Cheeks burning with embarrassment, she stepped away from him and went back to the stove, clearing her throat. “Do you guys want a couple of burritos?”
 
   “Yeah sure,” Red said, and she turned to look at Jake who was watching her intently like he’d never seen her before.
 
   “Do you want some, Jake,” she asked, silently pleading that he’d stop staring at her. She didn’t know what was going on, but she was pretty sure she had just wanted Jake to lay a kiss on her. And something about the way he was looking at her made her think he was thinking about the same thing.
 
   “Yeah sure. Sounds good.” He walked over to the pile of cards and picked another one up.
 
   She went to the fridge to get the cheese, listening to the two men muttering and mumbling as she finished making the burritos. She pulled several plates out of the cupboard and said, “If y’all could stop going through my personal correspondences, food’s done.”
 
   The two men dropped the cards, and walked over to sit at the table. When Rand and Jake reached for the plate at the same time, their hands bumped.
 
   She pulled her hand back like it had been scalded. “Sorry, you go.”
 
   He shook his head, and protested, “No, you cooked.”
 
   Red looked between them and reached out to scoop up three burritos. “I don’t know what all this politeness is about, but I’m hungry.”
 
    “Animal.” Rand snapped.
 
   Red tried to reply but his mouth was full. Jake laughed and reached out for a couple of burritos. “Maybe you should send him to the barn, Rand.”
 
   The tension broken, Rand grabbed one of the burritos and ate it in silence, sneaking glances at Jake out of the corner of her eye. He really was a fine specimen of a man, if you were looking for a handsome heart breaker. Which she was not.
 
   But still, she wondered what it all was about anyway. She remembered getting stuck in the bathroom in high school, trying to avoid Kim and her howler monkey friends, and listening to Patty Baker talk about making it with Paul Grossman in the back of his daddy’s Ford and thinking that it sounded really awful. But if it was so horrible, then why did they keep doing it?
 
   She’d spent the last twenty-five years keeping men at bay, unwilling to take that next step that would make her vulnerable and it had left her wondering. Curious.
 
   



  
 



 
   Chapter Three
 
    
 
   After they finished eating, Jake watched her pick up their dishes and take them over to the sink, admiring the way she moved with lithe, sure grace.
 
   He had almost kissed Rand, in front of Red, and he wanted to go back. Go back to before he noticed that Rand had a pretty smile and nice legs. Before the feel of her body pressed against his was seared into his brain.
 
   “So, are we going to go through these letters, or what,” Red asked, breaking into his thoughts as he held up a couple of envelopes, his lips stretched into an evil grin.
 
   Rand looked over her shoulder, her elbows buried in soapy water. “Just leave them.”
 
   Jake caught Red’s eye, and knew he had heard the sad tone in Rand’s voice too.
 
   It was Red who walked across the kitchen and put his hands on Rand’s shoulders. “I was only teasing, Rand.”
 
   “Yeah, this is all a big joke to you. I got that.” She said, shaking off his hands and grabbing a towel. “You don’t get what this is like for me. I never wanted this. I never wanted a husband, and now I have to find one, albeit a temporary one, in three months. Look at me!” She was yelling at the top of her lungs, her voice high pitched and Jake stood up. He had never seen Rand so panicked; she looked like a wild animal caught in a trap. “I have no idea how to deal with men or romance or kissing and I just want…you know what, I don’t need the ranch. I don’t. I can just get a job somewhere else…”
 
   Jake walked over and grabbed her shoulders, giving her a shake. “Stop it. You are not giving up this ranch. This is just a temporary thing right? You only have to stay with the guy a year and you’re in the clear. So if you want help hooking a guy, we’re here to help.”
 
   “What?” Red yelled.
 
   “What?” Rand said, staring up at him.
 
   “Red’s got four sisters and I know what guys like. Between the two of us, we can turn you into a guy magnet.” Jake said, watching her cheeks turn scarlet.
 
   “I don’t want to be a guy magnet. Besides, half the men in town have left offerings on my porch,” she said, waving to the island.
 
   “Yeah, but they just think they can get a piece of the Double C. Wouldn’t it be better if they wanted you?” Red chimed in.
 
   “No, I already told you, I don’t want a real marriage,” she said.
 
   “So don’t have one, but you could at least give them a little pleasantness as incentive,” Red said.
 
   “What do you mean, pleasantness,” she asked suspiciously.
 
   “Like smile at the guy? Dress up a little so he’ll be proud to have you on his arm at town events,” Jake offered bluntly.
 
   “God, you are such an ass,” Rand snapped, trying to get away from him.
 
   “No, I am realistic. What man wants a woman who can out man him any day of the week?” Jake countered, holding tight.
 
   “Jake…” Red started cautiously.
 
   “No, Rand, you need to grow up. You are a grown ass woman and it’s about time you started acting like it!” Jake said.
 
   “Me? What about you? You jump around from bed to bed and don’t think about the future at all! Who are you to tell me I’m immature?” She shouted it.
 
   “Okay, I think we all need to take a breath…” Red tried again.
 
   “Shut up!” They shouted in unison.
 
   Red’s face flushed. “Fine, you two idiots can hash it out all you want.”
 
   Red was already out the door before Jake wondered how his friend was going to get home until he heard his truck start. “Son of a bitch is stealing my truck!”
 
   Rand jerked out of his hands and pushed him. “Well, don’t think I’m giving you a ride home. You’ve got two good legs and a  pair of boots, so get walking.”
 
   Jake was flabbergasted. “You’re kicking me out and making me walk? It’s five miles!”
 
   “And maybe you can take that time to think about what an ass you are,” she said, walking around the corner.
 
   Jake was furious, frustrated, and all he could think about was how smart her mouth was. She made him crazy, with her stubborn, pig-headedness and those long legs. He didn’t even realize he had moved to follow her until he was grabbing her arm to slow her down. Pressing her back against the wall, when she tried to smack him he grabbed her hands and held them above her head. Using his height to look down into her angry brown eyes, he felt the softness of her, the warm draw of her skin and the way she smelled like roses was intoxicating.
 
   His anger dissolved as he noticed the sheen to her eyes. Tears. Rand hardly ever cried, but he had hurt her feelings. Or made her so mad she was crying in impotent rage. Whichever it was, he didn’t want to fight with her. As much as she needled and roused him up, he didn’t like being in a spat with his best friend.
 
   Dropping his forehead to hers, he took a deep breath and closed his eyes, trying to fight the hard on the smell and feel of her caused. “I’m sorry.” Lifting his head, he looked down at her expression; her confusion was apparent, and he added, “I shouldn’t have said that. About changing who you are. There’s nothing wrong with you.”
 
   She opened her mouth, presumably to say something to contradict his apology and his gaze dropped to her mouth, the lips full, parted, and begging for him to take them.
 
   Before he could stop himself, his mouth was on hers and the first taste of her was his undoing. Releasing her wrists, he wrapped his arms around her as he slipped his tongue inside, coaxing hers.  When her tongue touched his hesitantly, he deepened the kiss and she met his thrusts, becoming bolder. He was so caught up in her, he couldn’t remember the last time he had kissed a woman like this, no motive, no plan to ease his loneliness with her warmth. He was just reacting, wanting. It had been a long time since he had felt this kind of spark.
 
    He slid his hands down further to grab her thighs and lift her high. He felt her arms and legs wrap around him as he rubbed against the crux of her, about ready to carry her down to her bedroom and rip off the rough denim. He didn’t know what he was doing anymore; all he could think about was Rand wrapped around him and he wanted more.
 
   Moving his hand up her body, he tried to clasp her breast but met some kind of weird barrier.
 
   Pulling away, he asked, “What is that?”
 
   Rand’s mind was so preoccupied with sensations she’d never felt before, she didn’t even think about her wrap; she had just been praying that whatever Jake was doing, he never stopped.
 
   Who would have ever thought kissing would be so mind blowing? She’d felt every quivering ripple of pleasure from the juncture of her thigh, and up to the place at the back of her neck, and everywhere in between. Even her breasts, which had peaked into hard nubs against the layers that bound them and when he had covered one with his large, warm palm, she had wanted to arch, push against him.
 
   But then she’d remembered the wrap.
 
   Humiliated she dropped her legs and arms from around him and whispered, “Get off me.”
 
   “Rand, seriously, what is this?” He moved his hand and waved it across her chest as he stepped back.
 
   “It’s nothing,” she said, crossing her arms protectively.
 
    “Do you bind your breasts,” he asked.
 
   Oh God. She had never been kissed, had never thought about what would happen when a man tried to…
 
    But he caught her by surprise. How did she explain that she had started wrapping them when she was a kid? That she was afraid it would change the way everyone thought about her? That they wouldn’t see her as an equal, as their boss, but a pair of boobs?
 
   It was crazy, but she had been raised around men, had heard the things they said about women. She had never wanted to be the topic of one of those conversations.
 
   “I’ll drive you home okay?” She said it, trying to move past him.
 
   He stopped her with a hand on her arm. “Rand, why do you wrap them?”
 
   “To avoid situations like this,” she said sharply.
 
   “Like what,” he asked.
 
   “Like men mauling me,” she said.
 
   Jake blinked at her,  color spreading to the top of his ears. “You kissed me back.”
 
   She had no comeback. When Jake had kissed her, it had been like a lightning storm, each strike making her quake and she’d just wanted to get closer to his warmth.
 
   “You know what; don’t worry about it, Rand. I think I will walk,” Jake said, spinning towards the door without looking back. As he slammed out of the house, she slumped against the wall, staring at the door.
 
   Scout came down the hall, weaving between her legs with loud meows for attention, but Rand paid her little heed. Jake had kissed her. One minute they’d been fighting and the next he had her pinned to the wall with his hand on her breast.
 
   Why now? He’d had twenty years to kiss her, so of all days to start, why had he chosen today?
 
   Dropping her head back against the wall, she sighed. It had to be the clause in the will. It was ruining her life.
 
   Rand had agreed to have a drink with Branson Alexander because she was going toThe Watering Hole anyway and she wanted to hear his pitch. Sure in high school she’d had a football field sized crush on him, but that had ended the day he’d left a note in her locker telling her to meet him after school at his truck. She’d gone, trying to act cool but when she’d shown up to find him making out with Kim in the front seat, she’d cursed herself for her stupidity. She’d kept walking past his truck to hers and tried to ignore the laughter that followed her that last month of high school.
 
   Afterwards, she’d heard whispers about him getting into some trouble in college and his dad hadn’t been happy with him. He’d been trying to get Branson out on one of his oil rigs, but Branson had avoided that fate so far.
 
   Now here he was, looking nervously at her with those spring leaf green eyes and the black curls that fell just a little too long. He was still gorgeous, but even if Rand was willing to forgive the blow to her pride, she would never forget. And there was no way in hell she’d ever marry someone she trusted less than a coyote around a newborn calf.
 
   She looked up past Branson’s shoulder and saw Jake walk in. Watching him move around the bar, her mouth suddenly felt like she had a dozen cotton balls stuffed inside. She hadn’t been able to stop thinking about the way he’d kissed her, hadn’t been able to figure out why any of it had happened. They had been friends for so long…
 
   She’d handled the whole situation badly. She’d been embarrassed about the wrap and the kiss, but he was right. She had kissed him back…eagerly.
 
   She looked back at Branson when he cleared his throat. He was obviously anxious about what he had to say, so she prompted, “So, you wanted to talk to me about something?”
 
   Branson flashed a strained smile. “Yeah, Miranda, I just wanted to apologize about our senior year. Kim talked me into leaving you the note and I just feel bad.”
 
   She took a sip of her beer, pretending she was mulling his apology over. “Really? Cause your apology is coming about seven years late.”
 
   His smile disappeared. “Yeah I know. I was just thinking…”
 
   “That you’d marry me?  Get your hands on the Double C and what? We’d get a divorce and you’d get half? That’s not how this little arrangement is going to work.” She had the satisfaction of watching the eagerness leave his face and continued, “See, the man I marry is going to sign a pre-nuptial agreement that states he will have no say or stock in the Double C.”
 
   Abruptly, he threw some money down on the table and stood up. “Well that’s that then. If you don’t mind, I’m gonna take off. Find something that’s not such a waste of time.”
 
   “There’s the Branson I know. I was worried there for a minute you’d grown a conscience,” she said mockingly.
 
   “Fucking bitch,” he snarled before stalking away.
 
    Grabbing a hold of her pony tail, she ran her fingers through it grimly. She had been out with four men since Tuesday and not one of them was going to work out. Nasally voice, stutter, ego, and asshole. Both of the first guys were good men, but they were looking for a real wife. Someone to settle down and make babies, and once she’d mentioned the name only part, they’d pulled out. She hadn’t been able to stand Cody Underhill going on and on about how much money he’d put into his truck and how many speakers he had in his home theater system. And then Branson had been the cherry on top. She didn’t know how women actually did this all the time. Dating was exhausting.
 
   “Looks like that didn’t go well.”
 
   Her gaze snapped up to meet Jake’s laughing green eyes and tried to act normal despite the kangaroo hop her heart was doing.
 
    “I don’t know. I think it went better than my other dates this week. Wasn’t as boring and only took half the time.”
 
   He handed her another beer and sat down. “Yeah, I’ve never seen Branson move that fast. Even when he played football he was slower than molasses.”
 
   She took a drink, trying to think of something clever to say or a way to ease into her apology speech, but nothing came to mind.  “Where’s Red?”
 
   He shrugged. “Said he had something to do.”
 
   “So you came here alone? No hot date? I thought you were much in demand with the single ladies..”
 
   He grinned around his beer neck. “I’m keeping my options open.”
 
   “Ah, well I better not cramp your style then.” She started to stand up and was surprised when he reached out and held her wrist in his hand.
 
   “You’re not. Really.” He tugged her arm until she sat down again and added, “I’m sorry about Sunday. I was a jerk.”
 
   “No, it was my fault. I overreacted,” she said, trying not to dwell on the fact that he still held her wrist in his hand.
 
   “Can we just forget about it? Wipe the slate clean and hang out like nothing happened,” he asked.
 
   A roller coaster feeling had her stomach flopping to her knees. Why was she disappointed that the kiss hadn’t meant anything? “Are you sure?”
 
   He downed the rest of his beer and said, “Hell yeah. Let’s forget about it, and get obnoxiously drunk.”
 
   Good to know I’m so forgettable.  “In that case, I better get another round.”
 
   This was a bad idea.
 
   Jake had been thinking that for the last half hour, having never seen Rand this drunk before. Normally, they’d hang out at her house, have a couple beers and then he’d go home. Rand didn’t really do the drunk thing, hating when people acted like morons in public. He’d been this drunk. Red had been this drunk. But Rand?
 
   She took another shot and yelled, “Yeah!” A group of men were crowded around her, watching her with mixed variations of awe and fascination. Apparently he wasn’t the only one who had never seen Rand act so out of character.
 
   Someone put on Jason Aldean’s “Take a Little Ride”, and she yelled, “I love this song.” She reached up and took out her pony tail, letting the long brown waves fan out over her shoulders. She grabbed the first man next to her as she jumped off the bar and yanked him behind her. “Come on, let’s dance!”
 
   Bubba Phillip’s eyes were big as saucers, but he let her lead him out to the honkey tonk’s wooden dance floor. Jake should have been amused at seeing Rand letting loose, but he was distracted by the way the men’s eyes were following her and Bubba on the floor.
 
   Her hands went to the zipper of her sweatshirt and she threw the black hoodie into the crowd. Clad in a t-shirt and jeans, she started to shake her ass and hold her hair up off her neck.
 
   Holy hell! Every move she made was sexier than the next and his dick hardened painfully as he watched her.
 
   Bubba reached out and pulled her against him, probably assuming she wouldn’t punch his lights out for touching her. She wrapped her arms around his shoulders and moved suggestively and Jake’s hands clenched into fists. He didn’t like the way Bubba’s hands started to travel.
 
   He should get her out of there and let her sleep it off.
 
   Fred Meyer stepped out and spun Rand out of Bubba’s arms and started two stepping with her across the floor. Several men drifted off to dance with other women, but several remained, taking turns spinning Rand around, and her bright laughter traveled over the music. It was carefree, charming, and so not like her. Even the look she shot her dance partner was flirtatious and welcoming.
 
   Wait, when had that happened? Rand didn’t have a flirtatious bone in her body.
 
   “Oh how the mighty have fallen,” a mocking voice said next to Jake.
 
   Jake looked over at Branson’s smirking face and scowled. “I thought you left.”
 
   “I got a text that Princess Miranda was making an ass of herself and decided to come watch.”
 
   Jake had never liked the guy and, right now, he was tempted to take one of his tight fists and wipe that smirk off the asshole’s face.  “You do realize that she’s a friend of mine.”
 
   Branson didn’t respond but kept watching Rand in a way Jake didn’t like. He wanted to walk out onto the dance floor and block Rand from Branson’s leering. Before he could say more though, Branson moved away from him and cut in for a dance with Rand, who made a face at him. When he said something to her, she laughed and let him put his hands on her waist.
 
   Jake’s jaw clenched as he watched her sway along with Branson. Whatever the arrogant son of a bitch had said to her must have been damn charming with the way she was smiling. Jake’s expression darkened when Branson dropped his head like he was going to kiss her.
 
   Rand turned her face away and pushed against Branson’s chest. Jake could hear her angry, “Let go of me” as she struggled against the bigger man.
 
   Several men in front of Jake stepped forward, but Jake was already across the floor. “Let her go.”
 
   Branson dropped his hands in disgust. “She’s a tease anyway.”
 
   Rand tried to lunge past Jake and hit Branson, but Jake wrapped his arms around her slim waist, holding her back. “I wouldn’t kiss you to save my life, you no good son of a bitch!”
 
   Jake held on to Rand as she struggled to get to Branson and finally said, “Damn it, Rand, I’m taking you home!”
 
   She opened her mouth to say something but he caught the greenish pallor to her skin seconds before she jerked away from him. With a gag, she pushed past the crowd of people at a run, fleeing toward the door.
 
    Jake turned to a smirking Branson and said, “I don’t want to see you bothering her again.”
 
   Branson held up his hand in surrender. Satisfied, Jake grabbed Rand’s jacket from Bubba, and chased after her.
 
   He found her puking on the driver’s side of his truck, one hand on her hair, the other on the truck for support. Jake reached out and took her hair in his hands. “I got it.”
 
   He slid the long tresses into one hand and rubbed her back with his other, while she cried and wretched. “It’s okay, Rand, we’ve all been there.”
 
   “I’m never drinking again.” She moaned in agony.
 
   He smiled in spite of her misery. “Yeah, I’ve said that before too.”
 
   When the retching ceased, she leaned against the side of his truck, and whispered, “I puked on the front of my shirt.”
 
   He grimaced. “You have any attachment to it?”
 
    “No, why?” She asked tiredly.
 
   He took out his pocket knife. “Because I’d rather not stink up my truck.”
 
   She didn’t protest, which told him exactly how out of it she was. He cut through the back of the t-shirt, praying she wouldn’t move and noticed she was still wearing the wrap. “Okay I’m going to open the truck. Slide the shirt off and crawl inside.”
 
   “What if someone sees me?” Her words were slurred and impatience took over.
 
   “Rand, you’re wearing a sports bra and some kind of wrap thing. You’re more decent that most of the women in that bar.”
 
   She didn’t say anything else, just slid the shirt off and opened the truck to crawl in.
 
    “Do you need anything from your truck?” He asked the question as he pulled his keys out of his pocket and climbed in behind her.
 
   She shook her head and lay down across the seat, her head resting on his thigh. The little brain in his pants jumped to attention at the contact, and he cursed as he started the truck. Backing up slowly, he pulled out onto the highway, reaching down to run his hand over her hair, the strands soft as a rabbit’s fur against his palm. His fingers trailed over the contours of her face of their own volition, and she moved against him with a moan.
 
   His erection danced again at the feel of her warm breath against his jean clad thigh. Damn it, he should not be having this reaction to Rand, especially after watching her puke her guts out. He heard her soft breathing over the sounds of the truck engine and almost turned the radio up, but her voice stopped him. “Thank you for taking me home.”
 
    “Hey, you’ve taken care of my drunk ass enough times, it was about time I returned the favor,” he said, smiling in the dark as he rubbed her back.
 
   There was quiet again briefly before she apologized, “I’m sorry for drinking so much.”
 
    “Its fine, Rand, just take a nap.”
 
   The drive back to the Double C was quiet and when he parked the truck in front of her porch, she didn’t even stir. He tapped her arm lightly and said, “Hey, you’re home.”
 
   She started to sit up, but grabbed her head about halfway up with a groan. “Shit, Jake, stop the truck please.”
 
   “Is the world turning too quickly for you?” He asked, chuckling. Opening the door swiftly, he caught her wince as the dome light hit her. “You okay?”
 
   “Ugh, bright.”
 
   He laughed again and hopped out of the truck, coming around to the passenger side. He opened the door in time to catch her as she stumbled out of the truck. “Whoa,” he said, holding her up with an arm around her waist. “Come on drunky, let’s put you to bed.”
 
   He took a few steps and just gave up helping her walk, finally resorting to picking her up into his arms. For a tall girl, she wasn’t as heavy as he was expecting and he marched across the drive and up the porch, reaching awkwardly for the door knob. He made a beeline for her room, ignoring Scout’s high pitched meows until the damn cat almost tripped him.
 
   “Stupid cat, get out of the way,” he said as he kicked the door open lightly. He tried to lay her on the bed gently, slowly pulling his arms out from under her, and flexing them. She might not be that heavy, but dead weight was a killer to lug around.
 
    When she moaned again, he walked into the bathroom and dampened a wash cloth in warm water, hoping to clean her up a bit. He turned on the light in the bedroom and reached into her drawer for some pajamas, and came up with a flannel night shirt that snapped in the front.
 
   Moving back to the bed, he sat down next to her, and started to remove her clothes. She stirred, but her eyes didn’t open as she quietly asked, “What are you doing?”
 
   He dropped her boots to the ground and went to work on her socks. “I’m just going to clean you up and get you ready for bed.” Once the socks were gone, his hand reached up to unbuttoned the top of her jeans.
 
   Her response was a soft snore, and he unzipped the rough denim, sliding the jeans down over hips and long, long legs. He tried not to look at her simple cotton briefs, or the soft skin of her thighs, as he pulled the jeans all the way off, but damn it, her legs were amazing. Shapely, pale limbs of hard muscle that he knew from experience could wrap around a man.
 
   He lifted her up to a sitting position and took the edge of her wrap, unraveling the fabric until the sports bra was all that was left. Trying to distract himself, he started listing everything he needed to order for the store as he reached out and lifted the white cotton bra up and over her breasts. He glanced down and his throat tightened as he got a look at what Rand had been hiding from the world.
 
   Her breasts were perfect, just full enough to fill a man’s hand and firm, the pink nipples hard against the cool air. Looking away, he tried concentrating on the bra again. It was stuck on her arms and a sweat broke out over his skin as he pulled the bra all the way off and threw it with a curse. Keeping his eyes on anything but her chest, he took her arm and slipped it into the flannel shirt, then pulled her forward so he could wrap it around her back and slip her other arm through the sleeve. He quickly snapped the front closed and laid her back down, drawing a ragged breath of relief.
 
    Picking up the wash cloth, he gently cleaned her face. She weakly protested the coolness of the rag and when he finished he stood up to see what she had in the kitchen. Stopping by the cat’s bowl to dump some food inside, the ungrateful creature actually growled at him.
 
   “See if I ever do anything nice for you again, fur-ball,” he said, opening the fridge. He pulled out a red Gatorade and went back down the hall.
 
   He grabbed a couple of Tylenol from the medicine cabinet and set them and the Gatorade on her nightstand.
 
    “Night Rand. Feel better,” he whispered, leaning over to kiss her forehead.
 
    Before he could stand back up, she grabbed his hand, her voice so soft he had to lean down to hear her. “Stay with me…”
 
   Bad idea, bad bad bad idea. No. Do not.
 
   He ignored his better judgment and lay down on top of the blanket next to her, kicking his boots off onto the floor. Rolling onto his back, he stared up at the ceiling, trying not to think about the warm, womanly body breathing deeply next to him.
 
   You’re only staying to make sure she’s okay. That she doesn’t get sick again. Any friend would do the same.
 
   He kept telling himself the lie over and over, hoping if he said it enough times it would make it true.
 
   



  
 



 
   Chapter Four
 
    
 
   Hell and Damnation, I’m dying.
 
   Rand tried to open her eyes but the early morning light sent shooting pain from her frontal lobe to the back of her skull. Her mouth tasted like a baked cow pie and her stomach was churning painfully. She moved a bit and felt something hard tighten around her waist. Her eyes popped open, despite her body’s protests and she stared into Jake’s sleeping face. She was spread over him like a blanket and it was his arm around her middle keeping her immobile.
 
   Trying to be easy, she reached down to grab his hand, moving it off her waist as gently as she could so as to not wake him. As soon as she was free, she rolled off the bed and stood up, staring down at him in confusion. Jake Hansen, asleep in her bed. They hadn’t shared a bed since the concert trip to Dallas, when Red had refused to sleep with Jake and whined about sleeping on the floor. So Rand had crawled in with Jake and let Red have the second bed to himself. She hadn’t even been aware of Jake that night, just drifted off into a deep sleep, but boy was she aware of him now.
 
   She walked around the bed, stumbling a bit as her stomach lurched. Damn, she was never going to drink again. She slipped into the bathroom, grabbed her tooth brush and brushed her teeth, feeling a little less disgusting as she ran the bristles through her mouth. She tried to remember what had happened the night before, but patches were missing. The last thing she remembered was Branson trying to kiss her, but after that, things got fuzzy. She realized that she was in her pajama top and froze in horror. Had Jake undressed her, and then redressed her? Did they do more than that? She put her tooth brush in the cup and looked out the door at her sleeping house guest.
 
   He still slept soundly with his head turned towards her. He really was a beautiful man, all smooth cheeks, straight nose, and a square jaw with a dimple in his chin. Red always teased him about having a butt chin, but Rand had thought it was very nice; a strong, manly chin. His sandy hair shined in the sunlight and looked so soft and touchable…
 
   What was she saying? Jake was probably just too tired to drive home and had crashed with her. That was it. Innocent. There was nothing to worry about. She came out of the bathroom quietly and grabbed fresh underwear, sports bra, t-shirt and jeans from her dresser and closed her drawers softly.
 
   “Please tell me you aren’t going to wrap your boobs up anymore because honestly, it can’t be good for them.”
 
   His voice behind her made her jump and she turned towards him, holding the clothes against her chest protectively. “They get in the way when I’m working.”
 
   He sat up and ran a hand through his short hair before stretching his arms out. The muscles bunching and twisting under his shirt mesmerized her and she had the strange urge to reach out and run her hands along the ripply bulges.
 
   “Have you ever tried a regular bra? I bet you’d be fine.” He said, breaking the spell.
 
   Why was he so concerned about what kind of bra she wore?
 
   She reached in for her only regular bra; simple white cups with a thin lace layer over them and held it up. “There you go, just for you.”
 
   His laughter and shout of “Thank you” was cut off when she stalked back into the bathroom and slammed the door.
 
   Why did she care what Jake thought about her underwear? When had she become this gaga girl that drools at the sight of sinewy arms?
 
     She showered quickly, scrubbing her hair and body vigorously so the feeling of nastiness would go away. When she finally felt a little better, she climbed out, drying herself and slipping her clothes on. She adjusted the cups of the bra and pulled the t-shirt on, a little uncomfortable by the way they stretched the fabric across her chest.
 
   When she came out of the bathroom, Jake wasn’t in the bedroom and she moved down the hallway to find him pouring pancake mix into a bowl. He looked over his shoulder at her approach and asked, “Want pancakes?”
 
   Her stomach protested the mere mention of food with a gut wrenching twist.  “Ugh, no thanks. I’m going to catch up with the guys and check on the animals. I’ll be back in a bit.”
 
    “Sure, take your time,” he said, a smile stretched across his lips that held a teasing note to it.
 
   She didn’t even want to know what was so amusing. Without another word, she turned to walk out the door and out to the barn, the early morning sun shining bright and she squinted her eyes as her head started pounding again.
 
   The hard gravel gave way to dying grass and the nip in the autumn air helped clear her head. Fall was her favorite time of year; the holidays just around the corner, the change in the weather and the trees had almost a calming effect on her. Of course this year she would be spending those same holidays without her granddaddy, which brought on a new sadness. Usually they went to either Jake’s or Red’s for Thanksgiving, but Christmas had always been the two of them. She would invite Earl to join them usually, but the old goat liked his solitude.
 
   This year, she would most likely be spending them with a husband. Things were changing fast for Rand and she wished she could freeze time. The last thing she wanted was to cater to someone else.
 
   Another thing to add to the husband list; Beliefs and traditions. Just because it was only a temporary arrangement didn’t mean she would marry someone who didn’t do Christmas and Thanksgiving right.
 
   She walked into the barn, and found Jesse and Rick already grooming the horses. “Everything going good?”
 
   Jesse and Rick looked over at her and Rick’s eyes drifted downward, locking on her chest. His eyebrows rose up and she crossed her arms over her breasts, glaring at him.
 
   Jesse was subtler. His eyes shifted down and up quickly, and catching Rick’s look, elbowed him hard.
 
    “Sure boss, I think everything’s done. Andy is back at his place.”
 
   “Thanks,” Rand said, a scowl still firmly fixed on her face. As she turned to leave, she heard Rick whisper, “Did you see that? Did you see her…”
 
    She could only imagine the gestures he was making and wanted to spin around and fire his ass right there. The only thing stopping her was he was a hard worker that had been with the ranch for five years, and she didn’t want to draw more attention to her body. However, tomorrow he might find himself mucking every stall for week and that made her feel a little better about his blatant idiocy.
 
   She walked past the large red barn to the old bunk house at the edge of the property. Andy, her foreman, had been her granddaddy’s best friend their whole lives and had inherited his little house and Digger, her granddaddy’s cattle dog in the will.
 
   Andy was putting on his tool belt when she found him. “Hey, morning. Everything okay?”
 
   Andy looked up and his craggy face split into a grin. “Sure Rand, just got to fix a couple holes in the fence. Took care of all the animals already.”
 
   She could feel her face heat up. “I’m sorry I overslept. I had quite a night last night and couldn’t drag myself out of bed.”
 
   He tried to cover his grin, but she caught it. “Yeah, I heard about it from a couple of the guys this morning. Apparently word spread about you being three sheets to the wind and threatening to kick Branson Alexander’s sorry ass.”
 
   Rand groaned. “Great. So much for having their respect.”
 
    “It’s not like any of them good old boys ain’t acted a fool once or twice. They respect you fine,” Andy said, patting her arm. “Why don’t you sleep it off some more? You’ve got a lot to handle right now, and you need to keep up your strength.”
 
   “Thanks Andy.” She started to leave and he stopped her.
 
   “Rand, just so you know, the boys have been talking. About R.E.’s will…”
 
   “I won’t be marrying anyone currently employed at the Double C,” Rand said firmly.
 
   She wasn’t trying to be a bitch, and she regretted her harsh tone. All of the men on the ranch were good men, and she wasn’t a snob by any means, but if she married someone that worked for her, it would be a major conflict and the Double C would suffer.
 
   As polite as she could be, without leaving any doubts to her wishes, she amended, “I just don’t want there to be any question who is running this outfit. I’ve already got a few good candidates in mind. Please let the men know that my marriage will have no effect on their job or the Double C.”
 
   Andy nodded solemnly. “That’s what I told them, but it might be better coming from you.”
 
   “I’ll talk to them.” She said, heading back to the house with a heavy sigh.
 
    She came back around the side of the barn and saw a white van parked next to Jake’s truck. As she got closer, she recognized Doctor Jay’s stamp on the side, and her gaze found the handsome Veterinarian standing on her front porch talking to Jake.
 
   I wonder what he’s doing here. Taking the steps of the porch quickly, she smiled self-consciously at both men.
 
   “Hey Doctor Jay, what brings you out here?”
 
   He smiled and stepped away from Jake towards her. “You do Rand. And you can just call me Jay.”
 
    “Okay, Jay. What can I do you for,” she asked, trying not to hunch her shoulders when Jay looked her over, a clear “something’s different” look on his face.
 
    “Well, I was actually coming by to see if you would be interested in buying tickets to the “Pasta for Paws” spaghetti feed we’re putting together. It’s to raise money for strays who come in injured or people who can’t afford lifesaving surgery for their pets.” His gazed shifted towards Jake and he continued, “But it looks like I came at a bad time.”
 
   Jake’s mouth opened like he was going to say something, but she broke in, “No, now’s fine. Jake was just nice enough to drive me home last night when I drank a little too much.” Not wanting him to get a bad impression, she quickly added, “Not that I drink to excess often; it was a weird anomaly that will not be repeated. Ever. Not that I mind people that drink, I just usually have a few beers…”
 
   Jakes stepped out of the house and rescued her.“What Rand is trying to explain, a little unsuccessfully, is that we’re just good friends.”
 
    “Exactly,” Rand said, wanting to kick herself for being such a ninny and him for finding it funny.
 
   Jay smiled. “Well good. So, are you interested?”
 
   “Sure, just let me get my checkbook and I’ll by a ticket for all the guys.”
 
   “That’s okay, you can bring it by the clinic. I just realized I actually don’t have any tickets on me,” Jay said, his face turning a deep red. 
 
   “Okay, sure Jay. Thanks for coming by,” Rand said, puzzled. Why would he come out to sell her tickets if he didn’t even have them?
 
   “I’ll see you next week,” Jay said, nodding at Jake before turning around and heading back to his van.
 
   Rand looked at Jake as Jay backed the van up. “Was that weird?”
 
   Jake moved closer and patted her cheek. “I think he likes you.”
 
   “Really? You think?” She asked, unable to keep the excitement out of her voice. Jay was smart, nice, and loved animals, a perfect candidate for her temporary husband.
 
    “Let’s get you some pancakes, okay?”
 
   She nodded and followed him inside, worrying her bottom lip. She thought she knew what her problem might be, but it was terrifying to say it out loud. Jay was attractive and if what Jake said was true, probably would want a “physical” relationship. What if she decided to have sex with him and she was bad at it?
 
   She sat down at the table, while Jake loaded her plate up. “If you keep gnawing on your lip, you’re going to poke a hole in it,” he said, setting her plate down in front of her.
 
   She released her lip and played a bit with the pancake, stabbing it with her fork. “How do you know if you’re good at…kissing and stuff?”
 
   Jake spluttered. “Stuff?”
 
    “Never mind,” she said, looking down to hide her red cheeks as she stood up. “I’ve got things to do today. Thanks for breakfast
 
   “You’ve haven’t even had a bite. And don’t get all uppity, I was just surprised is all,” he said, setting his plate down next to her and putting his hand on her shoulder. “Sit.”
 
   She sat back down, and felt the feathery light brush of his hand as it slid from her shoulder to the bare skin of her arm. The caress had been so fleeting, she didn’t even know if he realized he’d done it but the goose bumps on her arm popped up anyway. What was this crazy reaction she kept having to Jake?
 
   She took a small bite of her pancakes, chewing slowly before swallowing it down, waiting for the nausea to send her running for the toilet. Thankfully, it stayed down. 
 
   “You’ll be fine,” he said, surprising her that he even bothered to answer.
 
    “I don’t think so. I have no idea how to do all this dating shit. I don’t even know how to flirt and play coy,” she said, stabbing her next bite in irritation.
 
   “Really? Cause when you get a few drinks in you, you are surprisingly good at it,” he teased.
 
   Her scowl was swift and deadly.
 
    “Oh, if looks could eviscerate,” Jake said, shoving a forkful of pancakes into his mouth and giving her a mouth-closed-cheeks-stuffed-goofy-ass-grin, and she felt her mouth twitch, fighting a smile.
 
   “I’m being serious,” she said, trying to sound stern.
 
   “Okay, well, it probably looks something like this,” he said.
 
   When she looked up from another bite of pancakes, he was fluttering his lashes and pursing his lips and she choked
 
    “And then you say things like, ‘Well bless your heart, aren’t you a gentleman?” He added, raising his voice several octaves.
 
   Grabbing her glass of orange juice, she tried to stall the coughing fit of laughter his antics had caused.
 
   “Maybe you should wear a wig and go for me. You’re obviously a better woman than I am,” she said, pretending to glare. 
 
    “Hey I was just trying to be helpful. You want advice on how to flirt, talk to one of Red’s sisters. They have wrapping a man around their finger down to a science,” he said, going back to his pancakes.
 
   Why did he sound so irritated? She was just playing with him.  “I don’t want him wrapped around my finger. I just want to find someone that I won’t absolutely hate being married to.”
 
   “Well I’d offer myself up, but I couldn’t do the name only thing.” He said it so casually her mouth dropped and she could do nothing but blink at him, her heart beating wildly
 
   Had Jake considered marrying her?
 
   By the look of pure terror on his face now, she doubted it and had a feeling he was afraid she would take him seriously.  
 
   “Yeah, well, I couldn’t deal with your constant narcissism, so it’s a good thing that’s decided,” she said, trying to lighten the mood and calm her happy heart palpations.
 
   He lost the deer in the headlights expression and flashed a sheepish grin. “I’m not narcissistic; I’m just self-aware.”
 
    “You would think women would find you arrogant, but they just seem to keep flocking to you,” she said, making a face at him.
 
   He waggled his eyebrows and crooned, “The ladies love my eyes and amicable charm.”
 
   She snorted and went to put her dish on the counter. “I don’t know what you’ve been told, but you have as much charm as an armadillo’s backside.”
 
   Suddenly, his hands were on her shoulders, and spinning her around. He slipped his hands down to lay flat on the counter, leaning over her until their noses were almost touching. “Now that isn’t very nice darlin’, especially when it’s coming from the prettiest mouth I’ve seen west of the Mississippi.”
 
   She blinked at him, and his tone turned caressing, his eyes hot. “In fact, I’ve been thinking; lips like that have got to be soft as a rose petal. You wouldn’t mind if I tested them out, would ya, sweetheart?”
 
   Her heart did a double dip back flip and her lips parted as he leaned closer. Her eyelids dropped down and at the first brush of his mouth, tingles tickled their way down her body until she was squirming closer. Her hand slid up to cup the back of his neck and she slipped her fingers into the short strands as she leaned into his kiss.
 
   He made a noise that was a cross between a moan and a growl before she felt him lift her onto the kitchen counter. His hands slid up her thighs, his thumbs rubbing through her jeans and a throbbing tempo started between her legs. She gasped against his mouth as he cupped her through her jeans and he pulled away, his breathing harsh.
 
   “Shit. This is crazy. You are making me crazy,” he said, still hovering above her.
 
   It took a second for her to understand that he wasn’t going to come back to her.
 
   Dropping her hand from the back of his neck, she whispered, “What is going on with us?”
 
   Jake backed away from her and cursed again. “I’m sorry. Fuck! I need to go.”
 
   “Jake…” she called out, but he was already slamming through the front door like she was going to chase him down and hog tie him.
 
   This was the second time in a week Jake had kissed her and run out without explaining. At this point, she wasn’t sure who the crazier one was: him for kissing her or her for forgetting why she shouldn’t enjoy it.
 
    
 
    
 
   Jake cursed as he shifted his truck into gear. They were friends, and he knew enough to know he was no good to any woman for more than a few days. If he kept kissing her, he was just going to end up hurting her. He wasn’t ready for anything serious; he was just upset that the bank had turned down his loan application and wanted to feel better. And kissing Rand had made him feel fucking fantastic.
 
   He needed to apologize, to explain that it wasn’t her fault and it would never happen again. Right now though, he couldn’t get the taste and feel of her out of his mind, and until he did, he shouldn’t get within ten feet of Rand.
 
   



  
 



 
   Chapter Five
 
    
 
   Things would never be the same.
 
   That thought had been popping up all week, ever since Jake had walked out on her again. She’d avoided church last Sunday, getting her chores done and heading over to Earl’s instead. Although, that hadn’t exactly been a relaxing visit either. The old badger had known something was up and kept pestering her until she’d threatened to poison his pie. He’d let up with a grumble, but still, she hadn’t been able to stop thinking about the kiss.
 
   Monday, she’d sent one of the guys into town for supplies, too nervous to face Jake and demand an explanation. Tuesday, she’d headed over to the veterinary clinic with a check for the fundraiser, but Jay hadn’t been in the office. It had been disappointing, but nothing that kept her up at night. Not like the mystery reasons behind Jake’s sudden kiss and run habit.
 
   Last night she’d gone to The Hole and had a few beers with Red, but Jake hadn’t shown. When she’d asked Red about him, Red had mentioned he had a hot date and that had pissed her off. Bad.
 
   He had kissed her, ditched her, ignored her all week, and then had the balls to book a date for Friday night? Not that she cared about the date cause lord knows, she didn’t really want Jake, but did guys just do that? Did they just go around kissing unsuspecting women for no reason? No explanation? She’d almost asked Red about it, but he would have asked questions she wasn’t prepared to answer. For a sometimes male chauvinist, Red could be curious as a cat and as tenacious as a pit bull.
 
   Rand looked up at the sky when she felt the first drop of rain and wanted to scream in frustration. The cows had downed a section of fencing on the road side, and the last thing she needed was to lose any. She had to get it repaired now, and stop obsessing over Jake and his wandering lips before the storm rolled in.
 
   Hammering a nail into the post, she ignored the splatter of the falling rain on her ball cap, her face dry and her eyes clear as she focused on the repair.
 
   Wonder if he kissed his date last night.
 
   The hammer slipped and slammed down on her thumb. Crying out and dropping it to the ground, she held her injured hand and cursed a blue streak. The sucker throbbed so bad, tears formed in the corner of her eyes and she pulled off her glove to assess the damage. Her thumb was already starting to swell and would be black and blue, but she didn’t think it was broken.
 
   Slipping her glove back on carefully, she took a deep breath and grabbed another nail from her belt.
 
   You have better things to do than think of Jake and his revolving door of hussies.
 
    
 
    
 
   With the peace offering of pizza and beer, Jake waited for Rand.
 
   He hadn’t meant to avoid her, but was struggling with his feelings. On one hand, he knew what he wanted and knew that it wasn’t a wife, even a temporary one. On the other, he couldn’t seem to stop thinking about Rand; her kiss, her skin, and the way her perfect, unwrapped breasts filled out a t-shirt.
 
   Even the very hot Laura Anne Gentry hadn’t been able to chase Rand from his mind. He’d ended up dropping her off right after dinner and heading home to his apartment alone.
 
   He saw her walking up to the house; head to toe covered in mud and grinned. This was the Rand he was used to; dirty and messy, not beautiful and sweetly sexy.
 
    “What the hell happened to you?” He called.
 
   Her head flew up and he saw her eyes narrow. “What the hell are you doing here?”
 
   He held up the box of pizza and bag. “It’s movie night.”
 
   She stomped up the porch and snapped, “Did it ever occur to you that I might have made other plans?”
 
   “No, it never occurred to me.” And it hadn’t. Even madder than a wet hen, Rand had never missed a pizza night unless she was sick and even then it was iffy.
 
   “Where’s Red?” She unzipped her sweatshirt, dropping it on the ground and kicked off her boots. His eyes followed her hands as she unhooked her overalls, noticing her wince as she slid them down until they lay in a heap.
 
   “You okay? You looked like you were in pain,” he asked as she stepped out of them, wearing a pair of black long johns and her red t-shirt.
 
   “Hit my damn thumb with a hammer. You didn’t answer me.” She said, her head bent over as she took off her wet socks.
 
   Jake wasn’t listening though. As she lifted each long leg, his mind started to wander, picturing those slim limbs wrapped around his waist as he pushed her against the wall, his mouth coming down on hers as he reached for his zipper, determined to- 
 
   “What are you looking at?” His eyes came back up to focus on her dark expression and he took a breath, trying to expel the fantasy.
 
   “Nothing.” He remembered finally she had asked him a question an added, “Red said he had something else going on again.”
 
   “He’s sure been a busy beaver lately,” she said, bending over to pick up the pile of clothes. She opened the door to go inside and Jake followed, watching those long legs and tight, shapely rear until she disappeared into the laundry room.
 
   Get a grip man! 
 
   When she came out of the laundry room, he jumped in with, “Look Rand, I’m sorry about last week.” She watched him with those big brown eyes, her expression pointed and he shifted uncomfortably. “I don’t have an excuse, but I promise, it will never happen again.”
 
   The silence was deafening for several ticks.
 
   “Fine.” She said finally, her expression telling him things were anything but. “I’m going to take a shower. Heat up my pizza would you?”
 
   “I thought you had other plans tonight?” He asked, smiling.
 
    “Yeah well, for pizza and beer I’ll cancel it. What movies did you get?” She asked.
 
   He pulled out Young Guns One and Two, Tombstone, and 3:10 to Yuma.
 
     “Wow, you really are sorry,” she said, and he caught himself thinking he liked the way her eyes grew warm when she was happy.
 
   As westerns were not his favorite genre he knew exactly what she meant. “I am.”
 
    “Well I’m going to run and shower before you change your mind.”
 
   He watched her go, thoughts of a naked Rand only a few rooms away made him want to bang his head against the wall.
 
    
 
    
 
   Rand went back to the bathroom after her pizza and brushed her teeth, figuring she’d probably fall asleep during the third movie. By then she’d be out of it and forget, and she hated going to bed without brushing.
 
    She came back into the living room, flopped onto the couch and curled her legs under her chin. “So what should we watch first?”
 
   Jake’s lips twisted into a grimace. “You pick. They’re all painful for me.”
 
   She jumped up with Young Guns, and slipped it into the DVD player. She loved Young Guns, especially because of the very young and cute Charlie Sheen. She came back to the couch and tapped the remote against her thigh impatiently as it loaded.
 
   Sitting next to him on the couch, she could feel the warmth radiating off his body and the smell of his cologne was giving her those tingly feelings again.
 
   “So, have you picked out any other dates,” Jake asked.
 
   She shook her head. “I think I’m going to take your advice and ask Red for help. Or one of his sisters.”
 
   “Wow, I thought you wanted nothing to do with them,” Jake said, frowning.
 
   “I just thought if you’re right and Jay is really going to ask me out I should probably be a little more…feminine I guess,” she said, nervously playing with the knee of her jeans. “Can I ask you something?”
 
   “Sure,” he said.
 
   “When you go out with a girl, how many dates do you wait before you kiss her,” she asked in a rush.
 
   Jake cleared his throat and shifted in his seat. “Well, there’s no set date. I can usually tell when a girl is into me by the way she acts and she’ll usually give me signs that she wants me to kiss her.”
 
   Had she given Jake some kind of signal? Her face flushed at the thought.
 
   “Like, what kind of sign,” she asked, holding her knees tighter.
 
   For a minute there, she thought he wasn’t going to answer her. After a long, thoughtful look though, he slid closer to her and pulled her arms from off her knees. “Usually, if she wants me to kiss her, she doesn’t cross her arms. Crossed arms make a guy think you don’t want him touching you.”
 
   She dropped her arms and prodded, “What else?”
 
    “She’ll usually touch me a lot. Run her hand over my arm, touch my hair, or brush off some lint,” he said, demonstrating with a soft caress on her own arm.
 
   His fingers on her bare skin made little goose bumps pop up everywhere and the tingles were traveling from his touch to her toes. She reached out a hand and brushed his bronzed hair off his forehead. “Like that?”
 
   He nodded, his eyes capturing hers. “And she usually licks her lips or applies gloss. I’m not a big fan of the sticky shit, but for girls it’s like a neon sign that says, ‘Kiss me.’”
 
   She ran her tongue over her lips. “Like that?”
 
   “Just like that,” he said, scooting closer and cupping the side of her face. His thumb brushed across her lips and unconsciously she kissed its tip.
 
   He stared at her mouth intently, but made no move to kiss her. Boldly, she kneeled up and moved until she straddled his lap, her arms wrapping around his neck.
 
   “What are you doing,” he asked, his hands going around her waist like he was about to lift her back off.
 
   She squeezed him between her thighs and bent down. “You weren’t taking the hint.”
 
   And without giving him a chance to say no, she dropped her mouth that last inch and molded it to his.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   You have to stop this.
 
    Instead of listening to his voice of reason, Jake deepened the kiss, running his hands over her back. Reaching the tight bun of hair, he tried to take it down so he could tangle his hands in it, but she jerked away and cried, “Ouch.”
 
    “Sorry.”
 
    “It’s okay, you just startled me. You want it down,” she asked.
 
   “Yeah.”
 
   Reaching up behind her head, he watched as she released the brown strands, fanning them out with her fingers. “How’s that?”
 
   “Beautiful,” he said, sliding his hands into her hair and pulling her mouth to his.
 
   “I’m not,”she whispered between kisses.
 
   “What,” he asked.
 
   “I’m not beautiful,” she repeated.
 
   “I think you are,” he said, moving his mouth along her jaw to her neck.
 
   “You are such a liar,” she said, but he caught the way her neck tilted to the side to give him better access and smiled against her skin.
 
   Continuing his slow decent down to the edge of her t-shirt. “Am not.”
 
   She reached her hand up and ran her finger tips over his neck, making him forget exactly what they were arguing about and he was uncomfortably aware that his hard on was nearly perfectly nestled against the apex of her thighs.
 
   Pulling away from her, he looked up and asked, “What are we doing?”
 
   “What? I like kissing you.” Her fingers were playing with the back of his neck and it was distracting as hell.
 
   “Yeah I like it too, but aren’t you supposed to be looking for a husband,” he asked, and her fingers stopped moving.
 
   “Yeah. And I was thinking maybe you could help me out with that,” she said.
 
   “How am I going to do that,” he asked, his chest tightening with anxiety.
 
   Her cheeks blossomed pink. “By teaching me how to kiss and anything else I need to know.”
 
   That wasn’t the answer he had been expecting and instead of being relieved, he was irritated. “So you can practice on me, and then use what you’ve learned to snare some poor sap? I thought you wanted a marriage in name only, anyway?”
 
   She shrugged, which infuriated him more. “I don’t really know what I want anymore. All I do know is I’m about to lose my ranch and I can’t let that happen.”
 
   He didn’t like her pleading look. Rand never begged for anything, and she looked like she was three seconds away from falling to her knees and clasping her hands. “You know how to kiss.”
 
   He almost didn’t hear her, her voice was so quiet. “But I’ve never done…anything else before.”
 
   “Rand, are you saying you’re a virgin?” He asked the question, unable to conceal his surprise. He knew she didn’t really date, but he figured she had just been sly about it.
 
   She tried to look away but he caught her chin. “Are you?”
 
   “Yeah,” she said hesitantly, but her eyes suddenly flared and she added, “By choice. I didn’t want anyone talking about me and my private matters.”
 
   He almost asked if he had been her first kiss, but thought it might put her over the edge. Releasing her chin, he tucked her hair behind her ear gently. “Lesson number one: Leave your hair down. Guys like long hair.”
 
   “It gets in my way,” she protested.
 
   “I thought you wanted my advice and expertise,” he countered.
 
   She frowned. “I do.”
 
    “Then take my advice. Anytime you aren’t working, wear your hair down.” Tangling his hands in the brown curtain, he pulled her down and kissed her right under the ear.
 
   “Fine,” she whispered and he trailed his mouth back to hers.
 
   “How many dresses do you have,” he asked as he ran his hand down over her hips.
 
   “Just the one my granddaddy bought for me for the Johnson’s wedding
 
   “Wear it to church tomorrow. I’ll pick you up at nine.” He nibbled at her bottom lip.
 
   “You’re taking me to church?” She slid her hands under the front of his shirt and over his abs.
 
   He liked the feel of her calloused hands over his bare skin, but if he didn’t stop her, they were going to move beyond light petting and head straight for the really good stuff. Pulling away from her, he said, “Yeah, I’m taking you to church.”
 
   “Why?” Her voice was soft, breathless and sexy as hell.
 
   “Because one of the best ways to gain another man’s undivided attention is to date someone else.”
 
   “But I had two other dates this week...”
 
   Jake lifted his brow. “Fred and Bubba are great guys, but not exactly stiff competition for a guy like Jay. The guys no slouch.”
 
   “Are you telling me you’ve been checking out Jay?”
 
   He scowled. “Not like that, but a man likes to size up the competition. Which is exactly what Jay’s going to do when you show up tomorrow with me.”
 
   “You are so cocky,” she said, pursing her lips as she seemed to consider his idea. Suddenly, her mouth split into a wide grin and she shook him by his shoulders. “But I also think you might just be an evil genius!”
 
   Actually, Jake felt more like the biggest idiot in the world as Rand threw her arms around him and the smell of peaches surrounded him.  “Damn straight I am.”
 
   She pulled back and said, “I owe you big.”
 
    “I’ll remember that.”
 
   



  
 



 
   Chapter Six
 
    
 
   Rand stared at herself in the mirror and bit her lip. The floral dress was tea length and hugged her body, the little cap sleeves were very feminine. She’d pulled on nude panty hose she’d had in a drawer for years, which itched like crazy and a pair of black flats. She’d put a little gel in her hair and used a blow dryer on it, creating soft waves over her shoulder. She didn’t have any make up except for a tube of clear mascara and chap stick. Her dark lashes, already long, looked fuller after the clear coating, although she poked her eye in the process, causing it to water.
 
    She finally stood in front of the full length mirror on the back of her door and studied the change. She looked like any other woman being escorted to church by a handsome man.
 
   And yet, she felt like an impostor.
 
   Her phone rang in the kitchen and she ran to answer, tripping over Scout, who hissed in protest. “Don’t you hiss at me, you’re the one laying in the hallway like a dork.”
 
   The Calico meowed and rubbed against her legs, obviously knowing where her bread was buttered.
 
   “Manipulative little fur-ball,” Rand muttered.
 
   The cats golden eyes looked at her, releasing a loud, rumbling purr and Rand moved away from her. “I don’t have time to pet you. Besides, you’ll get fur all over me.”
 
   The cat sniffed with indignation and ambled off towards her bedroom as she grabbed the phone off the counter.  “Hello?”
 
   “Hey, are you almost ready?” Jake’s voice only added to the anxiety she was already experiencing.
 
   “Yeah, I’m ready.”
 
   “Okay, I’m walking out the door. See you in a bit.” He hung up the phone and she put hers down, wiping her sweaty hands on her dress nervously. Grabbing her jacket off the back of the chair, she sat down on the couch and waited.
 
   Ten minutes later, there was a knock on the door. 
 
   “Since when do you knock,” she yelled as she jumped up to answer it.
 
   “Since I’ve come a courtin’,” he yelled back through the door.
 
   Her stomach fluttered at his words. She knew he was only teasing and she scolded herself for the reaction, but when she opened the door, all thoughts flew out of her head. It wasn’t like she hadn’t ever seen Jake in a suit; it was just that today, he was for all intents and purposes, wearing that suit just for her.
 
   Boy, did he look stunned. His jaw was slack, his eyes wider than silver dollars, and she was pretty sure he stopped breathing.
 
    Tucking her hair back nervously, she stepped out onto the porch and shut the door. “Geez, could you look more surprised?”
 
   His mouth snapped shut and he smiled. “For a minute there I didn’t recognize you.”
 
    “Shut up,” she snapped, feeling stupid. “I’m going to change; I feel ridiculous.”
 
   Catching her arm, he stepped close enough to press her back against the closed door. He leaned over her, and kissed her hard before she could say a word. When he finally broke the kiss, his breath warmed her tingling lips. “You look great.”
 
   She stared up at him dumbly. “As opposed to how I normally look?”
 
   He kissed her again. “No. Just different. And I really like your hair.”
 
   “Are you always so kissy and complimentary when you go a courtin’?” Not that she minded. Every time he kissed her it was like a burst of electricity that warmed her from the outside in.
 
   “Nope, you’re special.” He leaned in close to her neck and whispered, “And so very sexy.”
 
   Maybe it was the way he said it or the feel of his breath on her neck but she clenched her thighs together and didn’t even try to give him a clever comeback. When his lips trailed over her skin she whispered, “We’ll be late.”
 
   He pulled back with a grin. “Good. Then everyone’s focus will be on us.”
 
   They pulled in front of the church and Rand started to open her door, but Jake stopped her. “I’ll get your door.”
 
   “I can get my own door.” She hadn’t meant to snap, it was just a habit.
 
   He leaned towards her and said, “Not the point. You let the guy get your door. It will tell you if he was raised right.”
 
   She started to tell him that was the stupidest thing she’d ever heard, but he had already jumped out to get her door. She waited for him to open it, telling herself she was only humoring him, and let him take her hand to help her out. When he didn’t release it, he grinned. “It will have everyone’s tongue wagging.”
 
   She bit her cheek to keep from laughing. He was so ridiculous sometimes. She let him lead her up the steps to the church and once inside, she glanced around nervously as a few people turned around, including Kim and her hoard. Kim’s eyes widened and she leaned over to speak to her minions. Rand felt Jake pull her forward and she focused on where he was leading her, which was right next to a wide eyed Red and his family. Rand’s gaze met Mrs. Hansen and she could have sworn Jake’s mother covered a smile as she turned back to face the pastor. Weird.
 
   Rand glared at Red in warning as she sat down between him and Jake, but he leaned over anyway. “Damn Rand, you have boobs.”
 
   His mother, who was sitting on his other side, must have heard him because she slapped him upside his head at the same time Rand pinched his arm.
 
   “Ow!” Red yelped, glaring at his mother. “Ma, what was that for?”
 
   “Mind your manners, you are in a church.” Hannah, Red’s mother, sat forward and said, “You look lovely, Miranda.”
 
   Miranda couldn’t stop blushing, nervously tugging her hair. “Thank you, ma’am.”
 
   Red rubbed his arm and gave her a dark look which she returned by sticking her tongue out.
 
   “Real mature,” Red said with a smirk.
 
   Jake squeezed her hand and she turned to see what he wanted. He kissed her cheek and whispered, “Jay has been watching you since you walked in.”
 
   Rand would have turned to look but she was mesmerized by the flecks in Jake’s eyes and the warmth his kiss had left on her cheek.
 
   “Stop looking at me like that or I’m going to forget we’re in a church,” he said it quietly but Red must have been listening because he squawked, “What?!”
 
   Rand’s face was crimson as the pastor began his sermon and she looked around, catching Jay’s eye. He gave her a smile and a wave and Rand waved back, thinking for a man who should be overcome with jealousy, he looked awfully cheerful.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Jake was grinning by the time church ended. He’d held Rand’s hand the whole service, trailing his thumb over her skin and loving her reactions to him. He didn’t know what it was about Rand, but he didn’t want to stop touching her which was a major complication if she was going to marry someone else real soon.
 
   He led her out of church and wasn’t surprised when people kept stopping them and complimenting Rand.
 
   “Why Miranda, how wonderful you look,” Mrs. Donaldson exclaimed kindly.
 
   “Thank you, ma’am,” Rand said quietly.
 
   Mr. Donaldson slapped his shoulder and said, “Well, damn Jake, if she isn’t the prettiest girl in church today. Miranda dear, you clean up mighty nice.”
 
   Rand clenched his hand and he could tell from the look on her face she wanted out of there. “That she does, Mr. Donaldson. If you’ll excuse us.”
 
   He kept leading her towards the door and she whispered, “Thank you.”
 
   “Don’t thank me yet. Kim is standing by the door looking fit to be tied.” He heard her groan and said, “Well hiya, Kim.”
 
   Kim looked like she had swallowed a lemon. “Why Miranda, don’t you look different.”
 
   Jake wanted to cheer when Rand’s chin tilted up. “I don’t mean to be rude, Kim, but we need to be going.”
 
   Kim blinked at Rand like she’d never seen her before.
 
    “Miranda, you look so nice. I trust my son is being a gentleman,” his mom asked behind them.
 
    “Yes, ma’am, he was brought up right,” Rand said, giving him a knowing smile.
 
    “I’ll take the credit for that. This one has a bit of a wild streak, you know.” His mom said it smiling as she patted his cheek, ignoring Kim.
 
   “Yes, ma’am I do,” Rand replied.
 
   “Hey, standing right here ladies. Mom, I’ll talk to you later.” Jake steered Rand away from his mom, who had an expression on her face he didn’t like at all. Like she was already planning his wedding. One thing about the mamas of Loco, they wanted their boys to marry a good southern girl. Apparently she thought Rand fit the bill.
 
    They had almost made it to his truck when Red’s voice stopped them. “Hey, y’all wait up.”
 
   Jake and Rand turned to face him and Jake said, “Hey Red, I was just going to take Rand home.”
 
   Red couldn’t seem to take his eyes off Rand which was getting on Jake’s last nerve. Red, oblivious to Jake’s irritation responded, “Well ma wanted me to invite y’all over for dinner tonight. Your mama’s already coming.”
 
   Rand answered him, “Please thank your mother, but I always go to Earl’s on Sunday afternoons for pie.”
 
   Jake looked at her with surprise. She still went over to cranky old Earl’s house?
 
   “That’s fine, dinner ain’t until six and then we usually do a game or two.”
 
   Jake’s mouth thinned. Red had been his best friend since they were in diapers. So why did he feel like breaking Red’s nose for looking Rand over like he was interested?
 
    “Alright, I’ll come over afterwards,” Rand said with a smile.
 
    Red looked way too pleased. To his surprise, Jake squeezed her hand and said, “Don’t you mean we will, sweetheart?”
 
   Rand blinked at him. “Of course I meant us. After all, you’re coming with me to Earl’s, aren’t you…baby?”
 
   Jake started to open his mouth and say, “The hell I am” but caught Red looking at them like they had two heads, one body, and eighteen legs. “Of course, honey, I can’t wait to catch up with Earl.”
 
   Red felt his own forehead. “I swear I don’t have a fever, but I must be febrile because this can’t be real.”
 
   Jake shrugged. “Should have come to movie night, buddy.”
 
   Red shook his head. “I’ll see y’all tonight.”
 
   As he walked away Rand turned to him, looking confused. “I thought we were trying to make Jay jealous. Why didn’t we just tell Red the truth?”
 
   Jake laughed. “Because I loved seeing the look on his face.”
 
   Rand’s lips kicked into a smile. “You’re mean.”
 
    “Are we really heading over to Earl’s place,” he asked.
 
   Rand reached for the door and said, “Actually we have to stop by the house first to grab the pie and change.”
 
   He beat her to the door and opened it with a stern look. “No way in hell. If I have to spend hours with ornery old Earl, then you’re staying in that dress.”
 
   “What the hell are you wearing?” Earl hooted from the porch.
 
   “It’s called a dress, old man!” Rand yelled back, glaring at the cackling termagant.
 
   “I know what it’s called! Guess a better question would be, why are you wearing it?”
 
   She heard Jake chuckle and glared at him across the hood of the truck.
 
   “Who’s that you have with you?”  Earl was coming down off the porch with a purpose in his step.
 
   “Get down Reba!” Rand growled at the hound as Reba jumped up onto Jake’s slacks. She would have laughed at his terrified expression as he watched Earl, but she knew how intimidating Earl could be. “You know Jake, he runs the feed store.”
 
   Earl pointed his gnarled finger at Jake. “He’s also the little hoodlum that used to steal my blackberries.”
 
   She reached out and put his finger down by his side. “Only until I started bringing him home baskets of them.”
 
   He scowled at her, looking her up and down, and let out a “harrumph.” He took her hand and held it up, spinning her. When she faced him again, he was grinning so wide it reached his twinkling eyes. “Well, now, looking a might girly there.”
 
   She rolled her eyes. “I am a girl.”
 
   He tucked her hand into the crook of his arm. “Purty too.”
 
    “Please, I can’t take any more teasing,” she said, her cheeks burning.
 
   Earl turned his attention to Jake and his expression darkened again. “Well, boy?”
 
   Rand tried to cover her smile as Jake stepped forward and held his hand out to Earl. “It’s good to see you, sir.”
 
   Earl reached out and squeezed Jake’s hand. “Most people in town run when they see me coming.”
 
   Jake deadpanned.  “You can be kind of ornery sir.”
 
   Rand coughed to cover a laugh and Earl looked at her with a knowing twinkle in his eyes. “Well, boy, why don’t you get that pie I know you brought out of the truck and come inside.”
 
   Rand let Earl lead her inside and Earl said out of the corner of his mouth, “I like this boy.”
 
   Rand laughed. “But you don’t like anyone.”
 
   Earl  “Harrumphed” again and shot back, “If that were true, I would have sent a certain brown-eyed girl packing first time she tried to steal my prized laying hen.”
 
   If someone had told him three weeks ago he’d be sitting in Earl Humphries’s kitchen, eating pie with him while Rand served them wearing a dress, he’d have laughed his ass off. Rand set his pie down in front of him and he looked up as she moved away. Her brown hair caught the sun and the shiny strands fell over her shoulder as she cut another slice. She tucked the hair back with a curse and he smiled.
 
   “Enjoying the scenery?” Earl’s voice snapped his attention back to the crotchety critter sitting across from him.
 
   Jake caught Earl’s dark look and said, “Yes, sir.”
 
   Earl waited until Rand placed a plate in front of him before he leaned over and hissed, “Just so you know, I was a Marine. You hurt that girl and I know a hundred different ways to kill you without leaving a mark.”
 
   Jake blinked at Earl. “Understood, sir. Rand’s been my best friend for twenty years. I’d never hurt her.”
 
   “Just remember if you do…” Earl took his finger and slid it over his own throat.
 
   Rand sat down and looked between the two men suspiciously. “What are you two talking about?”
 
   Earl took a bite of his pie. “My days in the Marine corps’.”
 
   Rand grinned and turned to Jake. “Did he tell you he could kill a man a hundred different ways?”
 
   Jake took in Earl’s warning glare and said, “He may have mentioned it.”
 
   Rand laughed. “He loves to tell people that. Like he thinks it will intimidate anyone.”
 
   “I found it very intimidating.” Jake said the last with a straight face.
 
   Earl pointed his fork at him but looked at Rand when he said, “See? I like him.”
 
   Jake’s mouth dropped open. “You like me?”
 
   Earl took another bite of pie and shrugged. “Doesn’t mean I won’t kill ya.”
 
   “I just need to change and feed the animals.” Rand jumped out of the truck and walked around towards the house.
 
   Jake stopped her by spinning her into his arms. “Why don’t you go change and I’ll feed the animals.”
 
   She hesitated for a second before saying, “Actually that would be great. If I’m going to have dinner with the Calhoun clan, I at least want to be comfortable.  I like Red’s mom, but she scares the hell out of me.”
 
   “What about my mom,” Jake teased.
 
   She looked up at him seriously, “Actually today she made me a little nervous. She kept giving me this smile…” Jake started laughing and she glowered ay him. “What’s so funny?”
 
   “She scared me a bit too. Pretty sure she’s already planning our wedding.”
 
   Rand couldn’t stop her gasp. “We have to tell your mom! We can’t let her think…”
 
   He patted her shoulder. “I’ll tell her. It‘ll be fine.”
 
   “I can just imagine she wants me to have six little boys just like you.”
 
   Jake’s smiled disappeared, his face a blank mask and she wondered what had struck a nerve. Before she could ask what his problem was, he was already headed towards the barn.
 
   With a shrug, she went inside to find something to change into. She grabbed a pair of jeans from her drawer and then stared at her closet. For some reason, she had no desire to pull on any of the hanging western shirts and flannels. Even the t-shirts and sweaters held no appeal; she didn’t want to look like she always did. She wanted to look nice; to have people pay attention to her, and not in the usual way. And she especially wanted Jake to tell her, even with just his eyes, he liked what he saw.
 
   What has gotten into you? You hate people to notice you.
 
   Under normal circumstances yes, but today had been lovely. For the first time in years, Rand hadn’t felt like the odd duck in the room. Not that she was overly concerned with appearances, but it had been nice to be admired.
 
   Look at that. Slap a dress on her, and she becomes a real girl
 
   Trying to ignore the warring voices in her head, she walked down to her granddaddy’s room. He had saved a box of her grandmother’s clothes, always saying he didn’t have the heart to part with everything. She dragged it out of the closet and ripped off the tape. Pulling out each article of clothing, she came across a loose red sweater and held it up to her chest, liking the way the bright color looked.
 
   I wonder if Jake will like it.
 
    It wasn’t sexy by any means, but it was soft and feminine. Without giving herself a chance to change her mind, she headed to the laundry room and threw it in the dryer with a cling sheet.
 
   Leaning against the washer, her mind drifted to the day’s events. Jake had held her hand through the whole service when he hadn’t needed to; it wasn’t like Jay could see their clasped hands. And why hadn’t he wanted to tell Red it was all a ruse?
 
   It was all very puzzling. So far, whether it was fake dating or real, it was all much too complicated for her and making her usually intelligent brain turn to mush.
 
   After ten minutes she grabbed the sweater from the dryer and headed back to change, hearing the front door open. “You almost ready,” Jake called from the entryway.
 
   “Almost!” Rand pulled the dress over her head and yanked off the panty hose.
 
   “Do you need any help?” The taunting tone came from the other side of the bedroom door.
 
   She pulled the sweater over her head quickly and started to yank on her jeans, hopping around. “No I’m Fi-oof.” She lost her balance and fell over onto the hard wood floor.
 
   “Rand, are you ok?” Jake rattled the door knob and Rand reached down to pull her jeans all the way up.
 
   “I’m okay, just tripped.” She grabbed socks and her boots, and finally opened the door. “I’m ready.”
 
   His eyes trailed over her and she fidgeted as she waited for his approval.
 
   “You know, if we were really dating, I’d back you into your room and kiss you until we forgot all about dinner.”
 
   Her heart made a ker-plunk in her chest. It was things like that which were making her crazy and confused. “I guess it’s a good thing we’re not really dating.”
 
   He didn’t smile as he replied, “Yeah. Good thing.”
 
   Was it her imagination, or did he sound disappointed?
 
   



  
 



 
   Chapter Seven
 
    
 
   Awkward did not begin to cover Rand’s feelings among all of Red’s ultra-feminine sisters, Jake’s bright eyed mama, and Red’s constant staring. And the worst part about it was dinner hadn’t even been served yet.
 
   Jake slipped his arm around her shoulders and squeezed. “You doing okay?”
 
   Rand nodded. “I thought you were going to tell your mother this was all a scheme?”
 
   Jake shrugged. “Haven’t found the time yet.”
 
   Before she could respond, Red’s sister Tabitha came over in a slinky black top and a pair of wranglers so tight it was a wonder her legs weren’t numb.
 
   “Miranda, I love your hair. I wish I had natural wave to mine, but it’s just so flat without a hundred products.”
 
   Rand shifted her feet, unprepared for the other woman’s enthusiastic compliment. “Thank you. I usually just throw it up, but Jake likes it down.”
 
   “Well of course he does. Men like a little something to grab onto in the bedroom which is why I keep mine short. Swearing off men for the rest of my life. Mama keeps saying I’ll change my mind, but if she wants grandchildren, she better find me a good sperm bank and a turkey baster.”
 
   Jake choked next to her and Rand asked before she really thought about it, “What’s the turkey baster for?”
 
   Tabitha stared at her like she had spoken French. “Well, you know, the sperm needs to get up there somehow…” She looked helplessly at Jake.
 
   Rand stared at the two of them, taking in Jakes shaking shoulders and Tabitha’s mouth twitching in amusement.
 
   Mortified, she said, “You know, I need to use the bathroom.”
 
   She moved out from under Jake’s arm to the bathroom and while she was washing her hands she got Tabitha’s meaning and groaned. “Oh man, that is so gross.”
 
   She came back out to find Jake smirking at her and she returned his amusement with a disgruntled, “This is not funny. She’s going to think I’m stupid.”
 
   He wrapped his arms around her and said, “Naw, just a little naïve.”
 
   She tried to pull away, but he held fast. As Red approached them, Rand noticed he was frowning darkly.
 
   What’s the matter with him?
 
   “Jake, I want to talk to you,” Red said gruffly, barely meeting her eyes. 
 
   “Alfred, get in here and help me bring out this food,” Hannah Calhoun called from the kitchen.
 
   “Why can’t one of the girls do it,” he hollered back.
 
   His father, Alfred Senior, yelled from in front of the TV, “Don’t you sass your mother, boy! Get your ass in there before I put my boot print on it.”
 
   Red left them with a grumble and his mother whacked him with her wooden spoon as he passed.
 
   M.J., Red’s oldest sister, approached them and handed Rand a card. “If you’re ever interested in being a hair model for me, I would love it. You have an awesome head of hair. So thick and beautiful.”
 
   M.J. reached out her hand and picked up Rand’s heavy locks, running her fingers through it. Rand had never been comfortable with invasion of her personal space, unless you were about six foot three with sandy hair and green eyes
 
   She gave Jake a look she hoped he’d interpret as “Help me” and lord bless him, he said, “Excuse us, M.J., that’s a kind offer and I’m sure Rand will let you know if she changes her mind, but I actually love her hair long.”
 
   M.J. waved her hand. “I wouldn’t take off much, just enough to give it some shape.”
 
   Rand had an irrational fear that the other woman’s hand would turn into sharp scissors at any moment and start hacking away at her hair.
 
   She decided to take matters into her own hands. “I should probably help your mother set the table. Excuse me.” She practically ran past M.J. and into the very crowded kitchen.
 
   “Can I help with anything?” She meant to ask it quietly and politely, but it came out more high pitched and impatient. Red, his mama and Jake’s, all turned to her with a mix of curiosity and surprise and she repeated, “Sorry, I just like to be useful.”
 
   Hannah smiled and held out a platter. “Well then here. We wouldn’t want you to feel useless.”
 
   Rand took the plate and carried it to the table, sitting down next to Jake and realizing that Jake’s mother had taken the seat next to her. Smack in the middle of her fake boyfriend and her fake boyfriends mama? How bad could it be?
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Wow, Jake didn’t realize how bad things could turn so fast. Only a few hours ago, Rand had looked ready to head for the hills, and now she sat between his mama and Red’s, sharing stories of their exploits.
 
   “Really, I tried to talk them out of it, but they insisted that they could drink the whole bottle. I ended up having to pull them off the stage where they had started pole dancing. Badly.”
 
   Red defended their honor, much to Jake’s horror. “Hey, I think we made about fifty bucks that night.”
 
   His sister’s burst out laughing and Rand continued, “What Red doesn’t remember is the muscle bound biker chick that almost took him home. That’s where the fifty came from.”
 
   Red’s face turned as bright as his hair as the room hooted.
 
   Jake shook his head and his mama asked, “How much did Jake make?”
 
   “Not much, but he did insist on getting a tattoo that night.”
 
   “Really?” Tabitha sat forward and asked, “Is it anywhere exciting?”
 
   Jake held his hands up in a time out symbol. “Alright ladies, that’s the end of that. My mama’s in the room.”
 
   The woman who’d given birth to him turned traitor as she raised a brow. “Actually this is the first I’ve heard about a tattoo. Finish the story, Rand.”
 
   Rand shot him a guilty look and he stopped her from her obvious thoughts of back tracking, “Oh no, you’ve opened your big mouth already, please go on.”
 
   She must have chosen to ignore his sarcasm because she smiled devilishly. “Okay, so he was looking on the wall and points at what he thinks is a skull but the artist thought he was pointing to the drawing next to it, so he asks Jake where he wants it and Jake says, “Somewhere where my mama won’t see it.” There were several snickers before she continued, “The artist gave him a weird look but ended up putting a heart with the name “Mama” on his butt.”
 
   Raucous female laughter filled the room.
 
    “Alright, real funny, now if you’ll excuse us, I better get Rand home,” Jake said, standing up.
 
   Red’s two younger sisters hissed and booed, while Hannah protested, “But y’all didn’t get any pie.”
 
   “We had some earlier.” He stepped forward and held out his hand, “How about it, Rand?”
 
   He waited patiently as she looked around at the disappointment of her captive audience and murmured, “I do need to get up early.”
 
   He didn’t even give her a chance to be swayed by the protestors, just reached out and pulled her to her feet and against his chest. He leaned down and kissed her cheek, whispering, “I’ll get you for telling them about my tattoo.”
 
   Her cheeks were bright red when he pulled away and all the ladies made awws and oohs, even his mama. He nodded his head to her and she stood up to give him a big hug. Rand slipped away from him to be hugged and advised by the Calhoun women.
 
   “I’ve always liked Miranda, you know.”
 
   His mother’s word pulled his attention back to her and he hiked up an eyebrow. “Really? I seem to remember you saying she needed some softening up.”
 
   “She does need softening up, but she’s got a good head on her shoulders and a sweetness about her. You could do worse.”
 
   His jaw dropped and he boggled, “Rand? Sweet?”
 
    “I understand she needs to marry to secure her inheritance,” his mother said, giving him a pinch.
 
   He was afraid to ask where she was going with this. “Yeah, she’s got a couple of months left.”
 
   His mother gave him serious eyes as she moved him away from the others. “You should marry her. You help her, and maybe she’ll help you buy the feed store.” Then she had the gall to wink at him. “Maybe I’ll get a couple grand babies and you’ll get a wife that will corral your fickle streak.”
 
   “Rand, you have five seconds to get your butt out that door or I’m leaving you!” He kissed his mama’s cheek. “Goodnight mama.”
 
   “Goodnight son. Goodnight Miranda.” His mother gave Rand a hug and patted her cheek. “You’ve grown up so nice.”
 
   “Thank you, Mrs. Hansen.” Rand’s face was cherry red and she followed Jake out the door to his truck.
 
   “Y’all hang on a minute,” Red called behind them.
 
   Jake and Rand stopped outside the small ranch house as Red caught up to them, his intense gaze shifting between them. “I just want to make sure y’all know what you’re doing.”
 
   “Look, Red-“
 
   “We’re good. We’ll see you later,” Jake interrupted, not wanting Red to know about their fake relationship. For some reason, the way Red had been looking at Rand all night had been getting under his skin and he didn’t want Red thinking the field was open to play ball on.
 
   Red’s eyes went from wide with surprise, to narrowed, his mouth turning down with irritation. “All right then.” When he wrapped his arms around Rand to give her a hug, Jake turned his back on them to go around the truck.
 
   Why are you being such a dick about this? If Red is interested in Rand, then he is a perfect back up for Jay.
 
   He listened as Rand said goodnight and didn’t look at her until he heard the front door slam.
 
   “What put a burr in your bonnet,” She asked as he unlocked the doors.
 
   He hopped in and cursed, “I just wanted to get out of there is all.” He started the car and could feel her watching him in the dark.
 
   He caught her shrug as she settled back into the seat. “Well, I don’t know what your problem is, but thank you. I had a lot of fun.”
 
   He pulled out on the highway and thought about the day. Hanging with Rand was always fun, but today, with their little charade, it had been…more. He’d been happy and relaxed, even with his mother plotting how to get them down the aisle. And it had everything to do with the woman sitting next to him.
 
   He slipped his arm over the back of the seat and squeezed her shoulder. “Me too, Rand.”
 
   Her smile flashed at him in the darkness and he was struck by how sweet that smile was. Maybe his mother was right. Marriage to his best friend couldn’t be bad, especially since he knew how very eager Rand might be. She could keep the Double C and he could…
 
   No he couldn’t ask Rand for money. And there was no way he’d be able to marry her, live down the hall from her and never touch her. Not now, when he knew she tasted sweeter than peach cobbler and was just as warm.
 
   “What are you thinking so hard about,” She asked.
 
   He glanced over at her and lied, “Just thinking that if Jay doesn’t show up on your doorstep tomorrow, he’s dumber than a box of rocks.”
 
   She sighed and leaned her head against his arm. “I hope you’re right, otherwise I‘ll be moving into your place. Scout too.”
 
   Jake knew that there was something malfunctioning in his brain when the prospect of having Rand and her mischievous kitty cat move in didn’t sound like the worst idea. In fact, having Rand in his house and more importantly in his bed, sounded good. Really good.
 
   “What were you and your mama talking about?”
 
   He tried to steer his mind from the dangerous track it was on and back to the present. “Oh, she just wanted to know how things were going with buying the store.”
 
   “The hardware store? You didn’t tell me you were trying to buy it.” Her tone held a touch of hurt.
 
   “I didn’t really tell anyone, but it doesn’t matter. I couldn’t get a loan.” He tried not to sound bitter, but it escaped with the words anyway.
 
   Her hand touched his arm sympathetically. “I’m sorry, Jake.”
 
   He shook his head. “It’s okay, it was just a pipe dream anyway.” He pulled into her drive and parked in front of the porch. He opened up his door and came around to get hers, but she beat him to it. “Someday you’ll learn how to wait for the gentleman to get the door.”
 
   “I have some money in the bank,” she blurted out. “It was supposed to be a college fund, but since I only got my associates, there’s quite a bit left. What if I cosigned the loan? Would the bank do that?” She walked up the porch steps ahead of him and he was stunned silent by her offer.
 
   “I can’t take your money, Rand. If the business went under, you’d lose it.”
 
   She turned with a laugh and assured him, “That store has been there for fifty years. I’m pretty sure it will stand a few more until you can pay me back. Do you have any savings?”
 
   He blinked and his mouth probably looked a bit like a fish taking air. “I’ve got about twelve thousand.”
 
   Her smile was bright in the dark. “We can go talk to Martha and Bob this week if you want.”
 
   He felt like he should still dissuade her. “Really, Rand, you don’t have to…”
 
   She rolled her eyes and chided, “You’re helping me out, just because you’re my friend. Let me help you.”
 
   He stopped arguing and let out a “whoop” of joy, picking her up around her waist and spinning her. A surprised laugh escaped her, and when he finally set her down, he gave her a hard, fast kiss. “You are the best, Rand Coleman.”
 
   “Yeah I kinda knew that already.”
 
   He laughed and kissed her again. As her mouth opened eagerly under his, he groaned, forgetting about the plan. Instead, he lost himself in her, until she pulled away, breathing hard and staring up at him with wide eyes. He couldn’t look away and he ached to bring her back against him.
 
   She cleared her throat, breaking the spell. “So, what’s the next step to getting Jay’s attention?”
 
   It was like someone had poured a glass of ice water down his pants. If she had wanted to break the mood, she had definitely succeeded and Jake wondered if the way he was feeling was all one sided. Maybe she really wasn’t interested in him at all as more than just a teacher.
 
   You need to stop worrying about how she feels, because this was supposed to always be about helping her find a husband, not getting your jollies off.
 
   Trying to keep the irritation out of his tone, he said, “Don’t worry about Jay. By tomorrow, he’ll be eating out of the palm of your hand.”
 
   Rand’s smile was a flash of brilliance. “Thanks Jake. For all of this. You’re a really good friend.”
 
   As she walked inside, Jake had the sudden urge to beat his fool head against the wood of the door jam.
 
   



  
 



 
   Chapter Eight
 
    
 
   Rand was feeling panicked by the time Thursday morning rolled around. She went about her daily chores, and tried to act normal, but she couldn’t seem to calm down. She had dropped off the check for the spaghetti feed Monday morning and left it with Jamie, along with her phone number (in case he didn’t have it) but Jay hadn’t called or dropped by since he saw her with Jake on Sunday.
 
   Maybe they were too convincing and he wasn’t interested anymore? If that was the case, she had no one. She’d already turned down most of the men in town, pinning all of her hopes on Jay and now she was going to lose everything.
 
   Damn it, it was her fault. She’d asked Jake to help her and it wasn’t his fault that he’d been too good. Even Red thought they were serious! Granted his kisses had a way of making her lose all sanity and when he touched her, hot needles pricked her skin, but she had nothing to compare it too. Maybe that happened with all men. Regardless, Jake had already said he wouldn’t marry her, and she didn’t want him to anyway.
 
   She needed to know if Jay was really out of the picture, so she could try to find a backup. She had a good two months and there were other men in other towns, but still…Jay had seemed like a good, solid choice.
 
   When the hands left for lunch she hopped into the truck and headed to the animal hospital.
 
   She walked in the door and Jamie looked up with a smile. “Hey Rand.”
 
   “Hey, Jamie. Could I talk to Jay?”
 
   Jamie gave her a surprised look. “Sure. Hang on.”
 
   “Thanks.” Rand paced in the front while Jamie went to the back. Her eyes kept catching those of Mrs. Donaldson’s golden retriever and the dog let its big pink tongue loll out of his mouth and his tail thumped.
 
   “Miranda, honey.” Mrs. Donaldson called, patting the seat next to her.
 
   Rand prayed Jamie would come out and save her but no such luck.  She sat next to the older woman and found herself with Hank, the golden retriever, whose head was in her lap. She stroked his fuzzy ears while Mrs. Donaldson whispered, “I heard about your predicament, bless your heart.”
 
   Rand gritted her teeth. “I’ll be fine, Mrs. Donaldson.”
 
   “Of course you will be. I expect Jake will make you a fine husband.” The older woman’s eyes were bright with interest.
 
   Rand choked. “Jake and I are not getting married.”
 
   Mrs. Donaldson’s eyebrows shot up. “Really? I just assumed with how cozy you two were on Sunday and a man is only really serious about a woman once he’s taken her to church.”
 
   “Rand, you can come back now.” Jamie came back to the front and Rand wanted to kiss her for saving her. “Just head on into exam room two.”
 
   “Have a good day, Mrs. Donaldson.”  Rand tried not to run from the room, but it was close. She shut the door with a sigh and leaned back against it..
 
   Jay came through the door a moment later and smiled at her. “Hey Rand, this is a nice surprise.”
 
   “It is?” Rand hoped she didn’t sound as stupid as she felt.
 
   Jay cocked his head to the side. “Well, yeah. Is there something wrong with Digger or Scout?”
 
   “What? Oh no, they’re fine. I was actually wondering..well…I had thought maybe we had a…” why couldn’t she think of the word? “Connection?” Jay looked so shocked, her heart sank. “I am so sorry. I am such an idiot.”
 
   “No! I mean…yeah, I thought you were cute, but after seeing you and Jake together on Sunday…I just assumed…”
 
   “No, well, it was just…” She sighed, and decided to be honest. “Jake and I are just friends. He was just trying to help me get your attention.”
 
   His handsome face broke into a wide grin. “I’m flattered that you thought I was worth so much effort.”
 
   “I’m guessing that means you aren’t interested,” she asked, just trying to confirm.
 
   “I was…I mean…” He ran his hand through his hair. “I’ve been in this pretty dysfunctional on again off again relationship, and it’s kind of…”
 
   “On again?” She offered, her hopes dashed with his confirming nod.
 
   “Yeah. I’m sorry. You just seem like a nice woman and I know you’re in a tough spot…”
 
   “It’s okay, Jay. Thank you for being honest with me,” she said, trying to control the shakiness of her voice, mentally thinking of who else was left.
 
   No one. You went out with the top choices, and the rest were either too old, too young, or in the “hell no” category.
 
   “Hey, good luck okay,” he said, and she dumbly mumbled a good-bye, waving at Jamie as she passed. She didn’t want anyone to see her frustrated tears as she left the office and raced to her truck. She was in desperate need of a beer.
 
   Rand walked intoThe Watering Hole, straightening the skirt of the black dress she’d found in her grandmother’s box. It was off the shoulder with a tight bodice and a flowing skirt. She’s left her hair down and wavy, but in lieu of heels, she’d worn her black flats.
 
   She saw Red by the bar and when he glanced her way, she gave him a little wave. At first, he got this really dopey grin and then his eyes bulged out and his mouth dropped.  Leaving his beer on the bar, he walked over to her, letting out a rather loud, “Holy hell!”
 
   “Is that good or bad?” Rand nervously looking around the bar.
 
   “It’s good. You’re…” His voice trailed off and he cleared his throat. “Jake’s a lucky guy.”
 
   Rand laughed. “Jake and I were just pretending to be dating. He thought it would be a way to get Jay to notice me, but turns out, he’s not interested. So here I am, back to square one, trying to pick up a man in a bar.”
 
   “Wait, you two were faking,” Red asked, and she nodded. “It looked real to me.”
 
   “Nope. All an act. We were going to tell you, but Jake thought your expression was hilarious.”
 
   “Yeah I bet,” he said, his eyebrows lowered in a scowl.
 
   Maybe she had lost her mind (or just all hope) but she reached out and wrapped her arms around Red’s waist, looking up at him with fluttering lashes. “Oh come on. Don’t be sore. Remember that time you and I convinced Jake that Warren Duffy had been the one to hot-wire his truck and put it in the field? He was so mad at us after Warren popped him one.”
 
   She had surprised him, hopefully in a good way. She was new to this flirting business, but if she was going to lose her life and livelihood, she might as well lose her mind too.
 
   Finally, Red’s arm wrapped around her waist and he squeezed her. “Want a beer?”
 
   “Yep. I would very much like a beer right now,” Rand answered, letting him lead her over to the bar.
 
   “Hey Rand,” Wilson Taylor called to her as they approached. He let out a low whistle, his hazel eyes twinkling. “You look real good.”
 
   Why hadn’t she thought of Wilson? He was good looking, one of the good guys in town, and drove into the city during the week for work.
 
   “Thanks, Wilson,” she said, giving him a wide friendly smile.
 
   When he smiled back, she noticed the tell-tale bulge in his lip where his dip had been stuffed.
 
   Which wouldn’t have phased her two weeks ago when she was still thinking about marrying a man and living platonically. But now that she’d been kissed…
 
   Maybe she only liked kissing with Jake because they were friends?Her gaze shifted to Red as he ordered their beers.Would she like Red’s kisses?
 
   Red handed her the bottle of Bud and tapped the neck of his to hers. “To the future husband, whoever he may be.”
 
   Rand pushed down the panic in her throat and took a long pull from the beer.
 
   Walking intoThe Watering Hole, he found Rand standing on top of a chair with Bob Haskins beside her, shouting out numbers quickly. Red was laughing as he tried to pull her down and Jake felt the pulse in his temple throb with rage.
 
   Making his way over to them, he tapped Red’s shoulder. “What the hell is going on here?”
 
   “Jake!” Rand cried, smiling as she noticed him. “Bob’s going to find me a husband.”
 
   “Like hell he is.” He reached out and pulled her off the chair. “What happened to never drinking again?”
 
   She leaned against him and looked up at him through her lashes. “I’m not really drunk. Not like last time.”
 
   “She’s fine, Jake. I was handling it,” Red said, and Jake wanted to punch his best friend’s dopey, grinning face.
 
   “If you were handling this, then you wouldn’t have let her drink and she wouldn’t be making a fool of herself,” Jake snapped, grabbing her arm. “Come on, I’m taking you home.”
 
   Jake noticed Rand’s bulldog expression as she ripped her arm out of his grasp. “You aren’t the boss of me.”
 
   “Hey, Hansen, we weren’t done.” Jake felt a hand on his shoulder and he turned to face Branson who had an angry scowl on his face.
 
   Jake shook his hand off. “Yeah you are. I’m taking Rand home now.”
 
   Branson’s scowl bled into a sneer. “Jealousy doesn’t become you, Hansen. Obviously there’s a lot more to Miss Miranda than we all thought. Now, why not step back and give someone else a turn? I want to get a better look at what she’s been hiding all these years.”
 
   Jake looked down at Rand and realized she was wearing a black dress that showed off her creamy round shoulders. The tops of her beautiful breasts could be seen from his vantage point and his scowl darkened. “Where did you get that dress?”
 
    “It was my grandmothers. Why are you acting like this?”
 
   Jake shrugged out of his jacket and laid it over her shoulders. Not because her dress was really so immodest but because he didn’t like Branson ogling her. He turned back to the other man and said, “I catch you looking at her again and I’ll break every bone in your pretty face.”
 
   Branson was either drunk or stupid. He tried a fake away before throwing his fist forward and catching Jake in the cheek. Jake stumbled back into Rand who fell against Red, and all hell broke loose. Jake jumped up and tackled Branson to the ground, sat on his chest, and started pounding him. Someone grabbed him and pulled him off, but he kept trying to shake them off until he heard Rick Johnson’s deep voice boom, “You want to fight, you take it out of my bar!”
 
   Jake pulled away from the restraining hands and looked over to where Rand had been only moments before, but she was gone.
 
   Rand really wasn’t drunk, she’d only had the one beer, but she was angry and frustrated. Red tried to insist on taking her home, but she had told him no. She hadn’t been mean about it, but she also wasn’t going to let any man control her. Not Red. And definitely not Jake.
 
   How dare he start ordering her around like she was a child? She was a grown ass woman.
 
   Angrily, she walked through the door of her house and Scout greeted her with a rapidly moving stump of a tail and a whiny meow.
 
   “Yeah, I get it, you’re starving and I suck. Thank you so much.” Flipping on the light she grabbed up the water dish and food bowl, and filled both, muttering to herself.
 
   The sound of flinging gravel and a slamming door outside told her Jake was out front. Putting the bowls back on the floor, she walked to the front door just as he started banging on it.
 
   Opening it roughly, she looked up at him and noticed the side of his face was swelling.  She reached up to touch his face before she remembered she was irritated with him. “Ouch. You okay?”
 
   “No, I’m not okay. You were auctioning yourself off in a bar to the highest bidder. Whatever R.E. had planned for you with that stupid clause in his will, I doubt it was that you marry whoever paid the most,” he shouted at her.
 
   “Stop yelling at me. You are not my grandfather, my father, or my husband. You have no right to act like I’m at your beck and call or that you’re my keeper!” She shouted back.
 
   “Let me tell you, you need a keeper! You have caused me more grief in the last two weeks than any other woman has my whole life,” he countered.
 
   “Well, you can just stop, because I’m fine! Just freaking dandy. You know, this is all your fault!” She stepped onto the porch, and pushed her finger into his chest.
 
   “What’s my fault,” he asked, grabbing her hand to stop her poking.
 
   “You had to go and kiss me! Now all I can think about is kissing and I want to keep doing it! Before I could just pretend I didn’t mind being alone and I could live with a man for a year without any hanky panky, no problem. But I like kissing! And that is all your fault!”
 
   Taking the hand he had captured, he pulled her against his chest. “Do you like kissing?” He was no longer shouting, his voice had dropped to a soft, coaxing tone.  “Or do you just like kissing me?”
 
   Staring up at him in the porch light, she swallowed hard. “I don’t know. I don’t have anything to compare it to.”
 
   “You don’t need to compare anything,” he said, two seconds before his mouth covered hers.
 
   Rand was highly aware of everything involving Jake’s kiss. His spicy cologne, soft mouth, and the hard muscles under his t-shirt were high up there on her favorite-things-list now a days.  She melted into his body, and kissed him back with abandon.  His hands tangled in her long hair and she slid hers inside his open jacket, down over his chest, stomach and waist. She marveled at all the hard bumps and ridges under the thin cotton of his shirt and how badly she wanted to touch him with nothing between them.
 
   She felt Jake’s hand slide up and over her breast and nearly jumped out of her skin. She knew men liked breasts, she couldn’t help but catch on being around her ranch hands and Jake and Red for most of her life, but what she’d never figured was how good it would feel to have a man touch her there. He ran his thumb over her nipple and it came to life under the layers of cotton. When his mouth left hers to leave soft kisses over her jaw, neck, and the top of her breasts, she realized the soft moans of pleasure were coming from her.
 
   Her fingers reached up and ran through his hair. His second hand joined his first caressing her through her dress and she was panting with excitement.
 
   Suddenly he pulled back, his hands dropping away from her. He was breathing hard and she protested the loss of his mouth on her skin and the touch of his hands. She still had her hands wrapped up in the short strands of his hair and he leaned over to kiss her hard, before pulling back far enough to say, “You should go back inside.”
 
   Awash with disappointment she blurted, “You’re not coming in?”
 
   He tucked her hair behind her ear and shook his head. “I’m not in the habit of taking advantage of drunk women, no matter how much I want to.”
 
   “I’m not drunk,” Rand said, lust riding her hard and all she could think about was how badly she wanted to see exactly what was so hard and ripply under his shirt.
 
   He stared down at her intently. “Rand, if I come inside, it’s going to get a lot heavier and I don’t think you’re ready for that.”
 
   The rational side of her brain screamed to say good night and shut the door, but that wasn’t the part that reached out and dragged his mouth down to hers again, whispering against his lips, “Come inside, Jake.”
 
   



  
 



 
   Chapter Nine
 
    
 
   Rand kicked off her boots at the door and was greeted by Scout’s insistent meowing.
 
   “Hey the world does not revolve around you, vermin.”
 
   Scout disagreed with another high pitched meow and with her stub tail twitched back and forth quickly, marched toward her food bowl.
 
   Rand shook her head as she looked down at the bowl. “It’s still half full. You’re fine.”
 
   Scout’s yellow eyes glared at her, but Rand still walked down the hallway toward her bedroom, ignoring the angry meow that followed her, and yanked her t-shirt over her head. She finished undressing and thought about Jake, leaving her with another long searching kiss at her door, instead of coming inside like she’d wanted. In the harsh light of the afternoon she was thankful, but last night she’d been furious and cursed a blue streak at his retreating back.
 
   She was ashamed of her behavior the last few weeks. She was not someone who got drunk, acted like an ass, and abused her friends.
 
   She showered, dressed, and went to transfer the laundry. She’d decided to just wash all of her grandmother’s clothes; so far, they’d all been to her taste and she didn’t have to go shopping. Oh, how she loathed shopping.
 
   Maybe she’d call Jamie or one of Red’s sisters and see if they wanted to head over to Longview. That’s what women did right? Got together in a group and went to bars together?  It was only twenty minutes away, and it wasn’t too late. She should be able to find a man there without a criminal record and who wouldn’t mind marrying someone they barely knew, with the proper incentive of course.
 
   Picking up the phone, she called Red’s sister Tabitha and got her voicemail. Nervously, she left her a message, asking if she wanted to go bar hopping. As she hung up, she called herself every kind of idiot. Tabitha probably had plans already; it was Saturday night at five.
 
   Oh well, she could just head into Longview by herself. She had survived this long without girlfriends.
 
   She grabbed a floral blouse that had thick straps and a square neckline, with form fitting slacks. She dried her hair and fluffed it over her bare shoulders. Satisfied with her appearance, she started making dinner and turned on the radio.
 
   Dancing around to Jason Aldean, she breaded some chicken breasts and dropped them into her deep fryer. After that was done, she peeled potatoes and boiled peas. It wasn’t exactly a light or healthy dinner, but she had worked hard and was hungrier than a cougar after a long winter.
 
   A shrill sound blasted through the music as her phone rang. Turning down the radio, she picked it up by the third ring. “Hello?”
 
   “Hey, its Tabby! Jamie and I were heading out tonight, and if you want, we would love for you to join us.”
 
   “Really, are you sure? I don’t want to ruin your night-
 
   “Hell no, we don’t mind. It will be fantastic to get you away from my idiot brother and Jake. Want us to get you in an hour? We can ride together?”
 
   “That sounds great, I’m just eating dinner now.”
 
   “Sweet, see you then. This is gonna be awesome!”
 
   Tabby hung up and Rand took a deep breath. Having only ever hung with Jake and Red, she was afraid of what Tabby and Jamie considered fun.
 
   She sat down to eat and was about to take a big bite of fried chicken when someone knocked on her door. “Dad burned and blast.”
 
   She stood up and walked to the front door, opening it with a deep scowl on her face that melted when she got a load of her visitor.
 
   Red stood on the welcome mat, looking spiffy and handsome in a collared flannel shirt and wranglers. He had a bouquet of tulips in his hand and Rand couldn’t take her eyes off the cheerful flowers wrapped in colorful paper.
 
   “What are you doing here?” She squeaked the question.
 
   ”I wanted to talk to you,” Red said.
 
   “What are those,” she asked dumbly.
 
   He held them out to her. “They’re for you. Can I come in?”
 
   She blinked at him. Red was standing on her porch with flowers? And he wanted to talk to her?
 
    She stepped back and held the door for him. “Sure. I made fried chicken if you’re hungry.”
 
   “Starving,” he said, handing her the flowers and kissing her cheek. She jumped in surprise, and he just let out a deep chuckle.
 
   Her cheeks burned as she watched him head towards the kitchen. What was going on with him? She wondered as she shut the door and followed him, bumping into his back when he stopped.
 
   “What’s so funny-” She peeked around his broad, shaking shoulders and shouted, “SCOUT! Damn it I’m going to kick your furry little behind!”
 
   Scout growled at Rand from the little cat’s perch above Rand’s plate, a leg of chicken hanging from her mouth. Scout took off with her bounty at Rand’s first angry steps, skidding down the hallway to Rand’s bedroom, presumably to hide under the bed.
 
   “Little beast!” She turned back to Red, who was bent over with mirth. “Good thing I made extra.”
 
   Tears were pooled at the corner of Red’s eyes as he wheezed, “What are you doing, starving the poor thing?”
 
   “No,” she cried. “She just thinks her bowl should be full at all times and if it gets below the rim, she cries until I give in.”
 
   His chuckles subsided and he went to the stove, making “mmm mmm,” sounds.
 
   She bumped him out of the way with her hip and laid his flowers down. “Go sit, I’ll make you a plate.”
 
   He did as she said and asked, “So why do you look so nice. Were you expecting someone else?”
 
   No, just hoping.
 
    Damn it, she needed to get a grip and stop thinking about Jake. What they had was this crazy attraction, but it wasn’t anything more.
 
    “I’m actually going out with your sister,” she said casually.
 
    Red started coughing behind her.
 
   Turning, she took one look at his red face and hurried to set both of their plates down before whacking him hard on the back.
 
   He waved his hand as he sucked in air. When he finally seemed to get his surprise under control, he asked, “Which sister?”
 
   “Tabitha. Tabby, I guess,” she said with a small shrug as she sat across from him.
 
   He hiked an eyebrow. “Where are you going?”
 
    “No idea,” she said, smiling at him sheepishly.
 
   “Well, just be careful. Tabby can get rowdy.” Red said.
 
   Rand laughed. “After twenty years with Jake and you, I figure I can handle it.”
 
   “Speaking of Jake, what’s really going on with you? Cause last night, I know he wasn’t faking being pissed off. I thought he was going to tear me apart after you left.” Red took a bite of his chicken while he waited for her answer.
 
   Rand felt heat spreading over her face and chest. “I have no idea.”
 
   “But there’s something?” Red’s expression was grim.
 
   “No…I mean…I have no idea. It’s like, one minute we’re fighting, or even just playing around and the next thing I know, he’s kissing me.” Talking about it was making her appetite dwindle and she pushed her peas around with her fork.
 
   “Are you in love with him,” Red asked.
 
   Rand dropped her fork and cried, “Of course not.”
 
   “Hey, I’m asking as a friend. Jake’s not the most reliable guy when it comes to women.”
 
   “I know that, Red. I’m not an idiot.”
 
   “Okay, look, I’m not trying to give you shit. You’re a grown woman and it’s your business what you do. But you and I both know that casual things like this do not end well between friends, and the last thing I want to see is you getting hurt.” Red’s big hand reached across the table and grabbed hers, squeezing it, “I’m just saying, you should choose someone who appreciates you.”
 
   Rand’s eyes widened. “Red-
 
   “Just hear me out. I know we have our differences and I can be…difficult. But if you need to get married, wouldn’t you rather do it with someone who knows you and the inner workings of your dark and twisted mind?”
 
   “My mind is not dark and twisted,” Rand argued.
 
   “Okay, you aren’t any twistier than any other woman, but you still need to get married. And I think we could have a good life together.” Red ran his hands through his short hair and his next words had her catching her breath. “Lately, I can’t stop thinking about finding someone to share my life with, and when this whole thing with your Granddaddy’s will popped up, it really got to me. I mean…I moved out of my parents place a long time ago, but I find myself there more and more. I miss having a family, Rand. I miss living with someone and having someone to come home to.”
 
   Rand felt her heart squeeze at his honest admission. Red was lonely; Red wanted to make a commitment to her, not just for a year, but for the rest of their lives. “So, by a life together, you mean…I mean, you want…” She swallowed, and pushed her peas at her potatoes. “You want sex.”
 
   “Well, yeah. I mean, if we’re going to go through the whole thing, I was thinking we could at least try to see if the feelings are there.” There was a pregnant pause before he added, “I know I have those kind of feelings for you, but do you…do you think of me that way?”
 
   Did she? Red was handsome and funny, with a sweet side not many people saw. He was protective and loyal, but if she couldn’t do what he wanted, would it ruin their friendship?
 
   “I need time,” she blurted.
 
   He lost his smile. “Time for what?”
 
   She didn’t exactly know, but she answered as best she could. “I just need a little time to think.”
 
   “How long’s a little time?” His tone was mild, but there was a slight edge to it.
 
   She hesitated before suggesting, “A few days?”
 
   He was silent for a time, making her feel vulnerable and nervous. When he finally said, “Fine.” She let out her breath loudly.
 
   “Thank you. It’s not that I don’t appreciate your offer, I was just trying to avoid dragging you and…and Jake into my problem,” she explained.
 
   “I think you already managed to drag Jake in.” He must have seen her wince, because he apologized. “I’m sorry, that was low. You’re my friend Rand. There isn’t much I wouldn’t do for you.”
 
   Oh, don’t say things like that. You’re making me feel worse.
 
   The sound of his laughter broke through her thoughts. “What’s so funny?”
 
   “Scout just grabbed another piece of chicken off the counter.”
 
   She jumped up and chased the cat down the hallway. “Why didn’t you stop her?”
 
   “I was distracted,” he called after her.
 
   She slid into the room, fell to her knees, and lifted the dust ruffle up. Staring under the bed at the reflective eyes of her cat, she hissed, “If you think I’m giving you any tuna this week, you’ve got another thing coming.”
 
   Her only answer was a high growl and the sound of munching.
 
   Rand escorted Red to the door after dinner and as she walked him to the porch, she wondered what Jake would say if she said yes.
 
   Stop worrying about Jake. He knew you’d have to pick someone eventually.
 
   “So, I guess I’ll call you tomorrow or something.” he asked, leaning against the door of his truck.
 
   “Sure, sounds good,” she said, stiffening when he stood back up and grabbed one of her hands. Reeling her into him, her stomach fluttered nervously as she found herself in his arms. “What are you doing?”
 
   He paused long enough to lick his lips.“This.”
 
   She knew what was going to happen, but when his lips touched hers she wasn’t prepared for the…
 
   Nothing. No tingles. No electricity. And definitely no roller-coaster-stomach-flipping-pleasure.
 
   When he pulled away from her, she tried not to look as disappointed as she felt. Stepping away from his arms, she said, “I’ll talk to you later.”
 
   Nodding, he opened the door to his truck and climbed in, leaving her to contemplate what her lack of reaction meant.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   “Hey! Earth to Rand!”
 
   Rand shook herself out of her daze and blushed as Tabby and Jamie watched her expectantly. “Sorry, what did you say?”
 
   “She asked you how the husband hunt was going.” Jamie’s voice was loud, even in the ruckus of the Longhorn Bar. They sat at a table in the corner, the perfect vantage point to observe the other people, but Rand hadn’t seen a man to strike her fancy. None of them had the right shade of sandy blond hair or the brilliant green eyes. None of them were Jake.
 
   Rand took a drink of her fruity concoction Tabby had insisted she try before answering, “Actually, it’s complicated.”
 
   “What’s complicated? Is there someone or not,” Tabby asked.
 
   How much do I tell them?If it had been Jake or Red, she wouldn’t have held back but although she knew these women, she didn’t really know them. And Red was Tabby’s brother.
 
   “Hypothetically, what if you had one guy who was really great, but you didn’t really think of like that, ask you to marry him; would you do it?” She knew she was taking a chance that they might guess who she was talking about but she needed to talk to someone.
 
   Jamie jumped in. “Please tell me it isn’t Jay.”
 
   Rand saw Jamie’s face look pale and worried. “No, it’s not Jay. He’s in a relationship with someone.”
 
   Jamie made a face and sat back. “Ugh, his old girlfriend from Dallas. God, I hate her.”
 
   “Hello, back to the subject at hand.” Tabby pointed her finger at Rand, punctuating her words. “I know this sucks, and it’s only temporary, but you still have two months. I wouldn’t settle.”
 
   “Two months isn’t very long,” Rand said, nibbling her bottom lip.
 
   “Its long enough to find someone who at least makes your hooha go, whooo hooo!” Tabby said, making Jamie laugh and Rand blush, horrified.
 
   “Is there anyone who you might like,” Jamie asked.
 
   Rand grabbed a handful of peanuts and started cracking the shells against the table. “I don’t know.”
 
   “That’s a big fat fucking yes,” Tabby crowed. “Who is it? And why isn’t he in the running for Mr. Rand Coleman?”
 
   Rand shoveled the peanuts into her mouth, biding some time. “I didn’t say there was anyone.”
 
   “No, you said ‘I don’t know’, acting all coy. That’s a dead giveaway, ” Tabby said.
 
   Rand tugged on her hair, and said, “There’s no one else that wants to marry me, okay?”
 
   Jamie, at least, took the hint. “Then he’s an idiot.”
 
   Rand smiled. “Thanks.”
 
   “Well, you aren’t going to find your future hubby here. This place is deader than road kill,” Tabby said with disgust.
 
   Rand took another drink of her cocktail and looked at her phone, wondering what Jake was doing tonight.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Jake was just locking up the store when Red called his cell phone. He had been itching to get off work and talk to Rand about what was going on with them, but he still wasn’t sure what he wanted exactly. He’d never planned on getting married, not really. He just didn’t think he had it in him to commit to a woman long term, but even if he did, he wouldn’t want kids.
 
   Not that he didn’t like kids, but he knew the score. His dad had walked out when his brother and he were seven and eleven. They had huddled at the crack of their bedroom door and listened to him tell their mom he had never wanted this life, that she had trapped him, and he wanted out. His mother had pretended for a while that he would come back, that it was only temporary, but Dustin, his older brother, had told him she was lying. Dad was gone.
 
   He didn’t want to put a wife and kid through that. He wanted to be sure, a hundred percent no doubt in his mind, that he wouldn’t bolt. There was no way to be sure though and that was why even if he did get married, kids wouldn’t be a part of it. Asking a woman for that would be too much.
 
   With Rand things could be different. She only needed him for a year, just long enough to keep the Double C. If they were still working after a year, who knew? Maybe marriage would agree with him.
 
   He pulled himself out of his own head and hit talk on the cell phone. “What’s up, Red?”
 
   “Hey buddy, I got something to tell you. Wanna meet for a drink,” he asked.
 
   Jake almost said no so he could get to Rand, but he really hadn’t hung with Red lately, just the two of them. Plus, Red usually didn’t have anything to tell him. “Sure buddy. I’ll be there in ten.”
 
   “What,” Jake shouted, drawing looks from the other patrons surrounding them atThe Watering Hole.
 
   Red raised a brow at him. “I said, I asked Rand to marry me.”
 
   Jake tried to control the churning mix of anger and shock twisting and turning his insides. “But we’re…”
 
   “Come on man, she told me you guys were just pretending,” Red said.
 
   “She said that?” Which was true, they had been pretending, but Jake didn’t like the casual way Red repeated it back.
 
   But that didn’t make the fact that he wanted her for himself any less real.
 
   “Yeah. Was she wrong,” Red asked him, his look long and searching.
 
   “No, we were trying to get Jay’s attention,” Jake said.
 
   “Okay, good. For a minute there, I thought there might be something really going on,” Red said and his tone rubbed Jake all kinds of wrong.
 
   “Would that be such a bad thing?” Jake snapped.
 
   “Well, we both know you aren’t the long haul kind of guy,” Red said baldly.
 
   “Rand doesn’t need anyone for the long haul. She just needs someone to last the year.”
 
   “Yeah, but could you even handle that? I mean, the longest you’ve been with a woman is five months, and even then you were restless. How are you going to feel about being married to Rand when the newness wears off,” Red asked, his jaw clenched hard and his blue eyes narrowed.
 
    “Jake knew Red was just stating the facts, but it still didn’t stop him from picturing his fist knocking that holier than thou look off his best friend’s face. “You’re monogamy record isn’t much better than mine.”
 
   “Not for lack of trying. Women just seem to cut and run out on me.” Red’s eyebrow hiked up his forehead. “Are you telling me I stepped on your toes and you want to marry Rand?”
 
   “No, of course not. I’m sorry man, I don’t know what’s wrong with me. I think I’m just tired,” Jake said, finishing the rest of his beer. “I’m gonna head home.”
 
   “Okay, Jake,” Red said, his voice sounding tired, resigned..
 
   Grabbing his jacket off the back of the chair, Jake strode out of the bar towards his truck. He needed to take a drive and clear his head.
 
   



  
 



 
   Chapter Ten
 
    
 
   He had been driving around for over three hours, and had come to one conclusion.
 
   He needed to see her.
 
   Pulling up to her house, he climbed out of the truck and made his way to the front porch. She was probably asleep; it was after midnight, but it couldn’t wait.
 
   Banging on the door, he waited, watching as the light flipped on inside and Rand opened the door. She was wearing a floral top with slacks, her hair tousled about her head like she had just been rolling around in the sack. 
 
   “Jake? What are you…”
 
   Suddenly, talking was the last thing on his mind.
 
   Reaching out his hand, he tangled it in her hair and stepped into her, kissing her with all the emotions that had been building inside him. When she melted against him, and slipped her tongue along his, he reached down, lifting her up by her ass. Her legs and arms wrapped around him naturally as he walked into the house, kicking the door shut behind him.
 
   Dropping her feet back to the ground, he shrugged out of his jacket as he continued to take her mouth, absorbing all the little noises she made as she reached for the bottom of his t-shirt.
 
   Breaking the kiss to pull it off, he tossed it across the room and slid to his knees. Lifting the bottom of her tank top, he nipped, kissed, and sucked on the soft skin of her abdomen. With swift hands he untied the button of her pants and pulled them down slowly, kissing every inch of exposed thigh, pushing the black pants down until they pooled around her ankles.
 
   The only thing that separated him from paradise was a pair of bikini cut panties, and overcome, he reached behind her, gripping her ass and nuzzling her between her legs.
 
   He heard her gasp as he hooked the side of the panties and started dragging them down.
 
   “Jake…” she started to protest, trying to cover herself.
 
   Moving her hands, he looked up at her with a soft smile. “Trust me.”
 
   She hesitated, but didn’t stop him as he finished removing her panties, dipped his head and pushed his searching tongue inside her.
 
   She jerked against him, and he held the cheeks of her ass tight as he licked and sucked her flesh, reveling in the way her body started to shake as he found the little nub of her clit, and, slipping his lips over it, drawing it into his mouth. Holding it there, he flicked it over and over with his tongue, feeling the little button swell.
 
   She’s a virgin, idiot. You should be doing this in a bed.
 
   Standing abruptly, he scooped her up and strode across the room towards the hall. He felt the soft press of her lips against his neck, and dipped his head to capture them as he walked into her bedroom, setting her on the bed. Grabbing the bottom of her shirt, he drew it over her head, her bra following quickly behind it. When she stood before him, gloriously naked, he took in every curve, every dip.
 
   “God, Rand…” he said, kneeling again. Dipping his head, he took the pink tip of her breast into his mouth, suckling her nipple as he clasped his hand over the other and squeezed it gently, tweaking her nipple with his thumb and fore finger. Rand’s hands slipped behind the back of his head and held him against her flesh, the sounds of her pleasure echoing in the quiet of the bedroom.
 
   Releasing her breast, he slid his hand down between her legs and with a searching finger found her warm core and pushed it inside. Parting her flesh,  he roughly massaged the tight nub of her clit, listening to her harsh breathing. The breathy sound of his name on her lips made his already aching cock jerk and he kissed his way down her body, pushing her back on the bed, but she caught herself on her elbows.
 
   Their gazes locked as he lifted her legs over his shoulders and worked her with his mouth again, spreading the lips of her sex as he thrust his tongue in and out of her. He could feel the tight muscles clenching and he slipped one finger inside, curving up to find the rough flesh inside and knew he had hit pay dirt when she cried out.
 
   Using his finger inside and his tongue to work her clit quickly, he whispered, “Come for me baby.”
 
   Sucking her clit into his mouth, increasing the pressure and the flicks of his tongue, he almost smiled as she arched up and yelled, her passage tightening around his finger as she spasmed.
 
   The aftershocks of pleasure jerked her body beneath him, and he released her clit, kissing her mound as he pulled away with a smile. She was flat on the bed, her fists clenching and unclenching, the rise and fall of her breasts rapid and mesmerizing.
 
   Slipping his finger out of her, he sat next to her on the bed, kicking his boots off. Her hand touched the skin of his back, caressing it above his pants, and he turned, laying down next to her on his elbow. Looking into her softly dazed eyes, the smile of her face made his own lips kick up in amusement.
 
   Dipping his head he kissed her smiling mouth which opened under his eagerly, and his cock twitched again.
 
   “You know, I really just came over here to talk to you.” He whispered, his hand running over her breasts as he took her mouth again.
 
   When he pulled away, her eyes were closed, her lips parted. She arched into his hand and he chuckled at the soft sigh she gave as he took her ear lobe into his mouth and nibbled.
 
   “About what,” she asked breathlessly.
 
   He stopped his administrations and pulled back to look her in the eye. “About marrying Red.”
 
   Her eyes flew open. “He told you?”
 
   His gut clenched at her words. “Yeah, he told me.”
 
   Rand could barely form coherent thought processing after the roller coaster of pleasure Jake had just given her. Reaching behind her, she brought the quilt from the end of her bed over to cover her breasts, and took in his expression. She could have sworn he looked hurt, but that was ridiculous. Maybe he was just upset that she hadn’t told him first? But why?
 
   “I haven’t said yes,” she said her gaze dropping away from his.
 
   She felt the soft touch of Jake’s fingers as he tucked her hair back from her face, and looked back up to meet his gaze. “Are you going to?”
 
   Was she? Did she really have a choice? Only Red wanted to try for a real marriage…but there was nothing between them. Not like there was with Jake.
 
   “I don’t have a lot of other options,” she said, her hand involuntarily reaching out to trace his mouth.
 
   He caught her hand and laid a nipping kiss on her palm. “If you did? Have other options? Would you marry him then?”
 
   Her heart slammed in her chest like a boxing glove. “I…” she swallowed hard as she worked up the nerve to get it out, “Red wants a real marriage. He wants the option to have perks…to see if it could turn into something lasting.”
 
   Jake stiffened, and his grip on her hand tightened. “I see.”
 
   No you don’t! She screamed internally. When she saw he was moving, like he was going to get up and leave, she threw herself against him, landing on his chest as he fell back onto the bed.
 
   “But there’s a problem. He kissed me and it was unexpected, but nothing happened.” His face snapped into an irritated scowl, and she quickly continued, “I don’t think it would be fair to Red to marry him when the only man I want to kiss is you.”
 
   The smile that spread across his lips did fluttery things to her insides. “Is that a proposal?”
 
   She frowned at his teasing. “Do you want it to be?”
 
   Suddenly, he reversed their positions, and kissed her hard and fast. “I want you. I don’t know what that means for a year from now, but I was coming by to say, if you have to marry somebody, why not me?”
 
   It wasn’t the perfect proposal by any means, but over the last few weeks she had started to change. She may not ever want the whole hopelessly in love beyond all reason, but she also didn’t want to spend her life alone. Just because she wanted Jake, didn’t mean she was in love with him. If he decided in a year he wanted out, she’d smile and wave, no hard feelings; when all was said and done, they would always be friends. No matter what else went on, they would still have that.
 
   “Okay, but promise me a couple things,” she said, running her hands over his arms as she held his gaze.
 
   “What are they?” He asked, his voice suspicious.
 
   “If we’re going to do this, I don’t want to lose you as a friend. If things start getting weird or…or it’s messing up what we have, we stop,” she said.
 
   “You mean sex? Agreed,” he said, but quickly added, “But we are going to be having it right?”
 
   She laughed at the panic in his eyes. “I think so.”
 
   “Okay what else,” he asked, coming down on his elbows. He leaned over and laid soft kisses across the skin of her neck, breaking her train of thought.
 
   “Mmmmm…I can’t think when you do that,” she said softly, realizing for the first time that she’d lost most of the quilts covering. Her hard nipples were pressed against the wall of his chest and she rubbed against him, gasping at the shock of pleasure that spread at the friction.
 
   “I like hearing that,” he whispered in her ear, rubbing between her legs, the rough fabric of his jeans against her exposed flesh making her throb.
 
   “No other girls,” she said firmly, as she slid her hand down his back, below the waist of his jeans to squeeze his ass.
 
   He nipped her neck. “I don’t want anyone else.”
 
   “Promise me, no other women,” she said, pinching his cheek with a smile.
 
   Coming up to look down at her, he said, “I promise, I won’t even glance at another woman.”
 
   “Good,” she said, slipping her other hand down into his jeans and before she lost her nerve, asked, “Now what do you say we finish what you started?”
 
    Jake was more than happy to take the lead, but Rand being Rand got impatient. She pushed him up and off her, her hands dropping to his belt with a siren’s smile. He let her undo his belt, the snap of the top button of his jeans and the rifffft of the zipper making him jerk with anticipation.
 
   “I think you need to stand up,” she said, and he did what she suggested, his jeans dropping low on his hips at the change of position.
 
   As she scooted to the end of the bed, she leaned over tentatively and brushed the edge of his briefs with her mouth. Grabbing his jeans at his thighs, she pulled on them until they dropped and he let her control what they did. He wanted her to be comfortable.
 
   Even if it was killing him.
 
   “I’ve heard that guys like it when girls…”her voice trailed off.
 
   “Yes. But you really don’t…” She pulled down his briefs and his cock sprang free. When her hand wrapped around him and squeezed, he threw back his head and hissed, “Fuck…”
 
   “Did I do it wrong,” she asked, letting him go.
 
   “God, no…” he said, and with a smile, she touched him again.
 
     The feel of her hot breath on the tip before she pressed her lips to his dick nearly undid him, and he started counting in his head. Her wet mouth opened as she slid her lips around him and sucked him, her innocently administered actions making his balls flex.
 
   “Rand…” he whispered, touching her head lightly, and the sight of her loving him like that was too much.
 
   “Rand stop,” he said, and when she pulled back there was that uncertain look again. Pulling her to her feet, he took her mouth, rubbing his hands over her back, and cupping her ass. She moved against him eagerly, his cock trapped between him.
 
    “Climb up onto the bed.”
 
   She did what he said and he bent to pick up his jeans.  Reaching into his pocket, he grabbed his wallet, pulling out the tiny foil package and ripped it open with his teeth. After slipping the condom over his erection, he crawled up to lie next to her.
 
   “Was I doing it wrong,” she asked softly and he shook his head.
 
   “It was wonderful, but if you’d kept going, I would have finished earlier than expected,” he said, playing with her hair.
 
   “Oh. Oh,” she said, giggling. Cradling the back of his head, she pulled him down for a kiss, whispering, “We wouldn’t want that.”
 
   Definitely not.
 
    He came over her and the weight of him felt so right and his kisses stole every doubt from her head.
 
    “Rand honey, bend your legs,” he said, guiding her.
 
   She did what he asked, planting her feet flat on the bed and she felt the head of him slip inside her. She tensed up and he stopped, kissing her again. Instinctively she wrapped her arms around him and noticed his skin was lightly dampened with perspiration.
 
   A few more inches in and she squirmed at the full feeling.
 
   He pulled back and laid his forehead against hers. “I’m sorry, Rand.”
 
   “Sorry for wha…OW! Son of a…” his mouth cut off her curse at the sharp pain as he slipped all the way in and stilled.
 
   She glared at him as he kissed her and was tempted to bite his tongue.
 
    “I’m sorry, but I didn’t want you to tense up and have it hurt worse.”
 
    She shifted under him and muttered, “You could have told me it was going to hurt like that.”
 
   “I’m sorry, I’ve never been with someone who hadn’t…” He ran his hand over her hair and cheek. “Does it hurt now?”
 
   Did it hurt? No, not anymore, it just felt…like she couldn’t get comfortable. She shifted and he sucked in his breath. “Don’t move Rand.”
 
   She ignored him, but this time when she squirmed, a little zing went through her. “Oh…”
 
   He pulled out of her slowly, and slipped back in. Gasping at the sensation, she threw her head back and gripped his sides. He did it again, a little quicker and it felt good, so good.
 
   “Okay” he asked as he continued his slow ministrations.
 
    “Oh yes,” she breathed.
 
   He didn’t ask her again, just plunged in and out, over and over until that heavy, throbbing feeling started building again. She held on tight to him and she climaxed hard, lifting her hips up as her muscles clenched and she put her mouth into his shoulder as she whimpered, “Ohhh….ohhh….”
 
   His rhythm became uneven and she felt it, felt his shaft flexing and clenching as he came and she ran her hands up and down his back, a sense of power as he groaned against her ear. She kissed his shoulder and neck, licking at his skin and loving the weight of him on her body.
 
    As his breathing slowed, he rolled to his side, taking her with him. Sprawled across his body, she stared down at him and he ran his finger over her mouth. “Are you sore?”
 
    “I think I’m alright,” she said.
 
    “Good. I really tried not to hurt you,” he said, lifting up to kiss her lips.
 
   Snuggling back down against him, her eyes closed, and her body turned slack as he rubbed her back lightly, the gentle strokes lulling her into a deep, satisfied sleep.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Someone was banging on the front door and shouting. Rand sat up, dislodging Jakes arm from her naked waist.
 
   Jumping out of the bed, she grabbed a t-shirt from her drawer and a pair of sweats, hopping from foot to foot as she pulled them on. Laughter from the bed brought her up short, and she looked over at Jake watching her.
 
   “What are you laughing about,” she snapped, slipping the pants over her hips, covering her chest with the t-shirt.
 
   “You’re cute,” he said simply, and she tried not to let those two words make her insides glow.
 
   “Well, do you not hear the crazy person at the door? There might be something wrong,” she said, turning her back on him to pull the t-shirt over her head.
 
   She heard him rustling around behind her, but rushed out of the room without peeking, worried that it was Andy coming by to tell her the cows had gotten out.
 
   Reaching the front door, she yanked it open, and found Red, looking furious.
 
   “Where is he,” Red asked, his whole demeanor threatening.
 
   “Ummm…” Rand stuttered, and felt Jake’s warm body at her back as he widened the door. She looked at him, shirtless in a pair of jeans and wanted to die.
 
   “You son of a bitch!” Red shouted, moving her out of the way to shove Jake. Rand fell back against the wall as Jake landed on his ass, and Red jumped on top of him. “Nothing going on huh? I knew something was up when you left the bar last night.”
 
   Rand rushed forward to grab Red’s arm and pulled. “Damn it, Red, get off him.”
 
   Red jumped up and the full force of his temper focused on her. “And you! I offer to marry you and instead of just being upfront about this,” he waved his hand, “whatever this is, you tell me you’ll think about it.”
 
   “Because this wasn’t happening when you asked me,” she yelled.
 
   “So you’re telling me that last night he just showed up and you thought, ‘gee, I think it’s a great idea to sleep with a guy who screws anything that moves,’” Red said, sarcasm dripping from him voice.
 
   “Red, you asked me, and I love you for it, but I told you I needed time because I wasn’t sure what I wanted,” she said, her gaze falling heavily on Jake. “And I do now.”
 
   Jake’s face and ass hurt equally, but Rand’s words made him grin like an idiot.
 
   Red’s face was an angry scowl and Jake broke in, “I wasn’t trying to be a dick, man.”
 
   “No, you just think with one,” Red snapped.
 
   “Now look, I’m not saying what I did was right, but she,” he said, standing up and pulling Rand against his side, “chose me. She’s gonna marry me, and that’s it.”
 
   “Wait. Wait,” Red said, holding up his hands. “He actually asked you to marry him?”
 
   “More or less,” Rand said, receiving a pinch from Jake for her smart mouth.
 
   Red just stared at them, open mouthed and disbelieving. Then, without warning, a gurgling of laughter bubbled up and erupted from his mouth.
 
   Jake looked over at Rand, who was scowling at Red, and couldn’t help feeling a little insulted.
 
   “Okay, okay. I’m sorry but…oh this is too good,” Red heaved as he leaned against the back of the couch.
 
   Rand just shook her head. “I’m going to go take a shower. Can you handle this?”
 
   Jake was tempted to pick Red up by the seat of his britches and toss him out the door, but he had stepped in on Red so he cut him a little slack. “Are we okay?”
 
   Red straightened up, wiping at his watery eyes, and he looked toward where Rand had disappeared. “You know she’s not just one of your conquests, right? You do realize that if you screw this up, you’re going to lose her.”
 
   “We’re both walking into this with our eyes open. Even if it doesn’t work out, when the year is up, we’re going to stay friends,” Jake said, and Red’s expression held a touch of pity to it.
 
   “Yeah. Good luck with that,” Red said, making his way towards the front door. Looking back for a second, he added, “We’re okay for now. But if you hurt her, I’m going to do more than the love tap you just got. Understand?”
 
   Jake nodded, and as Red closed the door behind him, uncertainty and dread made Jake break out in a cold sweat.Was he doing the right thing? Was Red right?
 
   God, he hoped not. Or else he was going to lose the two people who meant the world to him.
 
   



  
 



 
   Chapter Eleven
 
    
 
   Rand stepped out of the shower, unsure of where they went from that point. Red knew. Jake had announced they were getting married, and they had…well been intimate. Did they go to the courthouse?
 
   She walked out of the bathroom, wrapped in a towel to find Jake sitting on her bed, the side of his face ugly, purple, and swollen.
 
   “You look like hell,” she said unsympathetically.
 
   “Yeah well, hopefully this isn’t a sign of what our marriage will really be like. I’m kind of partial to my face you know,” he said and surprised her by reaching out and pulling her across his lap.
 
   Holding her towel, she shrieked, “What are you doing?”
 
   His mouth captured hers and she melted, kissing him back eagerly and forgetting about the slipping towel as she wrapped her arms around him.
 
   “Can I take you out later? After work,” he asked between kisses and his hand crept up and over her breast, making her purr with pleasure.
 
   “Mmmm…like a date?” She was having a hard time focusing with his hands and mouth working their magic over her body.
 
   “Yeah like a date. You and me out to dinner and maybe a movie…” His hand drawing little circles along her inner thighs was making her squirm impatiently.
 
   Grabbing his hand, she slipped it up to where she wanted and sighed as he obliged her, ignoring his chuckle as she arched against his searching hand. His thumb rubbed against her clit and she moaned, and bucked as that fantastic, trembling drum started beating in her core until finally she grabbed Jake’s shoulders and hung on tight, riding the waves of blissful satisfaction that followed her orgasm.
 
   When he kissed her forehead and started to get up, she held tight. “You’re leaving before…I mean you aren’t…”
 
   “I think we should wait until tonight. You might be a little sore,” he said, his hands rubbing over her back.
 
   Disappointed, she started, “I think I’ll be fine…”
 
   He stopped her argument with a kiss, “It’s okay. We have plenty of time.”
 
   She almost argued, but let it go when he kissed her one last time and stood up. “I’ll pick you up at seven?”
 
   “Okay,” she said, watching him walk out of the room. When she heard the door open and close, she flopped back on the bed.
 
   Did all of that really happen? Did she just agree to marry Jake?
 
   Something close to glee was swirling around inside her and before she knew it, she was squealing like an idiot.
 
   Rand was looking forward to their date. She’d pulled out a simple black shirt with a v shaped neckline and jeans. She’d left her hair down, just like he liked it, and wore her best pair of boots.
 
   She grabbed her jacket and walked out of the bedroom just as a knock sounded at the front door. Rushing to open it, she tried to appear calm, even though her heart and stomach were doing cartwheels and backflips.
 
   Before she could say anything, his arm snaked out and pulled her against him. “You look beautiful.”
 
   Rand couldn’t stop her hands from slipping under his shirt and around the warm skin of his back. She knew she wasn’t really beautiful, but the way he said it, his deep voice so rumbly and sincere, made goose bumps break out all over her skin. “You don’t have to say that stuff.”
 
    “It’s true. Why wouldn’t I say it,” he asked, frowning.
 
   Rand shook her head. “Never mind…”
 
   “Rand, you are. I will never lie to you. Don’t you trust me,” he asked, his tone hurt.
 
   Jake, her friend, she trusted above everyone else. Jake the fiancé? She still wasn’t sure.
 
   They drove to the next town over and settled on a little Mexican restaurant with one other couple inside. Jake looked around at the small area, the brightly smiling waitress, and wondered if they should back out slowly. It was never a good thing when a restaurant was nearly empty on a Friday night.
 
   “Sit whereever you like.” The waitress said as she went back to the kitchen and Jake whispered out of the corner of his mouth, “Do you want to go somewhere else?”
 
   The look she shot him was puzzled. “No, this is fine. You love Mexican food, why would you want to leave?”
 
   He let it go and led her to a booth next to the window. “I was just worried when I saw there were only a few people inside.”
 
    “Probably because there’s supposed to be a big thunder storm rolling in,” she said. 
 
   “Well hi, y’all, welcome to Carlos’. I’m Tandy, and I’ll be your server. Can I get y’all a margarita or beer?”
 
   He smiled at the perky blond waitress. “Well, hi ya Tandy, I’ll have a beer and can you make sure it comes out ice cold, darlin’?”
 
   Tandy bobbed her head. “Sure can, and how bout you honey?”
 
   Jake saw Rand was scowling at him, and he had no idea why. He watched her transfer her gaze to Tandy and her frown eased. Slightly. “I’ll just have a coke, thanks.”
 
   Tandy stared at Rand for a bit before her smile widened. “Coming right up.”
 
   Jake’s gaze was focused on Rand and not at the sassy blonde’s retreat when he asked, “Why are you looking at me like you want to string me up?”
 
   She looked down at the menu in her hands and snapped, “I’m not.”
 
   He watched her concentrate on her menu with her forehead wrinkled and smirked. He reached out and touched her menu but she ignored him.
 
    Man, the woman was sulking about something.
 
    “Well I don’t know what twisted your girdle, but you picked a fine time to start acting like a typical woman,” he teased, trying to get a rise out of her.
 
   She slapped her menu down and hissed, “I just don’t get why you need to flirt with any girl who bats her lashes at you.”
 
   He couldn’t be more surprised if she lifted her shirt and flashed him. “I wasn’t flirting with her, I was just being friendly.”
 
   She batted her lashes at him and mimicked, “Oh darlin’ would you mind making sure my beer is ice cold?”
 
    “First of all, I don’t sound anything like that, and second of all, I am nice to waitresses so they don’t spit in my food.” The last was said with a grimace just thinking about it.
 
   He saw her lip twitch and her expression start to ease before she snapped her scowl back in place. “Right.”
 
   Rand usually just rolled her eyes or made snorts of disgust when she thought he was flirting. He reached out and grabbed her hand, holding fast when she tried to yank it away. “Are you jealous?”
 
   “Here ya go. Extra cold beer and a coke.” Jake caught her looking at Rand appraisingly as she said, “I just love your top. Where did you get it?”
 
   Rand pulled her hand away from him and he covered his smile with his hand as she looked surprised by the compliment. “I don’t remember.”
 
   Tandy leaned on the table and the woman’s look was downright sultry. “Well it looks awesome on you.”
 
   Jake blinked. The girl wasn’t being friendly. She was flirting…with Rand.
 
   Rand seemed oblivious to Tandy’s interest. “I got it as a present for my birthday, and was going to take it back, but my granddaddy couldn’t find the receipt.”
 
   Tandy actually batted her lashes. “Well that would have been a damn shame.”
 
   Alright, it was funny at first, but that was too much. “I’ll have the chicken enchiladas with two tacos.” Both women turned to stare at him and he focused all of his attention on Rand, “Honey, what do you want to eat?”
 
   Rand looked back up at Tandy when she answered. “I’ll have a bean and cheese burrito with rice and beans.”
 
    “Coming right up,” Tandy said.
 
   Her smiled faded when her gaze shifted to him, her expression downright hostile.  This time he watched her walk away and turned back to Rand with wide eyes. “Did you see that?”
 
   “You checking out our waitress,” Rand asked with false sweetness.
 
   It was his turn to be angry. “No, the glare she sent me.”
 
   “Right because women usually glare at you.”
 
   Jake said very patiently, “Rand honey, I have no interest in that woman and I’m telling you, I am not her type.”
 
   “How do you know that?”
 
   He leaned back in his seat and grinned. “Because it wasn’t me she was checking out.”
 
   “What are you talking about? Who else…” Rand’s brown eyes jerked toward the kitchen and then back to him. “Really?”
 
   He laughed. “So you see, you were jealous for no reason.”
 
   “Just because she wasn’t flirting with you doesn’t mean you weren’t flirting with her,” she quipped.
 
   He’d finally had enough and sat forward with a deadly serious tone. “Rand, you have known me for a long time. When I tell you that I’m not flirting with anyone else, believe me. There’s only one woman I want to have…in every way.”
 
   She lowered her eyes and a dull red covered her cheeks. She was quiet, even when Tandy brought their food and tried to engage her.
 
   Jake took a bite of his food and got a funny aftertaste. “How’s your food?”
 
    “It’s hard to screw up a bean burrito,” she said quietly.
 
   He took another bite of his meal and swallowed forcefully. “Mine tastes a little funky.”
 
    “Then don’t eat it. We can grab something else if you want,” she said, taking a bite of her meal without looking at him.
 
   He didn’t mention it again, but he only ate half of it. After Tandy brought them their bill, he gave her cash and stood up. “You ready?”
 
   Rand followed him out quietly and by the time he reached the truck, he’d had enough. “Rand, are you trying to start a fight? First I was flirting and now you’re giving me the silent treatment for God knows what. I wanted to just take you out and have a good time. I always have fun with you, but it just seems awkward and…”
 
   Suddenly, she was on him and her mouth mashed over his, her arms wrapped around him to bring him closer. He didn’t question it, just slipped his arms around her and returned her kiss. He rubbed his hands over her back and down to grab her ass.
 
   She didn’t  jerk away, just kept kissing him until he leaned against his truck and slid his hands up to hold her face. He broke the kiss, breathing hard and asked, “What was that?”
 
   The way she stared up at him with wonder and happiness. No one had ever looked at him like that. “I just wanted to show you that I want you too. In every way.”
 
   Jake raised his brow and teased, “Really? Because I draw the line at whips and chains.”
 
   She laughed and surprised him. “Even if I promise to be gentle?”
 
   Rock hard went his cock at the picture of Rand going dominatrix on him. He kissed her again, slipping his tongue into her mouth and rubbing her against his aching front. When she moaned in his mouth he pulled back enough to ask, “Do we go to a movie, or straight home?”
 
   Her breath was a mere whisper when she answered, “You promised me a Jason Statham movie.”
 
   “We could wait until DVD.” He nibbled her bottom lip.
 
    “But it’s so much better on a big screen when he takes his shirt off,” she said, arching into him.
 
   That surprised the hell out of him and he pulled all the way back to look at her face. “You want me to take you to a movie so you can lust over another guy?”
 
   She smiled. “No I want you to take me to a movie so I can watch cars blow up and bad guys get shot.”
 
   Her tone was sarcastic and he growled, “Maybe I’ll make you watch a chick flick.”
 
   She shrugged. “That’s okay, chick flicks usually have hot, half naked guys too.”
 
   “That’s it, no movie for you. We’re going home.” His tone was gruff, his expression fierce, but he was enjoying her flirtatious teasing.  She just kept surprising him and he was loving every minute of it.
 
    “Aw, come on. I promise to cover my eyes at the naughty bits,” she teased as she backed away from him around the side of the truck.
 
   “Maybe I want to take you home so you can see all my naughty bits,” he countered, as he unlocked the truck doors. He jumped into the seat and turned to face her, hoping his grin was obnoxiously wolfish.
 
    And again, she shocked the hell out of him as she reached out and took his hand, lacing her fingers through his. “Maybe after.”
 
   After? Oh man, the anticipation was going to kill him.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Rand could hardly concentrate on the movie, she was so distracted by Jake. When he wasn’t skimming his fingers over her hand, he was leaning over to kiss her neck and graze her breast as he reached for popcorn. Her nerves were a jumbly, jittery mess. Every time he teased her, that place between her legs started aching again and she had to twist in the seat to get comfortable.
 
   When he reached over and his hand went between her legs instead of the popcorn, she started to tell him to stop it, but his hand cupped her and she lost all train of thought. He rubbed his fingers and palm on the outside of her jeans and she couldn’t stop a small noise from escaping.
 
   The rubbing stopped abruptly, and she turned to him, catching his glittering eyes in the light of the big screen. “What are you doing?”
 
   He leaned in close to her ear and breathed against it, “Tempting you.”
 
   She shivered and turned her mouth to meet his. After a long, slow kiss he pulled back and took her hand. “We’re leaving.” 
 
   She didn’t even argue as he led her out to the truck and opened her door. She jumped in and unlocked his door as he hopped into his seat and started the truck. He backed up and tore out of the parking lot, making her laugh nervously.
 
   “What’s so funny,” he asked.
 
    “Just thinking how crazy this all is,” she said, smiling as she scooted over next to him.
 
   He slid his hand over to take hers and brought it up to his mouth. “Crazy bad?”
 
   She shook her head and a wicked idea popped into her head. Curling into his side, she kissed the spot where his neck met his shoulder, her hand sneaking between his legs.
 
   “Oh God, Rand…” He groaned.
 
   “Eyes on the road, cowboy. I don’t want to end up in a ditch,” she said, massaging him through his jeans as she kissed and nibbled his skin.
 
   She listened to his breathing grow harsher and it was a powerfully heady feeling, to know how bad she was making him want her. Her fingers went to the button of his jeans and as she unsnapped them, his breath hissed out, the sound matching the rasp of his zipper. When she slipped her hand inside, going through the band of his underwear to wrap her hand around his cock, she felt his hips lift. Releasing it, she pushed his jeans down and got a better grip on him. She pumped him in her hand, using her other to tickle the back of his neck as she took his earlobe into his mouth and teased it with her teeth.
 
   A flash of red and blue filled the cab and Rand looked behind at the police cruiser.
 
   “Shit.” Jake flipped on the blinker and added, “Help me get my pants up.”
 
   Rand’s heart was pounding as she did as he asked, hysterical laughter bubbling up in her throat. She managed to get his jeans snapped before the officer got out of his patrol car and ambled his way up to the window.
 
   He tapped the glass and Jake rolled it down. “Evening sir.”
 
   “License, registration, and insurance,” the officer said, looking from Jake to Rand with a sour frown.
 
   Jake reached across Rand to open the glove box and handed him the little cards and paper.
 
   “You know why I pulled you over,” the officer asked as he looked at his license.
 
   “No sir,” Jake said, and Rand turned away to cover her mouth, a nervous snort escaping.
 
   “You were all over the road, weaving in and out of the lines. You been drinking, son,” he asked.
 
   “I had a beer at dinner sir, but no, I’m not drunk,” Jake said, squeezing her leg.
 
   “Well why don’t you step on out of the car, and we’ll do a little breathalyzer,” he suggested.
 
   After the officer gave him the breathalyzer and ran his information, he handed Jake back his documents with a warning. “No ticket tonight but do us all a favor. Keep it zipped until you get home. Or park somewhere.”
 
   Rand ducked down low in embarrassment, and Jake climbed in, slamming the door with a curse. “You…” grabbing her face between his hands, he kissed her hard and fast, pulling back enough to say, “make me crazy.”
 
   Releasing her, he started the truck and put it in gear.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   When they made it back to the Double C, he ran to her side and opened her door, but instead of letting her walk, he scooped her up and carried her across the drive, up the stairs and into the house. He was surprised she didn’t protest, but it was just a passing thought.
 
   Scout howled around his feet as he sidestepped down the hallway to her room, shutting the door on the irritated feline.
 
   Laying her down on the bed, he flipped on the light, and smiled as he looked down at her, unbuttoning his shirt slowly. He slipped the shirt off and started working on his boots, hopping from one foot to the other. “You’re going to pay for your teasing.”
 
   He jumped onto the bed before she could respond, slipping his hand behind her neck and running his tongue over her lips. When they parted softly he whispered, “And you’re going to like you’re punishment. A lot.”
 
   He didn’t waste any time slipping his hands down, grasping the bottom of her shirt and lifting it off. He stared down at her in her simple white bra, reached out and cupped her breasts reverently. He molded them with his hands and felt her body shake in response.
 
   He kissed her mouth, her cheek, her neck. “You are so perfect.”
 
   He slipped his hands around to the clasp at her back and released it deftly. Her hands flew up to hold the bra against her chest and pleaded shyly, “Can we turn the light off, please.”
 
   He didn’t argue, just flipped it off and kneeled in front of her. He moved her hands and pulled the bra straps down her arms gently. He rested his hands on her waist and kissed her, bringing his chest against hers and rubbing. He felt her nipples tighten, and ran his hands back up to stroke them. She made a little breathy sound against his mouth and he deepened the kiss as he manipulated the little buds with his thumb and forefinger. He moved his mouth away from hers, dipped his head and took first one nipple, then the other, into his mouth and swirled it with his tongue. He sucked gently, teased the flesh until he felt her fingers gripping his head and her body arching.
 
   He was taken by surprise by a violent cramp in his stomach. He pulled away from her with a gasp and her voice came out dazed and worried, “What’s wrong?”
 
   A wave of nausea hit him like a freight train and he pulled away with a curse as he stumbled to the bathroom and proceeded to vomit the contents of his stomach into the toilet. He heard Rand scuffling around in the bedroom and the light flipped on. The light and the next cramp sent him back to having his face in the toilet.
 
   He groaned as he hung his head and said hoarsely, “Get out of here, Rand.”
 
   She snorted and he heard the water turn on. A cool cloth pressed against the back of his neck and it felt wonderful, but the last thing he wanted was her to think about him puking every time he went to touch her. Somebody upstairs had a sick sense of humor. Right when he was about to…
 
   Another round of retching and she rubbed his back the whole time. “It’s not like you’ve never done this for me.”
 
   He started to laugh, but it ended in a groan of pain. “This is different.”
 
    “True. Now you’re not just my best friend, you’re about to be my husband. It’s my job to care for you.”
 
   He turned his head slightly to catch her eye and said wryly, “This wasn’t exactly how I wanted you to ‘take care’ of me.”
 
    “Me neither, but it’s okay. We’ll have other chances.”
 
   He hoped so, because at the moment, he wasn’t sure he wasn’t about to die, the pain was so excruciating. As he cursed and shook with waves of hot and cold, he was comforted by her soft voice and stroking hands. When the first waves of illness finally subsided, she helped him back into the bed and pulled the sheet over him. She climbed in behind him and spooned him, trailing her fingers over his temple.
 
   He tried to keep his eyes open, but he was so exhausted that he only managed, “Thank you.” Before his eyes slid closed and oblivion took over.
 
   He felt her breath on his shoulder blade, like she’d whispered something, but that was it. He drifted off before he could ask her what she said.
 
   



  
 



 
   Chapter Twelve
 
    
 
   Rand ran a hand over Jake’s forehead on Sunday morning and was relieved to see he finally had a bit of color back in his cheeks. He hadn’t mentioned hearing what she’d said to him the night before and she’d just assumed he must have already fallen asleep.
 
   Or he didn’t want to embarrass you.
 
   She hadn’t meant to tell him she loved him, it had just slipped out. She’d tried to tell herself it was a fluke, brought on by heightened emotions and hormones. It was like how she felt when she had to care for a motherless calf. They needed her and she grew attached. Jake was her best friend and he’d needed her. Of course she loved him.
 
   But not like she wanted to give her heart and soul to him. He would never hurt her; she knew that, at least not on purpose.
 
   But it didn’t mean he’d stick around once his obligation was met.
 
   And once he was gone, she would have to learn to live without him. It would be hard enough without bringing love into the mix.
 
   No, she couldn’t afford to fall in love with him.
 
     She went out to feed and cleaned up the house while he slept, before she made some chicken noodle soup for his breakfast. She snuck back in to peek at him and he was still snoozing. He looked so peaceful she hated to wake him, but she wanted to make sure he ate something before she left for Earls. She had skipped church this morning because she hadn’t wanted to be away from him all day, but a couple of hours wouldn’t be a problem. At least she hoped not.
 
   When Red came by to find out why they’d missed church, she told him Jake was sick, and Red went back to visit for a bit. After a few minutes, she walked down the hallway and stood in the doorway, listening as Red teased Jake.  .
 
   “So, Rand’s trying to get rid of you already, huh? What kind of poison do you think she used?”
 
   Jake gave a little laugh and grimaced. “Actually, it was the waitress that kept flirting with her. Guess she figured with me out of the way, Rand would be hers.”
 
   Red laughed and Rand blushed. When she caught Jake’s eye, he said,  “Rand’s been taking really good care of me. I couldn’t ask for a better woman.”
 
   She murmured an excuse and left the house to check on the horses. She needed some time to think about what she was doing with him. Maybe she should tell him no, they couldn’t get married. Give him any kind of excuse she could think of; that she’d found someone else to take the bullet.
 
   But when she tried to picture herself letting him go, a lump rose up in her throat, making it hard to breathe.
 
   She made her way back to the house and saw that Red’s truck was still there. Climbing the steps to the porch, she went inside and found them in the same position, although Jake’s eyes were barely open.
 
   “I just wanted to tell you I’m going to go visit Earl for a few hours and that I left some soup in the microwave for you.” Both pairs of male eyes stared at her, and she shifted her feet.
 
   His lips tilted up into a little smile. “Thanks, honey. Isn’t she sweet?”
 
   Flutters of happiness spread from her chest out. No one called her sweet, least of all Jake.
 
   Red raised his eyebrows and gave her a thoughtful look. “Not usually.”
 
    Tossing him a glare, she was secretly glad Red wasn’t holding any hard feelings. Focusing on Jake’s pale face, she said, “Call me if you need me okay?”
 
   He nodded and with a good-bye to Red, backed quietly from the room before she did something stupid like stay. He was a grown man who had been living on his own for years. He could take care of himself.
 
    “So Jake offered to marry me. Just so I can keep the ranch, of course,” she said the last quickly, not wanting Earl to get the wrong impression.
 
    Rand sat at Earl’s dining room table, eyeballing her old friend and waiting for him to say something. He was surprisingly quiet which was never a good sign for him.
 
   “Did he now? And what did you say?” He took a bite of his pie and chewed slowly.
 
   She cleared her throat. “I said yes. Coming down to the wire and don’t really have a lot of options left.”
 
   “No, I don’t suppose you do.” He still seemed more interested in his pie than her news and it started to rankle her.
 
    “I was hoping you’d come and walk me down the aisle. You know, when we set a date or whatever. I just…I don’t have anyone, and you’ve always been like a father to me…forget it, it’s stupid, unless…you want to, I mean-” She shut her mouth to stop the incessant nervous babbling.
 
   Her request had stopped the pie shoveling for a half of a second and he set his fork down with a nod. “Be happy to walk you down the aisle.”
 
   Rand, in a moment of insanity, stood up and threw her arms around Earl, with a happy cry. She had no idea who was more surprised, Earl or her.
 
   Quickly she released him, embarrassed by her exuberance. Thankfully, he just cleared his throat and grumbled. “No need to make a big deal out of it. Been looking for an excuse to pull out my dress blues.”
 
   Rand sat down and took a bite of her pie, hiding her smile. “Well, thank you, just the same.”
 
   “So, is this purely a business arrangement or is there something going on with you two?” Earl’s bushy brows were raised expectantly.
 
   Rand pushed her braid back over her shoulder and shook her head. “There’s nothing going on with Jake and me.”
 
   Earl grunted and resumed eating. Between bites, he said, “Whether you’re lying to me or yourself, I don’t know, but if that boy hurts you, he’s gonna be dealing with the bad side of my temper.”
 
   Rand stared at the top of Earl’s head and her mouth twitched with humor. “Is there a good side to your temper?”
 
   “Sassy mouth,” Earl grumbled.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   After Red left Jake took a nap, and when he woke up again, a purring Scout was sleeping on his chest. He looked up into yellow eyes nearly closed but for thin slits, and muttered, “Who said you could lay on me, cat?”
 
   The cat’s eyes opened a little wider as she rolled over and looked at him upside down, her white belly exposed.
 
   He reached up and stroked the soft fur and grumbled, “You’re a manipulative little thing, aren’t you?”
 
   Her purr got louder as he spoke to her and he noticed he felt a little better. He was still tired and weak but at least the god awful pain had left his stomach.
 
   He heard the front door slam and footsteps coming down the hallway. He looked over to see Rand peak around the corner and smile. “Well, look at you two making friends.”
 
   He snorted. “I’m just too weak to shove her off.”
 
   Rand climbed onto the bed and ran her hand over her cat, her hand brushing his. “She has a way of getting round all your protests and making you just want to snuggle her.”
 
   “The only thing I want to snuggle is you.”
 
   He caught her eyes shifting toward him, before kicking off her boots and crawling under the covers to cuddle against his side. She laid her head on his shoulder and rested her hand around his waist. “Is this better?”
 
   If he had been at full strength he would have turned over and shown her how much he liked the feel of her snuggling next to him. Instead, he just stopped petting the cat and slipped his hand under the blanket to tangle his fingers with hers. He curled his arm around her back and kissed her hair. “Much better.”
 
   They laid there for a few minutes in silence, the only sound in the room their breathing and the soft purrs emitting from Scout’s chest. Finally his stomach rumbled under their hands and she sat up with a smile. “That’s my cue to go make you something. Want more soup or do you feel up to trying some white rice?”
 
   His hunger protested his choices, but his brain understood the reasoning behind it. His mother had always starved him for twenty four hours after throwing up and then it was always broth, rice, and bananas. The last thing he needed was to eat something too rich and start retching again. “Rice please.”
 
   She let go of his hand and crawled off the bed. “I’ll be back then.”
 
   He watched her leave the room and cursed his weakened state. Since this whole thing started he’d been in a fight twice, and sicker than a dog. What else could go wrong?
 
   Scout suddenly shifted on his chest and a deep, terrible sound started to make the small body convulse. Before he could throw the cat off, the evil little vermin retched a hairball inches from his nose.
 
   He cursed and threw the blanket to the floor, the cat hitching a ride. When the little shit landed on it’s feet and gave him a smug twitch of her tail, he started to sit up to go after her. He felt the room spin with the fast movement and growled, “You’re going to be coyote bait, cat.”
 
   The fluffy short tail jerked back and forth at him before she trotted out the door, whining down the hall. He heard Rand’s voice as she scolded, “Your dish is full, you crazy cat!”
 
   He smiled at her tone and heard her pad into the room behind him. “Alright, got your rice with a little butter.” She sat next to him and handed him the lap tray with a Gatorade and a bowl of rice. “Eat up.”
 
   “Your cat hacked a hairball on me.” He stirred the rice and took a small bite, sighing at the warm, buttery taste.
 
   She looked down at the blanket and grimaced. “I’ll go wash it. She’s done that to me before. It’s a paralyzing sound.”
 
   He laughed and took another bite. “Pretty much.”
 
   She patted his knee before getting up and bending over to pick up the discarded blanket.
 
   And the sight of Rand’s beautiful rear end pointed at him let his body know two things.
 
   One, he was on the mend.
 
   Two, he couldn’t wait to get her naked again.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Rand tiptoed into her room, trying not to make a sound as she changed into her pajamas. Jake had been sleeping soundly for several hours while she had cleaned up and done her chores. It was so strange how comfortable she felt having him there, in her bed. Maybe it was just because he had been her best friend for so long, but she didn’t think so.
 
   She brushed her teeth and made her way to the other side of the bed. In the dim light, she could see Jake was sprawled out on his back, taking up a lot of room and she almost laughed. When they’d been kids and she would crawl in through his window, she would often find him sleeping like that. Funny how some things never changed.
 
   Lifting the quilt, she crawled beneath, pushing his limbs over gently. He grumbled and rolled, giving her plenty of room to curl up on her side with her back to him.
 
   She closed her eyes, trying to count sheep but it was nearly impossible to think of anything but Jake. As if he sensed her restlessness, his warmth was suddenly surrounding her, his hard arm wrapped around her waist.
 
   “Hey, you okay,” he murmured against her hair sleepily.
 
   At once, her body relaxed into him. “Yeah, I was just thinking.”
 
   “Bout what,” he asked.
 
   “Stuff.”
 
   His hand drifted over her stomach, caressing it lightly. “Like wedding stuff?”
 
   “No, just things. Why, do you want to back out? Because if you do-”
 
   “I don’t want to back out.” He sounded gruff and irritated.
 
   “Okay.”
 
   “In fact, when do you want to do it? I guarantee you we’re not getting into this thing with just a trip to the courthouse, not if my mother has anything to say about it,” he teased.
 
   “I don’t want a lot of pomp and fuss.” The last thing she needed was to have the whole town showing up to goggle at her.
 
   “Fine. What if we did a small ceremony at the church and held the reception here,” he asked.
 
   Covering his hand with hers, she smiled. “That’s great.”
 
   “Do you want to do it this weekend?”
 
   She caught her breath as her heart skipped and stumbled. “So fast?”
 
   A deep chuckle ruffled her hair. “Were you wanting to hold out for a better offer?”
 
   “No.” She whispered softly. “There’s nobody better than you.”
 
   Silence stretched between them and she felt his lips brush against the back of her neck. “Miranda Coleman, that was downright romantic.”
 
   Normally, she would have told him to shut up, but for the first time in her life, her trademark waspishness failed her. “I was just stating the facts.”
 
   Jake stroked Rand’s side, listening to the soft snores emitting from her lips and trying to fight the warm glow her words had caused.
 
   There’s nobody better than you.
 
   Rand had always had his back, but she was never the type to be overly affectionate, yet in the last few weeks, he’d watched her soften. She’d really started to open up and blossom and though he was happy to be a part of it, it also sent a part of him into panic mode. The last thing he wanted to do was let Rand down.
 
   Jake woke up Monday morning and checked his phone. His mother had called a couple times and if he knew her, she was ready to call the police.
 
   Heading into the bathroom, he called his assistant manager, and asked her to open for him before he called his mom. He definitely felt better, but he wasn’t quite ready to work a ten hour day.
 
   As he dialed his mom’s number, he wasn’t surprised when she picked up on the second ring shrieking. “Dead! I thought you were dead!”
 
   “Believe me, there were a few times I thought I was dying,” he said.
 
   “What happened? Were you in an accident? Why didn’t they call me?”
 
   “I was sick, Mom. Rand’s been taking care of me out at her place. And besides all that, you do know I’m a grown ass man?”
 
   “Of course I do! Doesn’t mean I won’t kick your ass up one side and down the other if you ever scare me like that again!”
 
   Jake chuckled. “Alright mom, I won’t. Is that all you called for?”
 
   “No, your brother called me yesterday. He’s coming home.”
 
   Jake’s stomach dropped out and he gripped the cell to his ear. “When?”
 
   “He’s driving out today.” There was a pregnant pause on the line. “He’s bringing his son with him.”
 
   Jake sucked in his breath. “When did that happen? Last time you talked to him he was in the middle of the fucking desert.”
 
   “Watch your language. I guess he met a girl before his last tour and they had a fling. She sent him a letter months later with a picture and since then, she’s kept him updated and he’s spent his leaves with them. When he came back the last time and said he was getting out, he moved them in with him on base and was going to marry her, but she took off and left her son with Dustin.”
 
   “Is he even sure he’s his?” Jake asked.
 
   “If your brother says he’s his and he’s claiming him, I’m not putting any doubt on him or that little boy and neither will you,” his mother said firmly.
 
   “Rand and I were going to get married this weekend,” Jake said tiredly.
 
   His mother’s joyful cry about busted his eardrums. “Lord be praised! Wait this weekend? That’s not nearly enough time to organize a proper reception.”
 
   “Mom, we just want to keep it simple and small. Nothing crazy.”
 
   “Well, it’s you that’s plum loco if you think I’m letting my baby get married without having any say in the planning.”
 
   “Really, it’s more like a business arrangement than a real marriage,” Jake said.
 
   His mother scoffed on the other end. “If I really believed that, Jacob Hansen, I’d be putting my foot down, but I know better.”
 
   The trouble was, Jake did too. His friendship with Rand felt deeper than anything he’d ever experienced with another woman, but he wasn’t ready to admit what that might mean.
 
   “Like I said, we want simple and intimate,” he said.
 
   “Oh, you don’t know what you want. Better make it next weekend though. Just leave everything to me. It will be perfect.”
 
   Rand woke up alone and heard the shower going. Slipping out of bed and getting dressed, she cursed herself for being a sentimental fool and went out to feed the animals. It was frustrating as hell that she’d let her mouth run away with her.
 
   You’re just afraid to be vulnerable.
 
   Well, hell, who wouldn’t be? Red was right about one thing; Jake’s affections weren’t the most reliable and she was crazy is she didn’t remember that. Unless she wanted to be left broken hearted when Jake said good-bye.
 
   She was brushing her horse Sun when she heard the barn door creek open. She glanced over to find a still pale Jake leaning against the stall door.
 
   “Good morning,” he said, grinning at her and she tried to quiet the stomach flipping joy that seemed to be constant whenever he was near.
 
   “Morning. You feeling better?”
 
   “Yeah. Going to take the day off and head back in tomorrow. Talked to my mom this morning.”
 
   She stopped currying Sun’s side long enough to ask, “What happened?”
 
   “Well, she’s thrilled about the wedding, so whatever you wanted to have, you should probably voice now or forever hold your peace.”
 
   She finished brushing Sun down and dropped the brush into the bucket, mulling over his words. “Why do I get the feeling you’re trying to tell me to be afraid?”
 
   “I am. Very afraid.”
 
   She came out of the stall silently, heading for the tack room with him trailing behind her. She hung the bucket on one of the wall hooks and went to wash her hands in the sink. As she dried them off, she turned to find him right behind her and his arms came around her waist.
 
   “Thank you. You took really good care of me this weekend.”
 
   Her hands rested on his arms, and felt them flex under his plaid shirt. For some reason, his close proximity helped her relax and she teased, “Hey, I need you healthy. At least for the next year. After that, you might just be on your own.”
 
   “Might, huh?” He leaned down and his mouth found her bare neck, nuzzling the skin below her jawline. “Are you thinking about keeping me?”
 
   Rand caught her breath. He had no idea how close to home his joke hit and she started to pull away. “I didn’t say that.”
 
   “Hmmm.” His mouth moved up to the shell of her ear, and when he ran his tongue along the edge, she held on for dear life as her knees turned to grits.
 
   He slid his big hands down and grabbed her butt, lifting her against him so she could feel how much better he was, if the hard length of his cock was any indication. She couldn’t stop the moan that escaped from her lips as she arched closer, her hands slipping up, over his shoulders to rest behind his neck.
 
   “Ehem.” Someone cleared their throat and Rand stilled, her gaze shifting to find Andy standing in the doorway, his arms crossed over his chest.
 
   “Sorry to interrupt, but we were supposed to go look at that tractor today.”
 
   Rand pulled away from Jake and ran a hand over her braid. “Right. I’ll just grab my keys from the house and we’ll head out.”
 
   Andy nodded and turned to leave. Jake chuckled behind her and she whirled around with a scowl. “It’s not funny!”
 
   “Kinda was. Could have been worse. The way I was headed, your shirt could have been halfway across the room when he walked in.”
 
   She started to stomp away but he caught her arm and reeled her back in, holding her tight against him. “Don’t I get a kiss good-bye?”
 
   “I need to go,” she snapped, avoiding his seeking lips until she was squealing with laughter. “Stop it, you obnoxious man.”
 
   “Give me a kiss and I’ll let you go.” He promised.
 
   She pursed her lips tightly and he laughed. “Now that’s just mean.”
 
   When she opened her mouth to give him hell, he took the opportunity to kiss her stupid, thrusting his tongue inside as he cradled the back of her head with his hand. Her mouth softened as she returned his kiss, unable to stop herself from wrapping her arms around his waist and leaning into him. When he finally broke the kiss, his dropped his forehead to hers and she fought a smile as she listened to his uneven breathing. The fact that she seemed to affect him the same way he did her only made her fall harder.
 
   “Have a good day, honey,” he whispered, giving her one more peck before letting go of her neck. He started walking towards the door, pausing in the doorway with a smile. “See you tonight?”
 
   Words failed her, so she simply nodded. Before she knew it a huge grin threatened to split her face in half and she left the tack room to meet Andy, happiness putting a bounce in her steep like nothing she’d ever felt before.
 
   



  
 



 
   Chapter Thirteen
 
    
 
   Rand came in from feeding that night to the phone ringing shrilly.
 
   “Hello,” she said, tucking the phone into the crook of her neck.
 
   “Congratulations!” Two feminine voices screamed in her ear, causing her to drop the phone.
 
   Cursing at the deafness in her ear, she picked up the phone and put it up to the other one. “Who is this?”
 
   “It’s Tabby and Jamie! Red told me you were getting married! And to Jake! Girl, you have got good freaking taste. He is definitely hot.”
 
   Rand shook her head. Red and his damn mouth. “Well, thank you.”
 
   “So, when’s the bachelorette party?”
 
   “What? I’m not having one of those.”
 
   “Um…yeah, you are, and a bridal shower. Jake’s mom is planning that, but we are going to throw you one hell of a last night of freedom. Let’s start with shopping! You need lingerie! How bout we pick you up tomorrow at ten?”
 
   “I’ve got stuff to do tomorrow.” Rand was in no mood for an all day shopping trip, especially for things she didn’t even need. “And I have plenty of underwear and stuff.”
 
   “I’m not talking granny panties, sweetie! Besides, I need to know sizes to tell all the girls! Oh! I know a girl in Longview who does Naughty Girl Parties! I’m going to call her! See you tomorrow!”
 
   Before Rand could protest, they had hung up and only one thought had a film of cold sweat covering her entire body.
 
   What in the heck was a naughty girl party?
 
   Jake sat in the middle of his mother’s living room, playing with his grandma’s ring. He hadn’t been expecting it, especially since this was a marriage of convenience, but his mother had insisted.
 
   “Rand deserves all the pomp, fuss, and respect you can give her, you understand?”
 
   “She’s my best friend, mom.”
 
   “She’s going to be your wife in a little over a week and things are going to change, even if you don’t mean for them to. That first year with your daddy was tough, but we stuck with it.”
 
   You stuck with it, not him.
 
   “I don’t really think your marriage is a good example of what Rand and I should strive for,” Jake said bluntly, regretting his words instantly. His mother’s cheery face blanched and her eyes filled with pain.
 
   “Mom, I’m-”
 
   “Just because your father left, doesn’t negate the good years we had. That’s what I like to focus on, is the good years.” She poured herself a glass of red wine, and looked up at him with a watery smile. “That doesn’t mean that I wouldn’t kick his ass if we ever crossed paths again, but I’ve made my peace with it. I suggest you do the same.”
 
   How could she be so casual about it? Make his peace with it? The man had destroyed them.
 
   It wasn’t the first time his mother had said it to him, and it probably wouldn’t be the last, but there was no way in hell he would ever forget those years after his dad left; listening to his mother cry, mowing lawns to help pay bills until he turned fifteen and started working at the feed store. His brother had done his part until he’d abandoned them for the Marines. Not that he wasn’t proud of Dustin, but they had needed him home more than his country had needed him.
 
   His brother’s return was another reason he was feeling agitated. He hadn’t seen Dustin in over three years, and he had no idea what to say to him. And his kid. Would he call Jake uncle? Did he have to bond with him or should he just avoid him?
 
   His phone chirped and a text from Rand helped uncoil the apprehension that had tightened every muscle in his body.
 
   Making chicken fried venison steak and taters. Want some?
 
   “I need to get going, Mom. Rand’s holding dinner for me.”
 
   Jake stood up and his mother gave him a big hug. “I’ll call you when your brother gets here.”
 
   Jake didn’t have anything to say, just hugged her back and walked out the door, texting as he went.
 
   I’m on my way.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Rand heard Jake’s truck pull up outside and butterflies exploded inside her, fluttering up and around her heart before falling back down to hit the walls of her stomach.
 
   She pulled their plates out of the oven and set them on the table just as the front door opened and Jake’s long legged frame ambled inside, taking off his ball cap and running a hand through his messy hair. Rand had the crazy urge to run her own fingers through the sandy strands and attempt to tame them, but she still felt awkward, like all of this was a dream she would wake up from at any minute.
 
   She sat down heavily in her chair as he walked over, passing his plate and chair to lean over her. She tilted her face up to meet his gaze and his smile was pure masculine satisfaction.
 
   “I have been thinking about you all day.”
 
   Her heart stopped at his words, only to come back in a full force river dance when he kissed her, sliding his tongue into her mouth and cupping the back of her head.
 
   Swirls of color formed behind her closed eyelids as she kissed him back, her arms reaching up behind his neck to hold on tight. Suddenly, his hands were cupping her arms and lifting her to her feet, pressing her body against the length of his. She melted into him, returning his kiss urgently, wanting to get as close as she could to his body. Her hands slipped up and under his plaid shirt and jacket, his skin warm and inviting against her palm.
 
   He released her, shrugging out of his jacket and her fingers moved to the buttons of his shirt, slipping one out after another until she could peel the shirt back to stare at what lay beneath.
 
   Honey colored skin stretched across the defined pecks with a sprinkling of golden hair as cover. The hair traveled in a line, over the bumps of his abdomen and disappeared into his jeans.
 
   Distracted by his hands on her own belt, she hardly had time to catch her breath before he was unbuckling the leather, and reaching for the snap of her jeans. He wasted no time pulling down her zipper and pushing her jeans down to her thighs as his mouth found the pulse on her neck.
 
   Head flopping back, she shifted from one foot to the other, kicking her boots off and to the side. Her hands grabbed his own belt and struggled with it, until he pushed her hands away and did the job himself, his mouth moving down to the place where her shoulder and neck met. She heard the snap of his jeans and zipper coming undone right before the clank of a belt hit the floor, and sanity almost returned to her.
 
   Almost.
 
   When his hand grabbed the hem of her t-shirt and yanked it up and over, she caught her breath as the cool air rose goosebumps all over her body. She kicked her pants and underwear off her legs as his mouth took possession of hers again, his hands all over her, molding her body like she was clay on a potter’s wheel.
 
   He unclipped her bra and helped her slide it down her arms. Fully naked, she had no idea how to proceed. Did they go to the bedroom?
 
   When he finished kicking his own pants off, he made the decision for her, turning her around to face the kitchen table. The crinkly sound of a condom wrapper and his heavy breathing told her that he was almost ready and she had no idea what to do.
 
   The heat of his body pressed against her back as his hands cupped her breasts, tweaking her nipples between his thumb and forefinger before crushing them gently in his palms. She cried out and he released one of her breasts, his hand searching down her body until his fingers pushed between the folds of her mound and he slipped a finger inside her.
 
   “Oh.” The soft moan escaped her before she could catch it, her body pulsating with heat as his mouth nibbled at her neck and shoulders while his finger teased her. His teeth caught her earlobe, his hot breath exhaling against her ear as he whispered, “Put your hands flat on the table.”
 
   She didn’t ask why, something she would have done under any other circumstance, but she trusted Jake about this and wanted him.
 
   When he stopped teasing and touching her, she whimpered in protest, but her disappointment was short lived as she felt him adjust behind her until the head of his cock was just inside her. When his big hands grabbed her hips and he thrust deep, her hands curled against the wood of the table, her insides humming as his length slid in and out, massaging her until her insides started squeezing as she felt her body aching for release.
 
   When the first wave hit, her body went cold for a split second before agonizingly glorious heat suffused her and she screamed as she came hard, her arms trembling as she fought to not collapse into a puddle of satisfied woman.
 
   Jake’s hands tightened on her and she sighed as he groaned, thrusting slower, deeper, longer until he was finally still behind her. His large, warm frame curled over hers and soft kisses rained over her back, shoulders, and neck.
 
   She pushed off the table to stand straight, and he slipped out of her as she turned to face him.
 
   “I’m-
 
   She put a finger over his lips to stop whatever he was going to say. It had been intense, and now she understood what girls had always meant when they talked about getting “carried away.”
 
   “I’ll warm up our food.”
 
   “Rand-
 
   Her mouth covered his, her arms twining around his neck as she pushed her breasts against his chest. With a groan he circled her waist and murmured against her lips. “I didn’t mean to be so rough.”
 
   “Did I complain,” she asked.
 
   She felt his lips lift into a smile. “No.”
 
   “Alright then.”
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Rand finished her morning chores and went inside to take a shower. She didn’t want to spend the day with Jamie and Tabby, looking at scantily clad mannequins, but it was too late to cancel now.
 
   She was just pulling on her boots when she heard knocking at the front door. Taking a deep breath, she went out to open it, greeting Tabby and Jamie with only a tablespoon of apprehension.
 
   “Hey, y’all.”
 
   A white travel cup was thrust into her hand and her other arm grabbed as they yanked her out the door.
 
   “We have a lot to do today to plan for Friday.”
 
   Rand’s gaze flicked between the two women flanking her on either side. “Friday?”
 
   “Yes, Friday! We are going to have a wonderful girl’s night in with margaritas, tacos, and penis cake.” Tabby said the last with a squeal attached to it.
 
   “What the hell is penis cake?” Rand asked as she was pushed into the car.
 
   “It’s like regular cake, but shaped like a penis.” Jamie answered as she crawled into the back.
 
   Rand could already feel a head ache coming on. “Look, guys-
 
   “Oh and we got Marissa to come do the Naughty Girl Party for us. Full demonstration.”
 
   Tabby started the car and Rand reached for the door handle.
 
   “What kind of demonstration?”
 
   “You’ll see! You are going to love it! They are so fun.” Jamie gave her a reassuring smile, but Rand wasn’t convinced.
 
   Rand’s feet were going to fall off and it was barely two. As they sat down for lunch, she arranged the two bags of “wedding lingerie” they had insisted she needed and prayed the waitress would hurry up and take their order. She was dying for a burger, so hungry she could probably eat the whole cow.
 
   “Okay, so we got you lingerie, decorations for the party, and prizes. What else?” Tabby sat down as she asked.
 
   “Just food and drinks, I think,” Jamie answered.
 
   Thank God. Shopping was not her thing. At all.
 
   “Rand, you never told us how Jake asked you.”
 
   Her mouth opened as she stared at Jamie, and remembering where they’d been when he’d asked, her cheeks turned scarlet.
 
   “Isn’t that…ehem…private?”
 
   Both women were silent until Tabby’s pealing laughter burst out loudly. “Normally, no, but I guess we’ll make an exception in your case.”
 
   “Are Jake and you getting rings for each other?” Jamie asked.
 
   Rand touched her naked ring finger. “I’m not sure. We haven’t talked about it.”
 
   “We should go look. Maybe something will pop out at you.” Tabby suggested.
 
   Rand slunk down in her seat. More shopping?
 
   Jamie snickered. “I think she’s done.”
 
   “She just needs a second wind. A little food and she’ll be right as rain.” Tabby started waving at their waitress and Jamie gave Rand a sympathetic look.
 
   Tabby and Jamie dropped Rand off at six, and despite her bone deep aching exhaustion, she dropped her bags off inside and went to do her chores. Tabby had been right about getting food; she had definitely been less irritable after she’s eaten. They’d gone to the jewelry store, where Rand had wandered along the glass cases, avoiding eye contact with the sales man. She hadn’t wanted to waste his time.
 
   Then she’d seen it. A dark metal circle, simple and masculine, and for the first time that day, she’d been excited. It was perfect for Jake and she couldn’t wait to show him.
 
   She felt a little guilty when she saw that the cows had been brought in to the small pasture with the barn. She’d completely forgotten they were going to do that today.
 
   She caught Andy leaving the barn and waved him to a stop. “Hey, I’m sorry I wasn’t here to help with the cows.”
 
   Andy let out a raspy chuckle. “Hell, Rand, you think your granddaddy did everything around here? Hell, no. Lazy son of a bitch barely scratched his ass.”
 
   Rand bit back a smile at the lie. Granddaddy had run the Double C with an iron fist of control which is why she’d worked so hard to prove she was worthy.
 
   “I just meant that I know I’ve been distracted, but things will calm down after all this business with granddaddy’s will is over with.”
 
   Andy patted her shoulder firmly. “You’re a good egg, Rand. R.E. would be proud.”
 
   Rand’s eyes burned and she covered her emotions by clearing her throat. “Thanks, Andy. I’ll see ya later.”
 
   Jake locked up the store a little after seven and walked to his truck, fiddling with the ring box in his pocket. He’d meant to give it to Rand last night, but been distracted by what had happened in the kitchen. He hadn’t meant to go all caveman on her, but even when he had been sick, he had wanted Rand. He’d stewed with his frustration for three days and when it had finally erupted, he’d been impatient. After they’d finally gotten around to dinner, he’d made love to her slower, and gentler until she’d been the one to surprise him.
 
   “I’m not made of fine china, Jake. I don’t break easily.”
 
   God, he loved that she was saucy. She wasn’t afraid to tell him what she thought to his face and he had always appreciated it.
 
   “Well, look at you. You got tall, Jakers”
 
   Jake froze at the door of his truck and turned to face his brother. “I’m the same as I was the last time you saw me.”
 
   Dustin Hansen stood a few feet away and Jake hardly recognized his big brother. An inch or so taller than Jake, he was brawnier, and intimidating as hell. It wasn’t just the size of him though, it was also the lines on his face that hadn’t been there before, and the look in the dim lighting of the street light. His brother’s eyes looked haunted.
 
   Dustin stuck his hand out and Jake took it, surprised when Dustin yanked him in for a tight, back slapping hug. “It’s good to see you, Jakers.”
 
   Jake chuckled. “No one calls me Jakers, Dusty.”
 
   Suddenly, Jake found himself in a headlock, on the receiving end of some painful noogies. “No one calls me Dusty, either.”
 
    Jake cursed and squirmed away, laughing. “So let’s make a deal. No Dusty or Jakers.”
 
   “Deal. So you want to come by mom’s and meet your nephew? He’s a cute little shit.” Dustin’s whole face glowed with pride.
 
   Jake hesitated. “Sure, but I’ll have to call Rand. She’s expecting me.”
 
   “Mom said to bring her along. She wants to talk to her about the bridal shower, something about a co-ed one? I think mom is trying to get with the times,” Dustin said, laughing.
 
   Rand was going to love that.
 
   Rand had agreed to go with Jake to his mom’s house for dinner, although she’d been pretty put out that Jake hadn’t told her Dustin was coming home.
 
   “I just forgot. We’ve had a lot of other things going on.”
 
   Rand didn’t believe him for a minute, but she wasn’t going to keep arguing about it on his mother’s stoop. When the door flew open, Dustin stood in the doorway, his eyes popping out of his head. “Rand, is that you?”
 
   Rand gave Dustin a wide grin. Jake’s older brother had always been a favorite of hers, and not just because he’s treated her like one of the family. “Sure is.”
 
   Dustin waved them in and caught Rand up in a big hug, squeezing the breath from her. He had Jake’s sandy hair, shaved close to his head, but instead of bright green eyes, Dustin’s eyes were a golden hazel.
 
   Dustin gave her a smacking kiss on the cheek. “Whewee, Rand, you’re a pretty sight. Why in the hell do you want to marry my ugly little brother?”
 
   Rand caught Jake’s scowl and played along with the teasing. “Eh, ran out of options.”
 
   “You’re both hilarious.” Jake’s tone said he thought they were anything but. However irritable he might be though, he still reached out and took her from under his brother’s arm, pulling her close to his side. Being hugged close by Jake was definitely better than being held by anyone else.
 
   “Come on in, y’all, I’ve got dinner on the table.” Jake’s mom yelled from the other end of the modular.
 
   Rand let Jake lead her farther in, memories tickling her brain as she remembered how many times the Hansen’s had let her eat dinner with them, and best of all, how nice it had been to spend time with a normal family, until Jake’s dad had left and she’d moved in with her granddaddy. After that, Jake’s mom had worked so much, Dustin and Jake had picked up the slack; cooking their own meals and cleaning the house. Rand thought it had taught them responsibility, but she knew it had been hard on Jake, especially those first few years and then again when Dustin had left.
 
   Jake’s mom came out of the bedroom holding onto a little tow headed boy with rosy cheeks and bright green eyes. Rand couldn’t take her eyes of the toddler, and unbidden longing rose up inside her. The boy’s eyes were so much like Jake’s, who had gotten his eyes from his mom.
 
   If we had a baby, would he look like this?
 
   Rand silently scolded herself for thinking about something so ridiculous. She needed to see if they could make it through a year together, not start day dreaming about children she may never have.
 
   She had always assumed she wouldn’t have any, since she had no plans to marry.
 
   Until the will…and Jake.
 
   “Here’s my guy.” Dustin said, reaching out for his son, who let out a childish squeal as he jumped into his arms. Dustin held him close, and Rand saw him close his eyes, his expression one of pure happiness.
 
   “Luke, this is your Uncle Jake and your Aunt Miranda.” Rand started at Mrs. Hansen’s introduction, and as if reading her thoughts, reached out to pat her hand. “A little less than a week, and it will be official.”
 
   The little boy watched them, his small thumb shoved in his mouth. For some reason, he held his arms out to Rand first. “’M’anda.”
 
   Rand had spent very little time around children, but those sweet eyes melted her like a stick of butter on a hot day. Holding out her arms, she took Luke from Dustin and cradled him against her, his warm body squishy against hers. He smelled fresh and clean, as if he’d just had a bath.
 
   She pulled away from his tight embrace and looked into his face, smiling. “Hey Luke. It’s nice to meet you.”
 
   She turned to face Jake and was puzzled by the wide eyed terror she saw on his face. His skin looked a little green, and she was suddenly concerned his food poisoning was back.
 
   “Jake, are you okay? You look sick.”
 
   “I need some air.”
 
   Before she could blink he was almost out of the modular, slamming the door behind him. His mother let out a weary sigh and Dustin’s mouth set into a grim line.
 
   “I’ll go talk to him.”
 
   Rand bounced back and forth with Luke in her arms, turning her attention to Mrs. Hansen. “I’ve never seen Jake act like that.”
 
   Mrs. Hansen’s smile was tinged with sadness. “Just be patient with him, honey. Jake’s been fighting all kinds of demons since his daddy left. Seeing him with you, though, gives me hope.”
 
   Whatever she was thinking, Jake’s mom needed to know the truth. “Mrs. Hansen, Jake and I are just friends. He’s only doing me a favor.”
 
   The older woman reached out and patted her cheek. “Oh honey, I know my boys, better than they know themselves. Trust me, this is more.”
 
   Luke squirmed out of Rand’s arms, ran awkwardly to the couch and grabbed something soft and white. He came back to her, holding the stuffed animal out to her with pride. “Cooddles.”
 
   Rand let herself be distracted by the adorable little cherub, trying not to dwell on Mrs. Hansen’s ideas or Jake’s hang ups.
 
    
 
    
 
   Jake stood outside under the clear, dark sky and took several deep breaths of crisp air. Something about Rand holding Luke had struck a chord, something deep, primal, and terrifying. For a split second, he had imagined the child Rand held was his, and he had been excited. Happy.
 
   He couldn’t think like that though. He knew the risks and right now, Rand and he were happy, but there were no guarantees. And he was afraid when it came down to it, he would turn tail and run, just like his dad.
 
    Dustin had ditched them the minute he turned eighteen, but look at him now, playing daddy to a kid barely old enough to talk.
 
   “So what’s crawled up your burr hole?”
 
   Speak of the devil. Jake was in no mood to bare his soul to his brother though.
 
   “Nothing man, I’m fine. Y’all can start without me.”
 
   There were no retreating steps, so Jake knew Dustin was still hovering around behind him.
 
   “I just needed some air, Dustin.” Jake knew he was being a Grade A prick, but why couldn’t he take a hint?
 
   Still, Dustin was quiet. Finally, when Jake was about to lose his temper, Dustin spoke. “Look, Jake, I know you have beef with me for taking off after graduation, but I’m not dad. I am never gonna be dad. I just needed to see something besides Loco before I died, and I did. I wasn’t deserting you though.”
 
    Jake took a deep breath. He couldn’t really blame Dustin for wanting something more. His brother had a right to live his own life.  Hell, there had been times he wanted to take off and go somewhere, anywhere. What happened when that itch got too strong not to scratch?
 
   Maybe that was partly why he had resented his brother for the last ten years or so. Dustin had gotten his chance to escape, and now he was back; he was a single dad trying to do what was best for his son. If he was put in his brother’s shoes, would he do the same?
 
   He wasn’t sure.
 
   “I’m afraid I’m like him. Like dad.” Jake hadn’t meant to say it out loud and when Dustin started laughing, Jake stiffened again. Dustin tried to put his hand on Jake’s shoulder and he shook him off. “I wasn’t joking.”
 
   “I know. I’m sorry, it’s just the fact that you’d think you were anything like that piece of shit is absurd.” Dustin put enough pressure to make Jake face him before he continued, “Jake, you stayed and helped out mom when you could have gone off on your own. You are the most loyal, standup guy out there. You shouldn’t worry.”
 
   “I don’t know…how can you be that kid’s dad? Doesn’t it terrify you?”
 
   Dustin’s smile flashed in the dark. “All the time. But I’m all he’s got and he makes me a better man. Love makes even the worst situations bearable, Jake.”
 
   Jake had no idea what to say to that, so he just kept quiet and followed Dustin inside for dinner. His gaze caught sight of Rand on the floor with Luke, her dark head bent next to the light blond curls. When she looked up at him, concern in her brown eyes, a flash of understanding shot through him as he mulled over his brother’s words. He had never felt that overwhelming kind of love, but he did understand wanting to take care of and protect another person. He understood being needed.
 
   Walking over to her, he squatted down and gave her a soft kiss. He pulled back and saw Luke giving him the stink eye and he stuck his hand out. “Hey Luke, I’m your Uncle Jake. It’s nice to meet you bud.”
 
   Curled up in Jake’s arms that night, Rand listened to the sound of his heart’s steady thump in her ear. Tonight had been wonderful really, despite her trepidation about the co/ed bridal shower Mrs. Hansen had all planned out. Dustin and Jake had been engrossed in their own conversation while Mrs. Hansen and Rand entertained Luke. She had fallen head over heels for the adorable toddler, and when he’d crawled up into her lap and proceeded to doze off, a warm glow had started in her stomach and worked it’s way out. Cuddling Luke against her, she had rocked and hummed a lullaby her mother used to sing to her, enjoying the way Luke melted against her. She had been loath to part with him, but when Dustin had offered to put him to bed, she had let go reluctantly, and turned to catch Jake watching her grimly.
 
    When she’d asked Jake what was wrong, he’d just said “nothing” and she’d let it be. Something told her that if she pushed Jake on whatever was eating at him tonight he’d turn into an angry badger and she didn’t want to spoil the day. Especially when they walked through the door and Jake kissed her so softly, removing her clothes slowly as they’d made their way to the bedroom, then proceeded to kiss every inch of her body until she was coming apart at the seams.
 
   Whatever issues Jake had been holding onto, she would help him lay them to rest. Anything to live in this crazy, happy bubble she was currently floating on.
 
   



  
 



 
   Chapter Fourteen
 
    
 
   Friday night Rand stood in her kitchen, surrounded by all of the Calhoun sisters, several of their friends and Jamie, listening as they talked excitedly. When the phone rang at five after seven, she rushed to pick it up, escaping into her bedroom to answer.
 
   “Save me,” she whispered.
 
   Jake’s laugh was music to her ears. “I was just calling to see if you were hanging in there.”
 
   “They are putting a poster up of a naked guy right now! How do you think I’m feeling?”
 
   “Yikes. Yeah, make sure that’s taken down before I get home.”
 
   Home. The way he said it made her insides warm up.
 
   Suddenly, the door to her bedroom was thrown open and Jamie cried, “There you are! We’re ready to get started!”
 
   “What time is the party over,” Jake asked.
 
   “I think ten,” Rand replied.
 
   “Better make it eleven, Jake,” Jamie yelled, her margarita sloshing dangerously.
 
   “Have fun.”
 
   Jake hung up before she could say anything and Jamie grabbed her hand. “Come on, we saved you the best seat.”
 
   Rand took a seat on the couch between Tabby and Jamie, her gaze zeroing in on the area of penis shaped devices on her coffee table.
 
   What the fuck did she get into?
 
   “Ladies, welcome! During the demonstration, I only ask that you try to keep the noise level down. Other than that, let’s just have fun. Are we ready?”
 
   The living room exploded with cheers, while Rand’s horrified eyes followed the demonstrator as she picked up a hot pink penis shaped device about nine inches long.
 
   “This is The Corruptor. It uses a nine volt battery and has six speeds, three rotations, and a clitoral stimulator. With this bad boy in your drawer, you will never need a man again.”
 
   Rand reached over and grabbed Jamie’s margarita and started chugging. She was going to need a lot of alcohol to get through this.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Jake walked in the door to find Rand and Jamie on the couch, giggling as they played with a hot pink vibrator.
 
   Stunned motionless, his gaze traveled over the penis balloons, streamers everywhere, and the floor covered in tissue paper.
 
   “Jake!” Rand jumped up from the couch, wobbling in her bare feet. “Do you want some penis cake?”
 
   Jake looked at the half eaten cake that was down to the balls and grimaced. “No thanks. Did you have fun?”
 
   “So much! Jamie is just waiting for her ride home, but check this out.” She held up the vibrator and pressed a button. Suddenly, the thing bent to a fifty degree angle and started spinning. “Isn’t it hilarious?”
 
   A honk sounded outside and Jamie jumped up with a grin. “That’s me!”
 
   Rand spun back towards her friend and threw her arms around Jamie. “Thank you for staying and for the party!”
 
   Jamie was laughing, her eyes shooting Jake an apology as she detangled Rand’s arms. “You’re welcome, honey. It was fun. I’ll see you Sunday!”
 
   Jamie left the room and Jake took the vibrator from Rand, tossing it on the couch. “You don’t need that.”
 
   “I don’t? Cause I have you,” she teased, standing up on her tip toes to kiss him.
 
   She tasted fruity and delicious, and he swept his tongue inside. He started backing her towards the hallway.
 
   “Do you want to see what else I got?” She whispered it against his mouth.
 
   “Later.”
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Rand sat in the middle of the bed an hour later and a lot less giggly as Jake went through the sacks of stuff she’d received.
 
   “Tasty Titty Cream?” He looked up at her with a grin and set it aside. “That’s going in the keeper pile.”
 
   Rand shook her head and held up a leopard print nighty with crotchless panties. “Never.”
 
   “Oh come on. That’s hot.”
 
   She threw it at him and he pounced on her, pushing all the bags out of the way as he hovered over her.
 
   “I have something for you. It’s been burning a hole in my pocket for days.”
 
   He bent over the bed and came back up with a ring box. “My mother gave this to me to give to you. It was my grandmas.”
 
   He opened the box and she gasped. “Jake I can’t-
 
   “Yes you can,” he said softly.
 
   She took the box with shaky hands, the implications playing havoc with her firm stance that she didn’t love him. He’d given her his grandmother’s ring.
 
   It had to mean something right?
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   After church on Sunday, instead of her usual afternoon of leisure with Earl, she had donned a long cream skirt and purple blouse she’d bought while out with Jamie and Tabby, and headed over to the town grange hall. She’s invited Earl to come to the shower of course, but the old goat had simply snorted at her.
 
   When she walked through the door, her gaze took in the autumn colors blended about the room. The tables were laid out with plain white table cloths, but a dark, forest green doily covered the center, where orange pumpkins filled with an array of flowers sat. Streamers were woven across the ceiling with white lanterns hanging throughout.
 
   “Hey, what do you think?” Jamie had popped up next to her, giving her a little start.
 
   ”It’s awesome.” Rand meant it. The whole place was elegantly beautiful.
 
   “Oh, and Mrs. Hansen wanted to know who your bridesmaids were going to be. Jake was just going to have Red and his brother, so she suggested you pick two people.”
 
   Rand smiled. “Could you and Tabby do it? You two have really been there for me these last few weeks, even when I wasn’t-”
 
   “Really? Yay! Absolutely. We will take care of everything, don’t you worry.”
 
   As she whirled away, calling Tabby’s name, Rand shook her head with a laugh.
 
   Suddenly, someone snatched her hand, and she turned to find Jake grinning at her. Relieved to have him there, she let him drag her into a broom closet and press her against the door.
 
   “What are you doing? Your mother is going to have a cow if she finds us in here.”
 
   “No she won’t, and besides, I missed you.” He nibbled along her neck and she pushed at his chest weakly.
 
   “You just saw me in church an hour ago.”
 
   “I meant I missed you naked, in bed, your body beneath mine as I-”
 
   The door flew open and they turned to find Jake’s mom looking put out. “Jacob Michael, I asked you to go to the store twenty minutes ago.”
 
   “I did,” he protested and Rand covered her mouth to smother a laugh as Mrs. Hansen reached out and caught her son’s ear, yanking him off her and out of the closet.
 
   “Then go make yourself useful instead of pawing at your bride!”
 
   When she released him, Jake rubbed his injured ear with a glare. “If I want to kiss my bride, I’ll do it any time I damn well please.”
 
   Rand chose that moment to make her escape, her eyes tearing with suppressed laughter. Who would have ever thought going through all the pomp and fuss of a wedding could be so much fun.
 
   When they got home that night, the last thing Rand wanted to do was put all the presents away, especially after she, Tabby, and Jamie, had spent yesterday cleaning up the house after the bachelorette party.
 
   “I guess I’ll terminate the lease on my apartment early. I’ll take a hit, but it doesn’t make sense to keep it.” Jake said, putting a set of oven mitts in a drawer.
 
   Rand stopped opening the new coffee maker and asked, “How much will they charge you?”
 
   “Don’t worry about it. It’s just my deposit, and I’d pay more in rent keeping it. Besides, this has to be real right? Can’t do that if I’m keeping an apartment on the side.”
 
   She walked over to him and wrapped her arms around his waist. “Which means I should probably make some room for your stuff, huh?”
 
   He kissed her, nipping at her lips. “That would be nice.”
 
   “I’ll have to see if I can get Red and a couple of the guys to help me move and get rid of stuff to make room.”
 
   “We can do it after the wedding. I won’t be so busy then,” Jake said.
 
   “No, it’s fine, I’ve been meaning to get rid of stuff, just Granddaddy wouldn’t let me. It’s time though.”
 
   “Have I mentioned you are one of the toughest women I know,” Jake asked, backing her against the kitchen counter with a deep kiss, his hands all over her.
 
   “Hmmm, and you like that.” She grabbed a hold of the buttons of his shirt.
 
   “Hell yeah. I need a firm hand.” To prove his point he grabbed a hold of her hand and brought it down to where his cock strained against his jeans.
 
   “Hmmm impressive, but according to the demonstrator, once you have the corruptor, nothing else compares.”
 
   Suddenly, she found herself ass up over his shoulder and squealed at the resounding smack his hard hand made. “Sassy mouth, I’ve told you before. You don’t need to compare anything.”
 
   She held on tight as he carried her down the hallway and proved it to her.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Red came over on Monday to help her clean out the attic and pack up her Granddaddy’s things for the church. She was loath to part with everything, so she kept his old corduroy jacket, his best black Stetson, and his favorite cowboy boots.  The smell of pipe tobacco still lingered in the fabric of the jacket and her eyes stung as she breathed in the same smell that had enveloped her with every bear hug. She hung the jacket back in the closet and made her way upstairs to pick through the attic.
 
   Red and Jesse, one of the hands, were struggling down the stairs with an antique dresser she was going to sell to Martha Robert’s for her guest bedroom.
 
   “Don’t scratch it, you two,” she said it with mock fierceness and Red gave her a dirty look as he continued to puff.
 
   The two men set it down and Red panted, “You are…so lucky…we’re friends.”
 
   “She pays me,” Jesse puffed.
 
   “You’re right. I should get paid for this.” Red held his hand out. “Hundred bucks.”
 
   She gave him a smack on his hand as she passed. “How about a low five?”
 
    “You owe me,” he yelled.
 
   She smiled, glad that in the few days that had passed, they had seemed to get back to their comfortable banter and heckling.
 
   Reaching the top of the attic stairs, she looked around the array of boxes that still needed to be sorted. She grabbed the box closest to her, and read the name on the top. Catherine. Her mother.
 
   She took out her box cutter, cutting through the packing tape carefully. Opening it reverently she looked inside, her heart flipping with excitement.
 
   Inside she found a framed picture of her mother and granddaddy, smiling for the camera. Her mother was dressed in a cap and gown, and looked so beautiful it pinched Rand’s heart. Setting it to the side, she unwrapped a jewelry box that was obviously from her mother’s childhood and flipped the lid open. A tiny ballerina danced to a tinkling tune and cheap beads, plastic rings, and a few pictures in crayons lay within. She set the pink box next to the picture and continued through her mother’s memories.
 
   A hand dropped onto her shoulder and she wiped at her wet eyes, not even aware that she had been crying. “You okay, Rand?”
 
   Nodding, she said, “Of course. Can you take this box down to my bedroom, please?”
 
   “Sure.” Red didn’t say anything else, just reached down to help her repack the box and left. She looked at a few other boxes that said kitchen and several others filled with more clothes. She saw an old hope chest against the wall and reached out to open it.
 
   “Hey boss, anything else for me?”
 
   She was so focused on the chest that Jesse’s voice behind her made her jump. She pointed to the boxes by the opening wordlessly and he took several back down.
 
   She turned her full attention back to the chest and lifted the lid. A handmade quilt lay inside, beautifully designed with small squares sewn together. She ran her hand over it and pulled it out of the trunk to find a garment bag underneath.  She stood up with the canvas cover and slid the zipper down slowly. White, gauzy fabric appeared as the zipper spread open and she gasped. Afraid to touch it with dusty hands, she closed the bag and set it back inside the trunk with the quilt on top. When Red and Jesse came back upstairs, she asked, “Can you two take this down to my bedroom too, please?”
 
   Red went to grab the handle and groaned. “I’m going to need a four hour massage after today.”
 
   Rand smiled and said, “Well don’t look at me. I’m about to be a married woman.”
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Rand stood in front of her mirror and for the first time in her life, she twirled. Her grandmother’s wedding dress. The same dress her mother had worn to her own small affair, and now, it was her turn. It needed a few nips and tucks, but the beautiful satin dress with short sleeves was encased in a layer of lace and pearls. She had also found a veil with the dress, but it was so large it made her look like a ghost and she decided not to wear it. A set of good china and a box of letters were nestled at the bottom, and carefully she removed them. Opening the box, she’d picked up several pictures of her mother with a handsome man in a uniform and looked at the name on all of the postmarked letters.  Sgt. Earl Humphries, U.S. Marine Corps.
 
   She’d been surprised to say the least when she’d opened up the first letter and seen them addressed to her mother. She had never asked Earl’s age, but he had to be at least five years older than her mother, if not more. Her mother would have been forty eight this year if she had lived.
 
   The stack of letters started when her mother would have been about seventeen.
 
   Dear Caty-Girl,
 
   I had a dream about you last night, smiling at me so sweetly and asking me how much I missed you. The truth is, darling, I miss you more than I can tell you in a few words. You are the one thing from home I miss. Well, and my dogs, but that’s not exactly romantic is it? I will say that those weeks I spent with you keep me sharp and sane, because I’ve got something more than a crumbling old house to get back to. I’ve got a beautiful brown eyed girl with a heart so sweet, I wonder how in the world I got so lucky. What could a no account like me have done to deserve someone so wonderful waiting and worrying about him?
 
   Its lights out now sweetheart, but I promise to write you again soon.
 
   Missing you like crazy,
 
   Earl
 
   Rand grabbed the next letter and continued reading, surprised by the romantic sentiments Earl wrote, and it was hard for her to think of the crusty old codger being so eloquent. Earl wrote about the first time meeting her mother, as a freckle faced girl with two braids following him around her daddy’s ranch as he worked. Earl had worked for Granddaddy?
 
   He wrote about seeing her at the Soda Shack while he was visiting on leave when he was twenty seven, how he’d tried not to watch her, until he’d caught her looking at him. So many moments poured out of the one sided conversation. He told her jokes and admitted how scary it was most nights, but her letters got him through it. How he thought about the night she’d snuck over to his house in the pouring rain every time he closed his eyes and told her it had been the best night of his life. Three years’ worth of letters in a shoe box told a story of her mother when she was in love and she was happy, not abused by an awful husband or riddled with cancer. Rand dashed at the tears on her cheeks as she picked up the second to the last letter.
 
   Caty-Girl,
 
    I don’t want you waiting around for me anymore. I’ve got another seven years in and the life of a Marine’s wife is too hard for you. You need to find some nice young man to marry and have a passel of kids. I’ve been selfish, thinking that this would work, but I’ve seen how fast these marriages turn bad, and I couldn’t bear to hurt you. I want you to have a full life, not hopping around the world with me and leaving behind everything you love. I know this will be hard to hear, but you’re young, Caty. You don’t need to spend all your time on military bases by yourself but for a few weeks a year when I’m on leave and raising babies alone. You’ll find someone better than me.
 
   All My best,
 
    Earl
 
   She kept wiping at her eyes as she blubbered, “Oh Earl, you are such an idiot.”
 
   It made sense to her now that a man who had scorned everyone else in this town had acquired a soft spot for a little orphan girl. It had been a puzzle to her much of her life, but she’d only brought it up once.
 
   “Why do you let me come over here? Everybody else is afraid of you.” She’d asked Earl when she was ten.
 
   He’d just given her a grunt and said, “Maybe I just have a soft spot for brown haired nosy hellions.”
 
   She laughed aloud through her tears at the memory and changed out of the white wedding gown and back into a pair of comfy jeans
 
   Jake’s bellow from the front door had her hurrying to zip up the dress and get her clothes back on. Gently, she wrapped the letters that were strewn across the bed back up, placing them in the box and putting it back in the hope chest. “I’m coming.”
 
   She came out of the bedroom to find him unpacking a grocery bag of food, while Red was head first in the fridge rummaging. She wanted to run to him, wrap her arms around his waist and tell him how much she missed him.
 
    Jake looked up from his unpacking and said, “So, Red said you kicked his ass today.”
 
    Red pulled his head out of the fridge, three beers in his hand. “She did, man. Jesse and I smelled like we’d spent nine hours in a gym without air conditioning.”
 
   Rand pretended to sniff. “So that’s what that smell was.”
 
   Red shook up the can of beer and slid it to her. “There you go.”
 
   “So what are you making?” Rand asked Jake, glaring at Red.
 
   He held up the box of bake and serve orange chicken and fried rice. “Chinese.”
 
   She put the shaken beer in the fridge and grabbed a new one. “So what’s on the movie menu then?”
 
   Red grinned and reached into the bag. “The Hangover, The Hangover Part two, and Bridesmaids for your enjoyment. Oh, that reminds me, my sisters offered to help you get ready if you want.”
 
   Rand looked towards Jake in alarm and he just laughed. Coughing, she asked Red, “All of them?”
 
   The Calhoun sisters were nice enough girls, but all four of them in one room with her?
 
   Red laughed. “Actually just M.J. and Tabby.”
 
   Rand’s sigh of relief was audible and the two men grinned at each other when she said, “Okay, I’d appreciate the help.”
 
   Jake turned on the oven and walked over to her, leaning over to give her a deep searching kiss that had her holding on for dear life. When he pulled back, he was smiling. “I missed you.”
 
    “Alright, if you guys are going to make out all night, I’m going to take my food to go.” Red made a gagging noise and Rand, her insides a pile of mush at Jake’s admission, flipped him the bird.
 
   Jake laughed and pulled back from Rand with a kiss on her forehead. She didn’t know why the loss of his warmth affected her so, but she suddenly wished they were alone.
 
   He couldn’t seem to stop watching her. When Red reached out and pulled her into a bear hug, giving her a smacking kiss on the cheek, his fingers twitched with the urge to pull her away from him. Everything she did was distracting, the way she lifted her arms to rearrange the topknot on her head, her full breasts rising with them. When she bent over to put the DVD into the player and the curve of her bottom rose into the air, his palms started sweating.
 
   When Rand came back to the couch and slid in next to his side, he wrapped his arm around her shoulders naturally.  She turned to lay her head on his chest as the menu came on the screen and after pressing the play button, she snuggled back in, wrapping her arm around his waist.
 
   They had been friends for twenty years, held each other, comforted each other, but this was different. The way they fit, the way she smelled, and even the press on her lips against the side of his neck had him thinking lots of crazy things.
 
   The craziest one being that she felt like coming home. Warmth and comfort and rightness.
 
   He looked over at Red and as if he read his thoughts, he raised his eyebrow and pretended to hang himself.
 
   I’m in trouble. Big trouble.
 
   



  
 



 
   Chapter Fifteen
 
    
 
   Their wedding day dawned sunny and cold, which was just fine since the ceremony wasn’t going to start until two that afternoon. Rand had been surprised by the arrival of Red’s two sisters and Jamie at nine.  What in the name of all that was holy did they need to be there five hours before the ceremony?
 
   She was coming up from the barn when she spotted the two red heads and Jamie waiting patiently on her porch. Heading up the steps with a tentative smile, she said, “Hi ya’ll. What’s going on?”
 
   M.J. held up some kind of large suitcase. “Red told us you needed help getting ready.”
 
    Jamie stepped up and slid her arm through Rand’s. “And as Maid of Honor, it is my job to make sure you stay calm and relaxed.”
 
   Rand smiled, unsure how anyone was going to manage that feat.  “Well come on in. Are you hungry?”
 
   Jamie held up a white pastry sack. “I picked up some doughnuts at Nuttier’s.”
 
   Rand’s mouth watered as she looked at the bag and M.J. led the way inside. “Where do you want me to set up?”
 
   Set up? “Um, I guess in my bedroom.” She led the trio down the hallway to her room and M.J. started unpacking her giant suitcase.
 
   “Why don’t I make coffee to go with these? Where’s your pot?” Jamie walked out with the white bag without waiting for an answer. “Where the hell do you keep the coffee?”
 
   Rand took the opportunity to run out to help her, terrified of the torture the two sisters’ had in store for her over the next few hours.They were supposed to be at the church at one thirty. What could possibly take so long?
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Rand never thought she’d be standing in the middle of the Sunday school room, surrounded by a roomful of women from town and having them fawn over her like she had always belonged. After four hours of preparation and the last forty five minutes of smiling and nodding, she was exhausted. She stood in front of the mirror, staring at herself.
 
   M.J. had styled her hair in a riot of curls falling from a French twist at the back of her head. Bits of white flowers, rhinestone pins, and glitter brightened the brown strands and she was wearing more makeup than a clown. Thankfully she didn’t look like one, but her face felt like someone had put a layer of dirt on it. M.J. had used some kind of mineral based make up on her until her freckles were almost nonexistent and she’d applied three shades of dark shadow to her eyelids to make her eyes “pop”. Rand had to admit it did make her eyes stand out and her lips were glossed with a plumping agent that made them tingle weirdly.
 
   The dress fit perfectly after the few alterations Jake’s mom had made, its scooped neck modest and the skirt ending just above the ground. Rand had bought a pair of white pumps that she had spent all week walking in, afraid of falling on her butt. The heel was only an inch but still, she’d almost twisted an ankle walking to the church doors.
 
   The one thing that was really making her crazy was the lingerie both Calhoun sisters and Jamie had insisted she wear. “Don’t you want your legs to look pretty when Jake pulls the garter off?”
 
   After the girls had explained that little custom and she had insisted that no one was lifting her dress up, she’d still lost the battle. From the bustier, to the barely there panties, and the itchy thigh highs clipped to the blue garter belt, she was a walking Victoria Secret advertisement.  She walked a lot straighter with the bustier than she usually did, but it was still an item she would never wear again, if she didn’t die from lack of oxygen first.
 
   All of the ladies turned when someone knocked on the door. As Jake’s mom opened it, Earl’s scowling face came around the slab of wood. Rand had never been so happy to see anyone.
 
   “Why don’t you ladies go find your seats? The service is about to start and the last thing that girl needs is a bunch of babblin’ Betties rattlin’ her nerves.” Rand covered her mouth to hide her smile as several ladies glared at Earl and the rest varied between looks of insult and oblivion. Jake’s mother kissed her cheek. “You look lovely, Rand. My son is a lucky man.”
 
   Rand blushed. “Thank you, ma’am.”
 
    Jake’s mom left the room, and M.J. hugged Rand unexpectedly and patted her back. Tabby gave her a wink as she followed her sister out and Jamie, looking very pretty in a lavender tea length dress, waved as she shut the door.
 
   Rand stood facing Earl, at a loss for something to say. He wore his dress blues and the uniform made him seem more imposing than normal. He’d shaved for the occasion and for a minute, she saw the young man in the pictures her mother had loved so much.
 
   He stepped close and held his uniformed arm out to her. “Should we get this thing over with?”
 
   She slipped her newly manicured hand onto his offered arm. “Thank you for doing this, Earl.”
 
   He patted her hand and said, “I’m honored to do it.”
 
   She took a deep breath and leaned up to kiss his cheek. She saw his skin burn with color and he gruffly said, “We better hurry before your young man gets impatient.”
 
   Your young man. In about twenty minutes, Jake was going to be hers by Texas state law. Her heart pounded and her stomach fluttered as Earl led her out the door to where her groom waited to say their vows.
 
   When they reached the end of the aisle and she saw Jake standing under the arch, she felt like her heart was going to burst from her chest like the creature from alien.
 
   “You ready, missy?”
 
   Rand squeezed Earl’s arm without taking her eyes from Jake. “I’m ready, Earl.”
 
   The music started and Earl led her up the aisle.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Jake stood up at the front of the church and stared at his bride to be as she hung on Earl’s arm tightly, never taking her eyes off Jake. His breath caught in his throat and his tongue felt hog tied in his mouth at how lovely she looked; so feminine and graceful.
 
   “Holy shit!” He heard Red rasp behind him and the preacher’s stern admonishment, but he ignored both. Dustin clapped him on the shoulder and said, “You are one lucky son of a bitch, brother.”
 
   He didn’t even respond. All of his attention was focused on the vision in white coming down the aisle towards him.
 
   He took the two steps down and met Earl and Rand at the bottom. Earl leaned over and kissed Rand’s cheek before passing her hand over to Jake’s with a scowl. Jake nodded at the older man and Earl let Rand go to take his seat in the front. Jake couldn’t stop staring at her as he led her up the steps to stand in front of the pastor.
 
   He spent the ceremony in a daze, answering the pastor’s prompts without looking away from Rand’s thick lashed brown eyes. She seemed to be just as entranced as he was; her eyes wide and dreamy.
 
   The rings were exchanged, a simple white gold band to match his grandmothers ring for Rand. When Jake saw the simple ring Rand had bought, he grinned. She knew him so well.
 
   “You can go ahead and kiss your bride now, Jake.” The Pastor said.
 
   He didn’t even hesitate as he brought Rand against him and slipped his hand behind her neck. His other arm wrapped around her waist and he dipped down to taste his wife’s lips. Wife. He was married to Rand, no matter that it was supposed to be a business arrangement, there was nothing professional about the feel of Rand’s hands wrapping around his biceps or the way her mouth opened under his. He continued to kiss her, lost in the sweet taste of her until Red nudged him from behind. “All right, lover boy, save it for the honeymoon. I’m starving.”
 
   The men in the crowd laughed while the ladies tittered. Rand’s face was a bright pink as he pulled back and released her.
 
   “Ladies and Gentleman, I would like to introduce you to Mr. and Mrs. Jake Hansen.” The pastor announced and loud cheers erupted in the church.
 
   Red slapped Jake’s back and said, “Well lets head on over to the Double C. Heard there’s a pretty good spread being laid out for this shindig.”
 
   Jake looked over at Rand, who was being hugged hard by Jamie. Her beautiful face was flushed, and suddenly, spending hours with half the town of Loco didn’t seem like such a great idea after all.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   “I gotta tell you, cousin, I am so glad that you got married. The thought of having to deal with this place has made me break out in a cold sweat every night for weeks.”
 
   Rand tried to smile at her cousin, but it was definitely an effort. His wife and he had flown down for her wedding at his insistence since he was the only family she had. Even though she thought he was a bit of a yuppie, she appreciated the gesture. “Yeah, well, now you can rest easy. I’ve got it handled.”
 
   “Of course the money from the sale would have been nice, but the hassle would have done nothing for my nerves.” The girly man actually looked like he was growing faint just thinking about it.
 
   Being around you is doing nothing for my nerves. That would have been Rand’s response any other day this month except for today. Today she was jittery as a June bug and it had everything to do with the gorgeous man surrounded by a flock of fawning women. Jake looked up right then and sent her a look so full of heat she felt like a muffin right out of the oven. It had already been three hours and the party was still going strong, although Earl had cut out after dinner. She couldn’t really blame him, since her first inclination was to send everyone packing so she could get the hell out of this devil contraption of a bustier. She was starving, too afraid to eat in the beautiful white dress and not sure she really could if she tried, the damn bustier was cutting off circulation and oxygen.
 
   She would have changed out of the dress hours ago, but Jake hadn’t changed out of his tux and he looked so handsome she couldn’t bear to change into her normal gear and have people whisper. She watched Jake excuse himself and cross the room, slipping his arm around her waist and giving her a hard kiss. “How’s my beautiful bride?”
 
   “She’s starving and ready to shut the party down,” Rand said honestly.
 
   “I understand exactly what you mean, darlin’. It will be over soon.” Jake looked up and smiled. “Red, did you get enough to eat?”
 
    “I did, but I realized I forgot to do something.  I haven’t kissed the bride.”
 
   Before she could protest Red’s mouth swooped over hers and her “oh” of surprise got a quick sweep of his tongue before he was pulled back by a scowling Jake.
 
   “I love you buddy, but if you kiss my wife again, you’re going to be hurtin’ bad in the mornin’.”
 
     Jake almost sounded jealous, really jealous. Serious about hitting his best friend jealous. Her mind tried to wrap it’s way around that while Red slapped Jake’s back. “Ah, Jake, no need. Just wanted to give Rand one last chance to pick the better man.”
 
   The women that had moments before been surrounding Jake were giving their excuses. One of them looked at Rand and said sincerely, “Congratulations, Miranda. You’re a lucky woman.”
 
   Rand looked at Jake, whose scowl had dissolved into a tolerant half smile as Red teased him and she said simply, “Yeah, I guess I am.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Jake couldn’t wait to get the well-meaning folks of Loco out of the house so he could get a little time with Rand alone.  
 
   Right now Mrs. Donaldson was schooling him on the proper care of a marriage, and he listened with only half an ear as his eyes devoured Rand laughing with his mother, Red’s sisters, and Jamie across the room.
 
   Her eyes lifted and met his. All the fire and anticipation must have been shooting out of his eyes because she turned away with flaming cheeks.
 
   When Mrs. Donaldson took a breath, Jake patted her shoulders and apologized, “I do beg your pardon for interrupting, Mrs. Donaldson, but I have barely gotten to kiss my bride all night. Would you oblige me?”
 
   Mrs. Donaldson smiled knowingly and said, “You go on darlin’. I remember my own wedding. My Carl couldn’t wait to get me alone.”
 
   As disturbing as the image was, he thanked the old gal anyway and strode across the room to pull Rand against him and whisper next to her ear, “Is it time for everyone to leave yet?”
 
   He felt her warm breath against the skin of his neck as she responded urgently, “God, I hope so. I haven’t been able to breathe or eat with this damn corset on.”
 
   The image of Rand standing in front of him wearing nothing but her skin sent him into a cold sweat and he turned to address the remaining guests. “Alright folks, I hate to kick you out, but my sweetheart has just informed me she can’t wait to rip my clothes off.”
 
   There were plenty of gasps and disapproving looks and a hard sock to his stomach by said eager bride. “Oh alright, so it’s just me. Can ya’ll blame me?”
 
   No one seemed to, especially the men who gave Jake good natured back slaps.
 
   Dustin, carrying a sleeping Luke, leaned over to kiss Rand’s cheek. “Congratulations you two. Let me know if this guy steps out of line.”
 
   Jake hugged his brother, careful of Luke and before he could stop himself, he ran a hand over the boy’s soft hair.
 
   Dustin gave him a look of understanding, but didn’t say anything.
 
   His mama kissed Rand’s cheek. “I am so happy to finally have a daughter. We’ll have to plan a trip to Dallas, do a little shopping or lunch. Whatever you want.”
 
   He knew Rand was trying to cover up her horror at the word shopping. She could barely stand to shop for groceries, let alone clothes. “I’d like that, Mrs. Hansen.”
 
   His mama shook her head. “Now you can call me mama or Karen, but I don’t ever want to hear you call me Mrs. Hansen again, you hear?”
 
   “Yes ma’am.”
 
   His mama hugged him next and murmured, “So happy for you, baby.”
 
   “Thanks mama.” His mother gave him a wink before turning to leave, the rest of the guests falling in behind her to say their goodbyes.
 
     Jake thanked them all, until the last soul walked out the front door and he turned to face Rand. “Alone at last.”
 
   He watched her turn to walk down the hallway and go into her room, leaving him alone without a word.
 
   What the hell?
 
   He went after her and knocked. “Rand? Hey, everyone knows I was just kidding about the ripping the clothes off thing.”
 
   He heard her moving around and the knob turned. Rand poked her head out and she whimpered, “I thought I could get this thing off, but I need your help.”
 
   “What thing?” Please say everything.
 
   “Well, my dress to start. I told you, I can’t breathe, but turns out I can’t get it or this damn painful contraption off without assistance.” She stepped back and he moved into the room with her.
 
   She turned her back to him and he made swift work of the long row of buttons down her back. He came around her front and helped her slip the dress down her body so she could step out of it. His gaze traveled from the white stockings on her feet, up her long legs and the swell of her hips. Up over her corset clad waist to the gorgeous mounds rising above the neckline of the lingerie. She was going to have to rip his eyes out because there was no way he could look away from all of the creamy goodness he’d exposed.
 
   Her hands flew up and she cried out, “Hey now! You’re supposed to be helping not ogling!
 
   “How in the hell am I not supposed to look when you’re the most beautiful woman I’ve ever seen?”
 
   Her hands fluttered and his eyes trailed all the way up to catch hers when she whispered, “That’s not funny.”
 
   “Do I look like I’m laughing?” He couldn’t have laughed if he wanted to. He was so hard any movement would have caused him physical pain and his whole being wanted nothing more than to satisfy every urge with the woman standing in nothing but satin and lace.
 
   “It’s just the make-up and the hair making you say that. Or the fact that I’m your wife and according to your code of honor I’m the only woman you can…”
 
   He stood up and yanked her against him. She squeaked out the last word…”have.”
 
   He reached out and ran his hand down her cheek, slid it along her throat until it rested just under her twist of hair on her neck. “Rand, it’s not the make-up or the hair or the corset. It’s you. You are pure perfection, honey.”
 
   Whatever her pretty little mouth was going to say was stopped by his lips coming down on hers.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   If she thought the corset had made it hard to breathe, Jake’s kiss made it downright impossible. His hands slipped down over her back to the laces, and while his lips never left hers, his hands made fast work of the ties that held her sucked in tight. The air rushed out when he broke the kiss and pulled the back of the corset apart.
 
   “Oh…” she said, leaning into him as her head spun.
 
   He caught her to him and helped her sit with a smile. “Let’s get this damn thing off you.”
 
   She couldn’t agree more as he unhooked the front and opened it wide, sliding his hands in to push it to the floor. Wrapping his arms all the way around, he pushed her back onto the bed and followed her down, falling on top.
 
   Laughing at his hurried motions as he jerked off his jacket and tossed it across the room, she kicked off her heels and helped him untuck his shirt as he removed his bow-tie. Her fingers worked on the buttons of his shirt front while he took off his cufflinks and they finished at the same time. Both the crisp white shirt and the undershirt beneath were thrown aside and he bent down to kiss her, finding her breast with his wide palm.
 
   She reached between them for his belt, going by feel as she arched against his touch and kisses. Finally freeing the leather from the metal buckle, she unsnapped his button and opened his zipper, slipping her hand inside to find him hard and ready.
 
   He stopped kissing her long enough to shuck his dress pants and briefs. He stood before her, gloriously naked, in nothing but his socks that he soon discarded and she licked her lips as he reached out and yanked her underwear down her legs. Leaving her thigh highs, he grabbed a condom from his pants and ripped it open, rolling the latex over his engorged flesh. She bucked when he placed his hand between her legs, playing with her folds..
 
   “I can’t wait. God, Rand…”
 
   She hugged his hips and locked her ankles behind his back as he slipped between her legs and rubbed the head of his cock against her opening, pushing forward. There was no pain this time, only the sweet sensation of him filling and stretching her channel until he was seated to the hilt.
 
   She ran her hands over his shoulders and arms with a smile as she rocked her hips and a zing of excitement shot though her.
 
   Jake drew back and pushed in, using short, shallow strokes that rubbed her outsides as they massaged her insides and she felt the heavy, thigh trembling build up that told her she was getting closer to that overwhelming, soul soaring explosion of pleasure.
 
   “Jake…so….” a gasp escaped her as she came, hands clasping him to her as she met his thrusts, her cries growing louder and higher as she embraced the fantastic out-of-body eruption, coming back down slowly, just in time to watch him shout and pump his own release into her.
 
   Running her fingers through his damp hair, she wiggled under his weight. “Maybe we could get all the way onto the bed?”
 
   His shoulders shook under her arms as he pushed up onto his hands and smiled down at her. “Sorry. I’m not normally that quick, I was just a little worked up.”
 
   “I’m not complaining, I was just thinking you’d be more comfortable.” She said, waving her hand at the fact that they were sideways on the bed.
 
   “Point taken.” He said, pulling out of her and her cheeks flamed as her muscles contracted around him and little aftershocks made her tremble.
 
   He kissed her forehead as he stood up. “I’ll be right back.”
 
   He went into the bathroom, and she sat on the side of the bed, rolling down her thigh highs, yawning as she stood up. She was exhausted, there was no question about it, and she reached into the top drawer of her dresser for a night shirt and a pair of cotton briefs. Slipping them on, all she needed was to brush her teeth and she would be ready to go to bed.
 
   Jake came out and as she passed him, he caught her shirt and teased, “Who said you could put clothes on woman?”
 
   “This is what I sleep in.” She said, reaching around him too grab her tooth brush.
 
   He took the opportunity to nip at her neck and whisper, “Who said we’re gonna be sleeping?”
 
   Laughing, she pushed him away. “Will you give me a minute?”
 
   “What? I think you’re sexy with a frothy mouth.” He said as she shut the door on him with a snort.
 
   She caught a glimpse of her reflection and couldn’t believe it was her. Her cheeks were flushed, her eyes twinkled brightly, and besides the toothpaste foam on her lips, she looked different. Pretty.
 
   When she came out of her bathroom, he was curled up on his side, under the covers and crooking his finger at her.
 
   “Come here, wife. I still got big plans for you.”
 
   Suddenly, sleep seemed a little over-rated when she had six foot plus of hot Texas male in her bed.
 
   



  
 



 
   Chapter Sixteen
 
    
 
   They attended church the next morning together and were greeted with teases from the gentleman and curiosity from the ladies. During the service, Rand sat in her normal position between Red and Jake, only today Jake held her hand, using his thumb to trace little circles over her skin and making it very hard to concentrate. Jake’s mama sat next to Jake and kept glancing at Rand with a sly grin. Red caught Rand’s attention by continuously falling asleep and holding his head when he was awake.
 
    Rand leaned over to ask Jake, “How much did Red have to drink last night?”
 
   Jake put his mouth so close to her ear, his lips grazed the shell. “Way too much. I think old Red may have done a few things he regrets today.”
 
   Rand was too busy fighting the urge to lean closer to his mouth to respond,. Maybe move her neck to a forty degree angle to give him better access. She felt his breath move down and his teasing tone was hushed as he whispered, “Really, Rand? In church.”
 
   Her eyes popped open and she turned toward him, catching his wicked grin and his mother looking like she wanted to jump up and shout “Hallelujah”.
 
    Rand’s whole face lit up like a prairie fire and she sat straight with her eyes forward, trying to calm the thump, thump of her heart. Damn the man, he knew exactly how seductive he was and he enjoyed toying with her.
 
   She kept fidgeting in her seat and Jake leaned over again. “Why are you fidgeting like that? Got an itch that needs scratching?”
 
   She tossed a glare his way as Red groaned beside her, “Oh for the love of God, will you two knock it off?”
 
   Rand and Jake turned to watch as his mother whacked him upside his head. “Don’t take the lords name in church, unless you’re praying. And mind your own business; they’re newlyweds.”
 
   Jake’s shoulder shook against hers with laughter and she wanted to sneak out of church and never come back. It was one thing for Red to hear Jake’s sexual innuendos, but his mother. Or Jake’s for that matter.
 
   “I hate you,” she hissed at her chuckling husband.
 
   “No you don’t.”
 
   Damn him if he wasn’t right.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Jake had forgone the trip to Earl’s to visit with his mom, but he was planning on picking her up afterwards.
 
   She wanted to ask Earl about her mom so badly, she had the hardest time making small talk.
 
   “Y’all didn’t have to come over here today. You’re newlyweds. You should have stayed home and relaxed.”
 
   “I come over every Sunday; it’s our tradition. Besides, Jake’s mom has started giving me these real funny looks and I don’t know what to make of her.”
 
   “She just sees that her son is married to a good woman and wants it to stay that way, is all. A woman that will care for you when you’re sick is a rare find.” Earl said with a small smile.
 
   “Did you ever find a girl like that?” Rand asked quickly, before she changed her mind.
 
   Earl’s eyes had a solemn look to them as he said, “Had a sweetheart once. I was home on leave and got a nasty case of strep. She came over every day and nursed me. Best care I ever had.”
 
   The way he said it, with a twinge of regret, Rand took the opening and asked, “Was that my mother?”
 
   Earl jerked his attention to her, his eyes wide with surprise. “Why’d you ask me that?”
 
   She stared back at him. “I found your letters in her hope chest.”
 
   “So you know.” He sat heavily into a chair and let out a whooshing breath. “You’re her spit exactly. I hadn’t seen you in years when I caught you in the field, but the minute you looked at me, I knew you were hers.”
 
   She shook her head and sat down. “She was much prettier than me.”
 
   He looked up with a faraway smile and argued, “Nope. Same dark brown eyes and hair, same nose and sprinkle of freckles.” He ran a hand through his graying hair and said, “My Brown Eyed Girl was our song.”
 
   She didn’t know how she felt about him letting her come around when all he must have seen was her mother. “Is that why you let me hang around? Because I looked like her?”
 
   He shook his head. “At first I was so surprised when I looked at you, it was like looking at her again. Then you opened that ornery little trap of yours and I knew, you might look like her, but you were your granddaddy in spirit.”
 
   “You worked for Granddaddy for how long?” She was fascinated by this new part of Earl and a piece of her mother. She was so young when she lost her; she only remembered bits of a smiling woman who gave a lot of hugs and kisses. Then her last memory, when her mother was too sick to speak and she’d crawled into bed with her, laying her head against her frail shoulder and whispering, “It’s okay mommy.”
 
   She fought the tears as Earl said, “I was sixteen when I first went to work for R.E. during the summer and I remember your mother following me around, asking me questions and always offering me lemon drops. They were your mother’s favorite candy. I enlisted when I was eighteen and my old man and I didn’t exactly get along, so I hardly came back on leave. Until he died and I came back for his funeral.”
 
   “And that’s when you saw my mother again?” The transformation on the craggy face was unbelievably. The happy memories smoothed out the lines and made him look younger.
 
   “She was filled with this sweetness, it was infectious. She smiled and laughed freely, and when I saw her across the room, I was a goner.”
 
   Rand gave a wet laugh, tears already spilling over onto her cheeks. “You? Love at first sight?”
 
   “Hell yeah. I walked over to introduce myself and the first thing she says is, “Earl Humphries, don’t you recognize me?” I didn’t and I almost walked away at that point, but she reached into her pocket and held a bag of lemon drops out to me. She said, “Want a lemon drop?” And I knew. I knew I was too old for her, too damaged but I loved her anyway.”
 
   Rand swiped at her cheeks and cried, “Then why did you let her go? She would have been happy with you anywhere she was.”
 
   His own eyes were wet as he responded, “R.E. asked me to.”
 
   Rand couldn’t believe it. “Why? Why would granddaddy do that?”
 
   Earl reached across and took her hand. “Don’t go blaming your granddaddy, he did the right thing. Your mama wanted a family more than anything else in the world, even me, and your granddaddy knew that the Marines were my career. She was his only child and he didn’t want me dragging her all over the world. He asked me to let her find someone who could give her what I couldn’t. Stability and a home.”
 
   Rand’s hands fisted in his and she snapped, “My father was a gambling, abusive bastard. He made her miserable.”
 
   He looked green as he agreed, “He was that. I didn’t find out she’d married until you were about two and I ran into her at the market. I saw the black eye, even under all the make-up because I’d seen my mother do the same thing. You were just a little sprout, cute as could be and I wanted to kill him.”
 
   She sniffled. “You should have.”
 
   He smiled and squeezed her hand. “I paid him a visit, believe me. If a couple of guys hadn’t pulled me off him, I probably would have, but I managed to break his arm. I told him if he ever touched your mama or you, I’d be back to finish him.”
 
   “I don’t remember that. I just remember he liked to yell at her when he lost money.”
 
   His lip curled in disgust. “I don’t know what to say except if I could go back, I don’t know if I’d change anything.”
 
   She pulled her hand back at his hurtful confession and yelled, “But you could have made her happy. You could have had more time together.”
 
   He shook his head. “I could never have made her as happy as you did, Rand. She loved you more than life.”
 
   It took a moment for that to sink in. “She could have had other children with you.”
 
   He laughed bitterly. “Maybe, if I’d been home long enough, but who would have raised them when she was gone? I didn’t finish my twenty until after she had passed and honestly, with the example I had, I don’t know how good of a father I would have been.” He paused before continuing, “And like I said, she wouldn’t have had you and neither would I.”
 
   He stood up and put his hand on her shaking shoulder and whispered, “I let you come over initially because you were her daughter and I wanted to know you. But I grew to love you for all your feistiness and heart. If I had ever had a daughter, I would have wanted her to be just like you.”
 
   She couldn’t stop the sobs that wracked her body as she stood and threw herself against Earl, dampening his rough work shirt with her tears. He rubbed her back and she felt his tears wet her hair as he whispered, “Shhh, sweetheart, don’t cry for me or your mama. God only gives us so much time on this earth and has a plan for all of us. I got to love your mama for a little while and for some reason, she loved me back. She might not have been happy with your daddy but she got you, and I know she wouldn’t have traded you for anything. And then, when I was at my worst, he sent you my way. You were my little sharp-tongued angel.”
 
   She choked on a laugh. “Only you and Jake can make the most insulting things sound like the sweetest compliments.”
 
   His own chest rumbled with a chuckle. “That’s what happens when you love someone. Even when you’re fighting, there isn’t anyone you’d rather fight with.”
 
   She smiled and asked, “Did you and mama fight?”
 
   He snorted. “I said she was sweet, I never said she wasn’t stubborn.”
 
   She pulled back and begged, “Tell me about her. Please.”
 
   In the three hours before Jake returned for her, Earl showed her another side of her mother. Her mother had always been wonderful, but had an underlying sadness. The girl Earl knew had been free and so filled with joy and mischief, it made her leave his house smiling. Her mother might have been miserable with her father, but she knew one thing for sure.
 
   Her mother had loved and been loved in return. Unselfishly with no conditions or restrictions.
 
    And Rand found herself wanting the same thing.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Rand was exhausted by the time they got home from Earl’s place. She changed her clothes and went out to check on the animals, smacking Jake’s hand away from her butt as she passed him. “Uh uh. I’m still mad at you!”
 
   “For what?” He demanded.
 
   “For teasing me in church today.”
 
   He chased after her, making her shriek as he grabbed her around the waist. “Let me go! I’ve got chores to do!”
 
   His fingers trailed over her ribs and she squealed, “Stop!” She slapped at his hands and reached up to yank on his hair.
 
   “Ouch. Little brat, I’ll fix your wagon.” He picked her up and started dragging her back toward the couch.
 
   She yanked his hair again and he yowled. She wasn’t really trying to hurt him, so she released his hair. Trying to be a reasonable adult, she turned her head to ask, “Are you o-uff…”
 
   His mouth covered hers and he used his hands on her waist to turn her in his arms, his tongue slipping inside to play with hers. Initially surprised, her body reacted as it always did when Jake kissed her. Turned to moldable jello and let him do whatever he wished.
 
   The back of her legs hit the couch and she stumbled, falling back onto the cushions. He climbed over her, fitting their bodies from chest to pelvis and she could feel every hard, solid inch of him. Especially the part that was hard and solid through his jeans.
 
   He brought his mouth down just over hers and smiled. “Are you ready to admit defeat and apologize?”
 
   She was so engrossed in those tiny flecks in his green eyes her voice came out dazed. “Apologize? For wh…”
 
   He brushed his mouth over hers so lightly she raised her head up when he pulled away and whimpered. Her eyes opened to see amusement and heat ruminating in those gorgeous eyes and he tried again. “How about now?”
 
   “You’re such a tease.” She said as she reached up to the back of his head and pulled his mouth down to hers. She slid her hand over the muscles of his back and kneaded them like a cat. The intensity rose and his hips pressed down against her, rubbing back and forth. She slipped her hands down to his hips, trying to get closer to him and rubbed her throbbing center against the hard bulge in his jeans. She felt his fingers nimbly slipping the buttons of her flannel shirt open and when his hand slid inside and cupped her breast, rubbing the sensitive nipple with his thumb, she jerked and moaned.
 
   She protested when he pulled back and said, “Rand, you have about three seconds to tell me no before I haul you up and into that bedroom.”
 
   He didn’t even give her that before he was standing up and tossing her over his shoulder. Pushing herself up, she cried, “The animals!”
 
   “They can wait.” He countered, giving her upwards facing rear a swift swat.
 
   “Hey!” She yelled, slapping his butt with her open palm.
 
   Placing her back on her feet inside the bedroom, his grin and eyes reflected an evil light. “So you want to play huh?”
 
   With a squeak, she ran, trying to make it to the bathroom, but he caught her, pulling her back against him with the hard band of his arm. With his warm breath rustling her hair, he whispered, “Do you yield?”
 
   “Never.” She said, tilting her head and closing her eyes as his lips moved over the exposed skin.
 
   “Hmmm….I think you will.”
 
   She figured he was probably right, but why not make him work for it anyway?
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Jake came out of the bedroom after his shower to find Rand standing in front of the stove, her hair up in a pony tail that trailed down her back. He walked up behind her and slipped his arms around her waist, laying his chin on her shoulder.
 
   She turned away from the stove and ran her hands up and over his shoulders, and just the feel of those rough hands on the cotton of his shirt was driving him crazy. She stood on her tippy toes and leaned forward, kissing him sweetly. He didn’t even have time to react before she had turned back to the stove.
 
   “What was that for?” He asked, staring at the back of her dark head.
 
   She shrugged. “Just because.”
 
   He grinned and smacked her butt. She let out a yip and turned to glare at him. “What was that for?”
 
   “Just because.” He teased, running his finger across her jaw line.
 
   Something mischievous crept into her eyes and she moved to the sink. He realized what she was about to do right as she turned on the water and grabbed the sprayer.
 
   “Don’t you…” he got a face full of water and he put his hands up to fend off the stream. He kept walking forward with his face turned away.
 
   “Stay back!” She cried, screaming and laughing.
 
   He reached out and grabbed her, wrestling the nozzle from her and hosing her down in his arms. She screamed and begged and he stopped spraying to yell, “Do you give?”
 
   She reached up to wipe her wet hair back and spluttered, “Yes.”
 
   “Since I won, I get a prize.” His tone was sheepish and he watched her eyes narrow with suspicion.
 
   “Like what,” she asked.
 
   “How about another date? Since our first one didn’t go so well.” He asked, loving the way her cheeks darkened to a soft pink.
 
    He was completely charmed by this side of Rand, the bashful, inexperienced woman who was the polar opposite of her normally brash and ballsy self.
 
   He wiped his hand across her wet cheek, loving the feel of her soft skin.
 
   She leaned her face into his hand and whether it was unconscious or not, he brought his other hand up to cup her cheek. He felt like he needed to be honest about the way he was feeling but he didn’t want to upset her. “Rand, I…”
 
   The smoke alarm started going off and Rand’s eyes widened as she jerked away from him. “The bread!”
 
   Jake went to go hit the button on the detector so it would stop its ear shattering shrillness, and watched Rand pull out a pan of black smoke.
 
   “Son of a bitch! I forgot to set the timer for it.” She dropped the whole thing and turned to him with irritation written all over her face. “It’s all your fault for distracting me.”
 
   He crossed his arms over his chest. “How did I do that? You kissed me. You started the water fight.”
 
   She went to turn off the soup and replied, “Your presence is distracting.”
 
   “Is it?” He moved across the floor until he was standing in front of her and kissed her cheeks, whispering, “Scale of one to ten, how distracting is this?”
 
   He felt her body relax as he kissed his way down her neck and took her earlobe into his mouth, biting it gently. Her body quaked and she said in a hushed tone, “Twenty five.”
 
   He smiled as he moved back to her lips. “I said one to ten.”
 
   Her eyes were closed as she responded, “Not high enough.”
 
   He chuckled and kissed her mouth, delving his tongue between her silky lips. If he had his way, he’d raise that distraction level to a fifty.
 
   



  
 



 
   Chapter Seventeen
 
    
 
   Jake finished signing the papers to take over the Feed Store the next Monday and called Red on his way home to the Double C to tell him the good news. Red had been happy for him, but he’d caught a note of envy in his voice.
 
   “That’s great man. I’m really happy for you.”
 
   Jake felt a little awkward at his best friend’s obvious unhappiness. “Hey man I’m sorry, I just…”
 
   “Hey, you don’t have to apologize to me. My time will come.” Red’s voice picked up on the last and Jake felt a little better.
 
   “Well hey, thanks for listening, but I just got home.” Jake pulled his keys out of the ignition and hopped out.
 
   “Ohhh home huh?  Look at you, all moved in and getting comfortable. I thought this was a temporary thing.” Red’s voice had an edge to it and Jake tensed.
 
   “What’s your problem, Red?”
 
   The line was quiet for a minute before Red snapped, “I don’t like you stringing Rand along.  You helped her keep the ranch, and that was good of you, but I’ve caught her watching you. She looks at you like she’s in love with you and I don’t want you taking advantage of her.”
 
   Jake was thrown by Red’s observation, but his voice didn’t show it as he said coldly, “What I do with my wife is none of your business.”
 
   “If you play with Rand and hurt her it will be.” Red’s voice sounded just as murderous.
 
   Jake growled, “I’m not going to hurt her.”
 
   “Good, then we won’t have a problem.”
 
   “Night Red.”
 
   “I’m just thinking about her, Jake. She’s been through enough.”
 
   Jake stopped on the porch and said, “Stop thinking about her and leave Rand’s feelings to me.”
 
   He hung up the phone and walked inside yelling, “Hey, Rand, I’ve got something to tell you!”
 
   Walking through the living room to the kitchen he saw the table set with flowers in the middle and candles on either side of the vase. Two place settings on a crocheted table cloth had a baked potato, steak and broccoli. And Rand stood on the other side of the beautiful setting, in a slinky black dress with ripples of brown hair falling over her bare shoulders.
 
   “Gah….”was all that came out of his mouth as she smiled in the dim lighting and asked, “How was your day?”
 
   He couldn’t stop staring at her in the scrap of fabric that barely reached mid-thigh and the dipping neckline. Her nervous laugh brought his eyes back up to hers and she joked, “Just blink once for good, twice for bad.”
 
   He blinked once slowly. He hadn’t moved from the spot and she asked, “Are you hungry?”
 
   For steak and potatoes? No. Not with you in that dress.
 
   He shook his head and she gave him a smile bordering on seductive. “Good.” She slipped the dress straps off her shoulders and the scrap of fabric slid down with the help of her hands until it pooled around her ankles. “Me neither.”
 
    
 
    
 
   Rand had been planning this move since she’d called Jamie yesterday and asked her for advice. Jamie had brought her the dress today, which she called her “sure thing” dress. She had told herself over and over for so long that she didn’t want to love him, and she didn’t want anything to change. But from the first time he’d kissed her it was too late for her.
 
   She had changed. She had fallen in love with her best friend; she just couldn’t admit it to herself and set herself up for heart ache. But listening to Earl talking about her mother had convinced her that it was worth it. It had to be worth it. She had to tell him how she felt.
 
   Now here she was, standing as buck naked as a baby and he stared there like a drooling idiot. Suddenly self-conscious, she raised her hands up to cover her breast and said, “I thought I would surprise you…”
 
   “You did.” He strode toward her purposefully and the hungry look in his eyes stopped her explanation. He slid his hand up and into her hair, pulling her against his hard chest. She melted into him and he bent to kiss her lips like she was a steak he wanted to devour. She shivered as he ran his free hand down her back and butt, and her naked breasts and belly rubbed against the rough cotton and denim of his clothes. The sensations made her quicken and she struggled to get closer.
 
   He didn’t stop kissing her all the way back to the bedroom, even as he unbuttoned and discarded his shirt. Once they reached the bed, he toppled her onto the mattress and untied his boots, throwing his socks across the room. He stood up straight and slipped his jeans down his hips, kicking them off impatiently.
 
   “Jake…” she started.
 
   When his mouth found her breast, she couldn’t form any other words.
 
   After. I’ll tell him after.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   The sun streamed through the bedroom window and Jake watched the light dance across Rand’s skin and cast a golden hue to her brown hair. Her mouth was parted softly and her hair covered half her face, the blanket down around her hips so her whole back was exposed. He ran his hand over the soft skin.
 
   He slid out of bed and headed for the shower. He laid his head against the cool tile and let the hot water flow down his back as he went over every little detail of being with Rand. She was so passionate. She’d been teasing and shy, and he wished he could spend the day peeling back more and more of her new layers. It was amazing that he’d known her for twenty years but he felt like he was getting to know her all over again, a new surprise every day. And he loved it.
 
   He shaved and brushed his teeth, the sight of her toothbrush next to his making him laugh. Who would have ever thought he’d be here, living in Rand’s house, sharing a bathroom, a bed…
 
   He wrapped the towel around his waist and opened the door to sneak down to the other bedroom. He’d hung his clothes up there because Rand’s closet was so small it barely held her meager wardrobe.
 
   His emotions were confusing as much as they were exhilarating. He wanted to be with her, liked the way she made him feel, but it also scared the shit out of him. He’d gone into this thing thinking it would be temporary, a way to help Rand and have her until this crazy attraction to her went away. But if anything, he just seemed to be getting deeper and deeper. He loved watching her eat, sleep, laugh…he watched her when she didn’t know it and felt protective. Possessive. A word kept rattling around in his head that he’d never used with a woman. He’d dated, had girlfriends even, but never had he thought of a woman as being his.
 
   He heard a noise in the doorway as he was pulling on a pair of boxers and there stood Rand, wrapped in a sheet, her brown hair tousled and looking sleepy. “What are you doing?”
 
   He smiled at her bleary eyes and got up to pull her close. She snuggled against him and he felt her mouth rain soft kisses on his chest. He held her against him and kissed her hair and her bare shoulder before answering. “Getting ready for work.”
 
   Her hands caressed his back and she murmured, “It’s early. You should come back to bed.”
 
   He grinned and reached up to tilt her head up. “Insatiable woman, I have inventory to do. And don’t you need to be out wrangling some cattle?”
 
   When Rand pouted, honest to God pouted like she’d been doing it for years, he almost changed his mind. Something about her protruding, plump lip made him want to take it into his mouth and suck.
 
   He realized she was talking and said, “What did you say?”
 
   She rubbed against him like a cat and said sweetly, “The cows can wait around a few minutes.”
 
   He raised his eyebrow. “I can do better than a few minutes.”
 
   She slipped her hands into his boxers and gripped him. “Then come on back to bed, and show me.”
 
   He pulled back and dipped her over his shoulder. She laughed as he hauled her back to the bedroom and dumped her unceremoniously. He grabbed a condom from the bathroom cabinet, lost his boxers and flopped onto the bed, rolling it on. He lay down on his back and brought her over him so she straddled his hips and he rubbed against her.
 
   “How bout it cow girl? You got me right where you want me. Do with me as you will.”
 
   Rand’s cheeks were sweetly pink as she sat above him, looking unsure. He took her hands and slid them over his chest. “I love it when you touch me.”
 
   Her big brown eyes met his in the early morning light and her hands roamed over his chest and abdomen, those callused palms making his erection jerk. He slid his hands up to cup her breasts, and enjoyed the way her head tilted back and her eyes closed. Just watching her, being able to really see her responding to everything he was doing, was the hottest thing he’d ever seen.
 
   His hand dipped down until he found her core and he slid a finger over the little nub, making her tense. He continued until he slipped his index finger inside her, feeling her readiness. He grasped her waist and lifted her, shifting his hips forward until the tip of him rubbed against her warmth. He caught her surprised look and said, “This way you can control everything.”
 
   She sat above him for a moment. He reached up and touched her face teasing, “Trust me, you’ll like it.”
 
   She leaned her cheek into his hand and smiled. “I believe you.”
 
   There was no more hesitation as she slid down over him and he groaned when she finally encased him in her silky sheath. She adjusted herself then moved her hips a bit. By her gasp, he figured she’d found something she liked and he grasped her hips and moved her forward again.
 
    Together they found a rhythm and he could feel himself getting close as he watched her rock above him, her mouth slightly open, breasts thrust forward, and her eyes tightly closed.
 
   Her muscles clenched around him as her moans went up two octaves and her whole body quivered. He thrust up into her one last time and yelled as he came, grasping her to him as she fell forward on his chest, her hair covering his face.
 
   He tried to catch his breath as her breasts pressed against his chest and reached up to move her hair from his face. He caught the dewy look in her eyes and smiled, “So am I getting any better?”
 
   Her smile was dreamy. “Oh yeah. That was wonderful.”
 
   He kissed her smiling mouth and said, “Alright, hussy, I’ve got to get to work.”
 
   She rolled off the bed slowly, stretching and he watched her naked behind as she padded to the bathroom. “Well I’m going to hop into the shower and get ready to feed.” She turned and gave him fluttering eyes, “You sure you don’t want to come in?”
 
   He let out a bark of laughter at her come hither look. “I’ve created a monster. What happened to my nervous, shy wife?”
 
   She shrugged and replied, “I guess she just finally got a taste of really, really good sex.”
 
   She shut the door on him and he lay back on the bed until his laughter subsided. Being married to Rand was definitely better than he was expecting.
 
   He climbed out of the bed and made his way down the other bathroom to clean up. When he reached down to take off the condom, he noticed the rip in the thin latex and the blood in his head disappeared. Gripping the side of the sink, he stared back at his pale reflection.
 
   Fuck no. Fuck fuck fuck!
 
   He tried to push down the panic, but he couldn’t seem to catch his breath. He had never had sex without a condom, even when the woman was on the pill and he’d sure as shit never had one break on him.
 
   He cleaned up and went back into Rand’s bedroom, sitting on the bed with his head in his hands. He couldn’t fight the images that rushed through his head of a little brown haired girl with freckles, smiling at him like he’d hung the moon or a little boy who looked up at him with trust in his green eyes. No, he couldn’t do it; he couldn’t put a child through that inevitable disappointment.
 
   How was he going to tell Rand all this?
 
   She wants kids less than you. She’ll understand.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Rand hadn’t been able to tell him how she felt last night; she had chickened out big time. Tonight though, she was going to do it. Just three little words right? How hard could it be?
 
   Rand came humming out of the bathroom, wrapped up in a towel and the first thing she saw was Jake looking like his world had just crashed down on his head.
 
   “What happened?” She knelt down in front of him, her heart lodging in her throat at the sheer despair she saw in his deep green eyes. “Jake?”
 
   “I made a mistake.” He whispered.
 
   Rand tried to swallow but her worry and fear were working to tighten her airway more. “Whatever it was, we can fix it.”
 
   He didn’t say anything for a few moments and the silence was filed with suspenseful meaning.
 
   Maybe the mistake was he married you.
 
   “The condom broke.” Jake’s words thrust through her self-doubt and she almost cried with relief.
 
   “Is that it? Oh god, you scared me. That’s okay, I’m-
 
   He stood up so fast, she fell over on her butt, barely catching her towel. “No it’s not fucking alright, Rand! I don’t want kids. Ever. Period.”
 
   She stared up at him, so surprised she couldn’t move. He looked like a cornered animal, snarling and snapping at her, and her heart dislodged from her throat and sank to the bottom of her stomach.
 
   “I can’t believe this. I’m so careful, always. How could this happen.”
 
   Rand recovered slowly, pushing herself to her feet and facing Jake. “What I was going to say was, you don’t have to worry, because I’m on the pill.”
 
   His skin pallor darkened finally until red stained his cheeks. He seemed at a loss for something to say, so she decided to help direct the conversation. “I’ve been on the pill since I was fourteen because of…my time of the month. It helped with some of the symptoms.”
 
   Silence stretched again until he softly said, “Well, that’s, ehem, good.”
 
   “Yeah, I guess it is.” She could feel her blood boil inside, the flames of humiliation and anger making her skin burn. “Is it kids in general you want to avoid or just with me?”
 
   “It has nothing to do with you. It’s just a personal preference. People don’t stay together or stick around, and I just don’t want to bring a kid into that.”
 
   “And that’s everyone, right? Cause Red’s mom and dad haven’t been together for thirty plus years or have five perfectly sane kids.” Sarcasm oozed out with her words and she was beyond caring. All her hopes that Jake was really with her, that he felt the same way she did, had been dashed with his stupidity.
 
   “Look there are exceptions to every rule, but you and I both know the reality. Parents don’t stay together, and some even leave. Divorce, separation, abandonment. I don’t want it for mine.”
 
   It killed her, destroyed every ounce of her pride to ask, but she had to know. “Is that where we’re headed, Jake? When that year is up, are we going to be done?”
 
   His hands slipped through the short strands of his hair before he answered. “I don’t know, Rand. I’ve been taking one day at a time, seeing how things go.”
 
   “But you don’t really think this is going anywhere, right? This is just a fun little experiment for you.”
 
   His whole demeanor turned defensive as he snapped. “What about you? Weren’t you just using me as a test subject until you found someone who suited your wants and needs? I’m used to being that guy, but let’s not pretend this hasn’t been just about you finally getting your rocks off.”
 
   Rand had never been a delicate flower, but she’d also never been a brawler either. She had no idea she had swung her fist and caught Jake right on his chin until she was cradling her throbbing fist, staring at Jake’s surprised face.
 
   “Get out.” She snarled, squinting her eyes to keep the tears at bay.
 
   A dark scowl marred his handsome face, a face that only an hour before had been filled with tenderness. “Gladly.”
 
   He spun away from her and walked out of the bedroom, the front door slamming behind him. Choking on her grief, she flung herself on the bed and lost it. Cries escaped with each wracking sob, and for the third time in her life, she felt like her world had been ripped apart at the seams. Her mother. Her grandfather. And now she’d lost Jake too.
 
   



  
 



 
   Chapter Eighteen
 
    
 
   Rand had gotten up to feed and gone right back to bed. She’d skipped the spaghetti feed, telling Jamie to let everyone know she didn’t feel good. By the time Thursday night rolled around, the whole town was abuzz that the newlyweds had gotten into some kind of row and were no longer living together.
 
   Rand was curled up on the couch with a plate of nachos, Scout hanging over her shoulder, both watching the movie Serenity, when Red came walking through the door.
 
   Rand glared at him. “What happened to your new knocking habit? I was growing fond of it.”
 
   “I came by to check on you.” Red’s narrowed gaze drifted from the nachos to her disheveled, puffy appearance. “I’m going to kick his ass and drop him in the swamp. He’s gator food.”
 
   Rand set her nachos down on the coffee table and promptly burst into tears. She felt Red’s weight on the couch before he wrapped her up against him. “Honestly, I told him that if he hurt you, we were going to have it out.”
 
   She sniffled and hiccuped. “He’s your best friend.”
 
   “So are you.” He squeezed her.
 
   “You like him better,” she argued.
 
   “No, I fight with him less, but I share more with you.” He nudged her and she looked up at his smiling face, “You’re the glue, Rand. Jake and I could have ended up not being friends after that thing with Candace Seasons in eighth grade.”
 
   Rand snorted. “You were both being idiots.”
 
   “Yeah, but if it hadn’t been for you, we might not all be friends. And let’s be honest, you know if that fight had gone the other way, you would have taken my side.”
 
   She smiled. “At this point I’m going to go with yes.”
 
   “But not just because Jake is acting like a giant douche right?” Red said it teasingly.
 
    “No, not just because of that,” she said, her laugh sounding slightly soggy.
 
   Silence stretched between them for a minute before Red asked, “Do you want to talk about it?”
 
   She laid her head against the back of the couch. “No.”
 
    “Then do you want to know a secret,” He asked, smiling brightly.
 
   She turned her head to the side and said unenthusiastically, “Sure.”
 
   His eyes gleamed. “I wrote a novel.”
 
   She lifted her head and her eyebrow. “You?”
 
   He looked affronted. “Hey, I’ll have you know I am pretty kick ass at English and Writing. Got A’s every term except for that one I had mono.”
 
   “Okay, so what kind of book is it?”
 
   He blushed as he muttered, “Romance.”
 
   She started laughing, she couldn’t help it. “Really? What’s it called?”
 
   He was blushing so hard his skin matched his hair. “Kiss Me Again. It’s about a girl who has loved her best friend forever, and he’s never seen her like that. Then, just when she starts seeing someone else, he realizes he loves her.”
 
   She lost her laughter and tried to tamper the sadness the description brought her. “That’s great. So are you going to have it published?”
 
    “I sent it off a few weeks ago to several publishers, just waiting to hear back.”
 
   “That is amazing. I am so proud of you.” Rand stood up. “Well this calls for a drink. Want a beer?”
 
   Red followed her into the kitchen and took the beer she offered. She popped her beer and held it up to his. “Here is to my best friend Alfred Reginald Calhoun, becoming a best-selling author and changing the world, one throbbing member at a time.”
 
   Red laughed and they drank. Red held his beer up and said, “And here’s to you and Jake. May he stop being a fucking idiot and come crawling back to beg forgiveness. Without an ass whoopin’.”
 
   Rand took a drink of her beer, trying to hide her wince. She missed the idiot, so much it was killing her not to find him and beg him to come back. She wasn’t going to do it though. Whatever else she might have believed in the past, she knew that she wasn’t going to settle for less than the love Earl and her mother had, and she definitely wasn’t going to subject herself to a one sided love.
 
   “You want to watch Serenity?” She wasn’t really in the mood for company, but left alone, she might cave and call Jake.
 
   “Hell yeah, I love that movie.”
 
   Rand followed Red into the living room to watch the movie, but it didn’t feel right without Jake’s arms around her.
 
    
 
    
 
   “I raised you better than this!”
 
   Jake woke up bleary eyed with a pounding head from too much whisky the night before, only to find the shouting Harrington wasn’t a nightmare but his own sweet mother.
 
   “Jesus, Mom-
 
   Smack! His mother had hit him full in the face with a pillow so hard it stung.
 
   “First of all, you do not take the Lord’s name in vain, and second, can you explain why you are in your old apartment that I thought you gave up instead of at home with your wife?”
 
   The last thing Jake wanted to talk about at-Christ, 6:30 in the fucking morning- was Rand. “We just had a fight, it will be fine. And the apartment hadn’t been rented yet.”
 
   He started to lay back down, but she hit him again. “Oh no, you get your ass out of this bed and into that shower, young man. What you need is a little perspective and a whole lot of God’s grace.”
 
   Jake looked his mother square in the eye and snapped, “The only thing I’m doing this morning is sleeping and there isn’t a damn thing anyone is going to say to change that.”
 
   Turning his back on her was his first mistake. He had barely closed his eyes before he was doused with a bucket of ice water, and when he flew out of bed, coughing and spluttering, he wiped the water from his face and shouted, “Get the hell out, Mom!”
 
   Instead of listening, his short, kind-hearted mother sent him the same terrifying expression that had made him race to do her bidding as a kid. Now, he just found it mildly irritating.
 
   “Jacob Michael, I want you to remember something. I brought you into this world, I can take you out, and there is a special place in hell for boys who don’t respect their mothers.”
 
   Worried he would say something he’d regret, Jake stomped towards the bathroom, and slammed the door.
 
   “And be sure to shave! I’m not letting you leave the house looking like an unkempt heathen.”
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   “I’m not talking about it Earl, so just mind your own business.”
 
   “It is my business when that lily livered dog has you crying so hard you look as puffy as a marshmallow that done sat on the fire too long.”
 
   Rand was sitting at Earl’s kitchen table with a mountainous plate of pie and ice cream, glaring at him.
 
   “Hey, I’m just stating facts. You look like hell and I don’t like it.”
 
   Shoving a massive bite into her mouth, she ignored his prodding. The last thing she needed was Earl getting involved in her marriage and making things worse than they already were.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Jake kept trying to drum up the nerve to drop by and see Rand, but he was afraid she’d simply slam the door in his face.
 
   Granted it wasn’t the first time Rand had kicked him out of her house or even told him to go to hell, but it was the first time he’d ever felt like she meant it.
 
   He wanted to apologize. He’d missed her like crazy, laying in his old bed and thinking about her soft body curled into his. He missed kissing her awake in the morning and having her bat at him and grumble. But when she finally opened her eyes and they focused on him, she’d give him this sleepy smile…
 
   Jake saw Earl standing in front of the store, pacing angrily at seven am on a Monday, and knew he was in trouble.
 
   “Howdy Earl! What brings you?” He tried to sound casual but the narrow eyed rage he saw on the older man’s face took him back a step.
 
   Earl marched forward and growled, “I warned you what would happen if you hurt that girl.”
 
   Jake, on the defensive, said, “I don’t know what Rand told you but…”
 
   Earl cut him off. “She didn’t tell me anything, but I could tell she was miserable by looking at her. I’ve known her since she was a little sprout, and the girl could never hide when she was hurting.”
 
   Jake relaxed. “We just had a little argument.”
 
   “A little argument that has you sleeping away from home instead of your own couch? Must have been some spat to keep you away from your own wife for six days.”
 
   Jake gritted his teeth and ground out, “It’s between Rand and me, Earl, not you.”
 
   Earl didn’t back down, not that Jake thought he would, but damn it, he didn’t want to be arguing with the man in the front of his store. “Look Earl, I’m going to go home and talk to Rand tonight. I just needed a couple days on my own.”
 
   Earl snorted. “Next time I see her, she better be happy or you and I are going to have it out.”
 
   Earl walked to his old beat up truck at that parting comment and roared off, leaving Jake in a worse mood than he’d already been in.
 
   The bell on the door rang and Kim walked into the store, carrying a paper bag. Her pretty face was stretched into a wide smile as she set the bag down. “Hey there, Jake. I just came by to bring you some lunch. Thought maybe you could use a little comfort food since you and Miranda are having problems.”
 
   He didn’t buy her innocent, sweet act for a minute and cursed the loose tongued gossips in this town. “Thanks Kim, but I’m actually fine. And so are Miranda and I.”
 
   She reached out and patted his arm sympathetically. “Of course Jake, you are such a good man. I can’t imagine its easy being married to Miranda.”
 
   Jake reached up to yank her hand off of his arm and caught movement out the window. Rand stood on the sidewalk, looking in at the two of them. She met his eye through the glass and gave him a disgusted look before she turned away.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Miranda heard Jake yell her name from inside the store but she didn’t want to look at him. He’d been gone for six days and while she’d been miserable and missing him like crazy, he’d been getting back to his old self.
 
   She grabbed for the door handle of her truck and a very male hand slammed down on the window and she could feel the warmth of Jake’s lean body against her back. “Rand, it’s not what you think. She stopped by and I was just getting ready to tell her to leave. You know I can’t stand Kim.”
 
   She let go of the handle and gathered her pride, as tattered as it was, and turned to him. His green eyes looked so sad, she wanted to believe him.  Wanted to so badly.
 
   Fool me once…
 
   She steeled herself and said as casually as she could muster. “I really don’t care, Jake. Do whatever you want, but it was your idea to help me keep the Double C. I’m going to need you to come back to the ranch and live there, like we planned. I don’t want the gossip to spread to Mr. Cranston that we aren’t following my Granddaddy’s wishes and have all of this be for nothing.”
 
   He dropped his arm from the car and said, “I wanted to apologize for what I said. I didn’t mean it, I was just…”
 
   “I don’t really care Jake, okay? I just want to get through the next year without a hitch. We’ll just try to stay out of each other’s way.”
 
   He grabbed her arm and his voice was pleading, “Rand, that’s not what I want. I was just freaking out.”
 
   “I know, Jake, but actually, it was probably a good thing all this happened. Otherwise, we would have gone on pretending that you wanted me and we were happy, and things would have just gotten more complicated.”
 
   He grabbed her other arm and argued, “I do want you! I was happy! I’m still happy with you, I just didn’t want…”
 
   She finished for him. “You didn’t want to stick around longer than you had too. I get it. Marriage with perks for a year and then we get a divorce and go back to being just friends. That was the plan. But I can’t just go back to the way things were.”
 
   “Rand, I am so sorry…”
 
   She waved his apology off. “It’s fine. I’m trying to forget about it. But I hope you can respect the fact that I want to go back to my original plan for a marriage in name only.”
 
   His eyes narrowed and his face turned purple. “You want to just pretend what we had never happened?”
 
   She hoped she was giving him a blank expression when she answered, “Yes, that’s what I want.”
 
   “What about what I want? I handled everything badly, Rand, I know that. I fucked up big time, but can’t you forgive me?”
 
   Fool me once…
 
   She shook off his hands and reached for the door again. “I forgive you, Jake. But I can’t just go back. Sex just complicates things and we promised Red we’d leave this thing as friends.”
 
   She was just getting inside when he asked, “Are we still friends, Rand?”
 
   She couldn’t look at him or he’d see the tears she was trying to hold back. “I don’t know.”
 
   He didn’t stop her from closing the door to her truck and driving back to the Double C, and a part of her wished he had yanked the door open, pulled her off the seat and kissed her into submission.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Later that night, he came back to the ranch and she laid in her bed, listening to him come through the door and walk down the hall. She waited for him to try the door, come inside and beg her again to change her mind.
 
   He paused outside her room for a minute, before she heard his footsteps retreat back to her granddaddy’s room. She tried to tell herself she wasn’t disappointed that he hadn’t even tried.
 
   Her brain believed her but her heart didn’t. She rolled away from the door and cried herself into a fitful sleep.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Jake and Rand fell into a routine of avoidance, him leaving early and getting home late. She made sure to get in bed when she heard his truck pull up and didn’t get out of bed until she heard him leave.
 
   She missed him, and the whole situation wasn’t working. It didn’t make her love go away, it just made her heart ache worse. She had been reduced to one of those whimpering simpletons that cried at everything and buried their sorrows in junk food after a break up. She used to laugh at those characters on sitcoms and movies, and the girls in town were worse.
 
   Oh, how the mocking had fallen.
 
     On Friday, Jamie and Tabitha showed up on her porch at six and Tabitha yelled, “Surprise! We’re kidnapping you!”
 
   The last thing Rand wanted to do was hang out with anyone, and she said, tiredly, “Sorry guys, I’m not really in the mood.”
 
   Jamie, decked out in a school girl skirt and a black tank top shook her head. “Too bad, you’re coming. You need to get out of this house and have a little fun. No one has seen you in a week.”
 
   “I’m hibernating.” Her growl matched the statement.
 
   Tabitha pushed past her, ignoring her intimidation attempt. “You are not going to mope because Jake is an idiot.”
 
   Jamie passed her and handed her a white pastry bag. Okay, so maybe they could come in for a minute. “What makes you think Jake did something?”
 
   Tabitha snorted. “Because he’s a man, and men are stupid.”
 
   Jamie chimed in as she dropped the bags on the couch. “And she heard Red tearing his ear off on the phone for being an asshole.”
 
   Rand stuffed a bite of pastry in her mouth to hide her smile. She loved the big loyal ox.
 
   Tabitha started rummaging through the bags. “So we’re going to give him something to be really sorry about. Aha!”
 
   She pulled out a red halter and grinned, “Nothing gets a man to heal faster than other men sniffing around his woman.”
 
   “That looks cold.” Rand swallowed the last bite and shook her head, “And besides, I don’t want to bring him to heal. I don’t want anything from him.”
 
   The other women looked at each other and Jamie said, “I kind of got the feeling you loved Jake.”
 
   Rand grimaced. “What made you think something so stupid?”
 
   Tabitha laughed. “Cause for a while there you were fun to be around. Mellow and even nice. Only love can make you want to be better.”
 
   Rand scowled. “If I’m so intolerable, then why are you guys here?”
 
   Tabitha pulled out a short jean skirt and shoved them at her. “Cause the three of us have something in common to bitch about. Men.”
 
   Jamie grabbed her arm and added, “And despite your best efforts to be ornery, we like you.”
 
   Rand let her drag her down to her bedroom and Tabitha ordered, “Go take a shower, and be sure to shave your legs.”
 
   “Where are you taking me,” Rand asked as she was pushed towards her bathroom. “And you are freaking nuts if you think I’m wearing this!”
 
   She caught Tabitha and Jamie’s evil grins and swallowed. Hard.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Jake sat at the same table he always did with Rand and Red, drinking his beer and trying to wind down. He couldn’t relax though, when both his friends were missing.
 
   Red had given him an earful yesterday and called him every name under the sun before hanging up on him. And he hadn’t seen hide nor hair of Rand since their little talk at her truck. He’d managed to stay away long enough so he wouldn’t see her standing in the kitchen, her pony tail swaying as she made dinner. He’d been able to avoid having to smell the steam from her shower, the aroma of peaches enough to make him say to hell with her wishes and storm her defenses. And he’d even resisted the urge to knock on her door and beg her to let him in.
 
   An idiot he might be, but he wasn’t so stupid he didn’t realize what had happened. He’d fallen in love with Rand.
 
   He never thought he’d feel this way about being with a woman, but with Rand it had been easy. And the thought of spending the next eleven months in the same house with her and never touching her again was looking more impossible by the day.
 
   Red sat down across from him with a beer in his hand. “Hey ya, buddy.”
 
   Jake lifted his brow. “Hey, thought you weren’t talking to me?”
 
   Red shrugged and replied, “What’s the point in being mad at you for being you?”
 
   Jake glared at Red. “Thanks. Appreciate it.”
 
   Red took a long pull of his beer and asked, “So you wanna grab a twelve pack and head over to the ranch, watch a movie.”
 
   Jake looked at his watch and shook his head. “Rand doesn’t go to bed for another hour.”
 
   Red scoffed, “So? She’s not home anyway.”
 
   Unease settled over Jake as he asked, “How do you know that?”
 
   “Ran into Tabitha as she was leaving. Jamie and she were going to take her out for a girl’s night.”
 
   Jake snorted, “Yeah, cause Rand’s going to be into that.”
 
   “You never know. Maybe she wants to avoid you just as badly as you want to avoid her.”
 
   Jake snapped, “I don’t want to avoid her, but I’m not going to pretend we’re just friends or roommates living together and sit around talking about bills and the weather.”
 
   Red’s face was blank as he asked, “Well, what do you want to talk about?”
 
   Jake glared at him and snapped, “None of your damn business.”
 
   Red grinned at him. “Now doesn’t that sound just like your wife? It’s too bad you guys hit such a rough patch, cause if I know Tabby, she’s probably going to drag Rand out to a club in a tube top.”
 
   Jake’s body heated with rage at the picture in his mind of his wife dancing with a bunch of groping, grinding, handsy… “Can you call your sister and find out where they are?”
 
   Red grinned as he whipped out his phone. “I was hoping you’d ask.”
 
   



  
 



 
   Chapter Nineteen
 
    
 
    “Ugh, Red is calling me again.” Tabitha groaned over the blare of the music.
 
   Rand watched the bartender set three glasses of Red-bull and pour shots of some kind of dark liquor and said, “Answer it and find out what he wants.”
 
   Jamie giggled, already tipsy. “He is probably with Jake, and Jake wants to know where you are.”
 
   Tabitha picked up the phone and snapped, “What?”
 
   Rand tried not to listen to the one sided conversation, but she couldn’t stop her smile as Tabitha said, “It’s none of your damn business where we are. Is Jake with you? I don’t care if he’s her husband; he is a jackass.”
 
   Jamie yelled, “Yeah, Jake the Jackass.”
 
   Rand covered her mouth to hide her laugh. Drinking with men was different than drinking with women that was for sure. So far she’d had three jaeger bombs and they’d managed to get her out on the floor of the club to dance with them. It had been awkward at first but once the second drink had hit her, she just started to relax and have a good time.
 
   Jamie paid for their drinks and Tabitha said, “Look Red, I’ve gotta go do my shot. Tell Jake if he wants to grovel for forgiveness, he can wait until we bring her home. Tomorrow!”
 
   She hung up the phone and with a grin picked up her glass. “To us!”
 
   Rand and Jamie raised their glasses and they all chugged the dark drinks. Rand kind of liked the sweet taste, but the licorice aftertaste made her grimace and shake.
 
   Jamie grabbed her hand and yelled, “Let’s dance again!”
 
   Rand let Jamie and Tabitha drag her back onto the floor. She’d figured out that Jamie and Tabitha had no problem being all touchy feely. They held hands, danced together and had even managed to drag Rand in with them.
 
   Rand didn’t feel awkward anymore. For the first time in weeks, she hadn’t been stuck in her own head or heart. She’d laughed and been stupid, and no one had cared.
 
   A tall skinny guy in painted on jeans and a black western shirt said something to Tabitha and she nodded. Before too long they were glued together on the dance floor, Tabitha rolling her hips against his and her black tube top staying in place despite her quick moves.
 
   Jamie leaned over and yelled, “Oh man, I think we’ve lost her!”
 
   Rand’s eyes flicked to the two and her eyes widened as Tabitha started kissing him. “Does she know him?”
 
   Jamie shook her head. “When she drinks, she gets kinda crazy.”
 
   Rand and Jamie danced together, Jamie’s multi colored hair like a neon sign in the flashing lights. Jamie swayed down low and back up and Rand couldn’t understand how she moved like that in a skirt. The short jean mini they had tricked Rand into had black bike shorts under it and she still felt naked.
 
   A guy with spiky hair and a lip piercing came up behind Jamie and said something with a smile. Jamie looked to Rand. “He wants to dance. Will you be okay?”
 
   Rand caught the guy saying something about joining them but if it was going to turn out like Tabitha and Skinny guy, she’d pass. “Thanks, I’m gonna go rest my feet.”
 
   Jamie nodded and said she’d be there in a bit. Rand made her way over to an empty table and sat down, wishing she could kick off her boots and rub her feet. She settled for flexing the aching muscles and noticed someone sit down across from her.
 
   A good looking guy in his early thirties grinned at her. “Hey Beautiful, what’s your name?”
 
   Rand had to fight the urge to tell the guy to go away. Something about him rubbed her wrong. “Rand.”
 
   “Brick.” He leaned over the table and asked, “Can I get you a drink?”
 
   Rand shook her head. “No thanks, I just had one with my friends.”
 
   He looked around the dance floor and asked, “So where are your girls?”
 
   Rand looked for them too and found only Jamie dancing with Mr. Piercing. “There’s one.”
 
    “So I guess that means you’re stuck with me.” His smile was smarmy and made her skin crawl.
 
   Rand got up. “Actually, it means I get to go to the ladies room.”
 
   She started to walk away but he reached out to grab her arm. She opened her mouth to give him a great big piece of her mind, but he spun her to him and she fell against him, unbalanced by the alcohol and motion.
 
   She glared up at him once she got her bearings. “Let go of me.”
 
   He held her tighter and said cheerfully, “I don’t think I will.”
 
    She twisted in his arms, trying to get enough space to knee him in the balls, but he moved his body to the side, as if he could read her mind. “Now, now. Be nice.”
 
   “Let go of me! I’m married.”
 
   He laughed. “Oh yeah, then where’s your hubby?”
 
   “He’s on his way, he just got held up.”
 
   He gave her a look that said he didn’t believe her. “Sure.”
 
   He started moving her towards the darkened hallway with the green exit sign above it. They kept bumping into couple after couple and no one was paying attention. Either they were too drunk or stupid to realize they weren’t just dancing.
 
    She began struggling in earnest when he leaned down and breathed against her ear, “Let’s take a little walk, honey.”
 
   Taking advantage of him stopping, she slammed her heel down on his insole and wanted to laugh when she realized the idiot was wearing sneakers instead of boots. He dropped at her feet with a howl and she moved away from him yelling, “You sick bastard, I should stomp your balls too!”
 
   She felt a hand on her arm and turned to find a big, burly guy in a shirt that read Security frowning down at her.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Red’s cell phone chirped as they parked in front of The Jukebox. Tabitha had already texted Red an hour ago to let him know where they were and Jake was anxious to get out and find Rand.
 
   Red looked down at his phone and cursed. “We should probably hurry up. Apparently, Rand just assaulted someone.”
 
   Jake grinned for the first time in a week. “That’s my girl.”
 
   Jake and Red made it past the bouncer and Jake searched the place for any sign of Rand and found her smiling up at some no neck security guard. Tabitha and Jamie stood behind her with two guys and another security guy was holding some angry guy by his arm.
 
   Jake felt his whole body stiffen at the sight of the weasely bastard glaring at Rand and knew he’d been the man she’d assaulted. He started toward them and watched no neck say something to the guard that held weasel. Weasel looked like he was protesting as the guard dragged him out of the club and Jake was tempted to go after him, but watching the way no neck was eyeballing his wife made Jake’s teeth set on edge. Weasel man would have to keep.
 
   Jake pushed through the crowd with Red at his back and when Rand caught sight of him, her face brightened for a half a second before it snapped into a scowl. “What are you doing here?”
 
   No neck’s look wasn’t friendly when he asked, “Who’s this guy?”
 
   “I’m her husband.” Jake snarled.
 
   No neck turned to Rand and asked, “You gonna be okay?”
 
   The smile she flashed no neck was too friendly to suit Jake. “Thanks for your help J.R.”
 
   “Anytime darlin’. You got a problem, you come see me.” No neck shot Jake an unfriendly look as he passed and Jake took a good look at his Rand in a skin tight red halter top, short jean skirt and cowboy boots and exploded, “What the hell are you wearing?!”
 
   Rand ignored him and smiled at Red. “Hey Red! Would you like to dance with me?”
 
   Jake caught Red’s grin and Jake growled, “So help me Red…”
 
   Red shook his head. ”Better not Rand. Jake’s in a pretty foul mood.”
 
   Rand shrugged and turned her back on them. Jake wasn’t about to let her get away that easy and followed her, grabbing her hand to stop her retreat. “Come on, Rand, you can dance with me.”
 
   He pulled her against his chest and she snapped, “I don’t want to dance with you.”
 
   The feel of her curves fitted against him molded so perfectly he lost some of his irritation. He slipped his thigh between hers and said, “One dance won’t kill you.”
 
   “No but I might kill you!” Her eyes were flashing with anger but she wasn’t fighting him. He let go of her hand to wrap his arms around her waist and started moving with her to the music. He rubbed his thigh between her legs and her lips parted.
 
   He was hard as a stump and aching like a sore tooth watching the way her eyes darkened every time his thigh rubbed against her. He felt her hands run up his arms to his shoulders and he bent his head down to hers and she didn’t resist him when he kissed her. God, he’d missed her mouth, and the way she kissed him back like he was the last drop in a pot of honey.
 
   She yanked away from him and yelled, “Damn you, Jake! Damn you!”
 
   She pushed through the crowd and Jake yelled her name, taking off after her.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Rand ignored Jake’s confused shout and ran. She didn’t know where she was going but she needed to get away from him. Had to get away.
 
   Damn it, why did he have to kiss her? Why did he have to remind her of all the pain and confusion that came along with loving him?
 
   She dashed at her eyes as she finally burst outside and started walking up the sidewalk. There was no way in hell she was going to give in again.
 
   “Rand, will you stop running and listen to me?”
 
   She kept walking, listening to his boots eating up the distance between them, and when he grabbed her arm, she spun in the gravel and shoved him. “What? What could you possibly have to say to make this any better?”
 
   He felt his mouth open and close like a fish and she threw her hands up with an “ARGH! What is the matter with you? You come out here after me and then you just stand there like a dummy!”
 
   A week of pent up anger, frustration, and broken-hearted agony bubbled up and erupted. So he had nothing to say? Well, good thing she didn’t have that issue.
 
   Rand kept screaming at him in the middle of the honky tonk’s parking lot and every time he thought he could break in and tell her how he felt, she revved up again.
 
   He needed to think. He needed quiet.He needed to shut her the hell up.
 
   He grabbed her and slammed his mouth down over hers, kissing her until she went limp and pliable and he pulled back to look down into her dazed face. “I came out here to tell you…you make me crazy.”
 
   She blinked at him. Several times.
 
   Then she exploded again. “I make you crazy? I make you crazy? No, you make me crazy! You with your mixed signals and commitment issues and-“
 
   He kissed her again, stopping the overflow of words. When he thought he had her pliable enough, he pulled away and said, “Make me crazy. Make me nuts! I don’t care as long as you’re here. With me. Letting me love you for the rest of our lives because I don’t want anyone else. If you want babies, I’ll give you a hundred and be there for each and every one.” He sucked in a deep breath before continuing,  “You make me crazy, and I wouldn’t want it any other way. I love you, Rand. I love your orneriness and you strength and your beauty and your sweetness and your pass-“
 
    Abruptly she threw herself against him and he lost his balance, falling backwards with her hitching a ride. His head and back hit the gravel hard and he wheezed in pain, the world spinning.
 
   “Jake? Jake are you okay?” He tried to focus on Rand’s voice but there seemed to be two of her floating in front of him.
 
   “Ow. Why the hell did you jump me like that?” His voice sounded far away to him but he caught a smile on the twin floating faces.
 
   “I’m sorry. I was excited. I never thought you’d love me, not in a million years, especially after-”
 
   “You decided it would be a good idea to give me a concussion?” He asked.
 
   “No, but now it’s my turn again and I’ve got a lot to say.”
 
   He couldn’t wait to hear this one. “Yeah, what’s that?”
 
   She gave him that smile, the one that was pure mischief and sweetness, the one he remembered her flashing at him when they were kids and she was about to throw him a curve ball.
 
   “I love you too. I love you so much that the thought of being without you for a minute breaks my heart. I don’t think I’ve gone more than an hour all week without crying my guts out, and I never want to feel that again. I want you with me always. You were my first hero, my first friend, my first kiss, and my first love. And I hope you’ll be the one I share the rest of my firsts with; because there is no one else I could ever love as much as I love you.”
 
   He slipped his hands through her hair and said, “Well, damn. If it means that much to you.”
 
   She started to open her mouth but he sat up suddenly, ignoring the spinning world, and kissed her instead. He kissed her again, and again until the sound of booted feet crunched beside them and a dark shadow fell over them.
 
   “Seriously? Are y’all going to do this the whole way home, because honestly, I don’t think I could stomach it?”
 
   Red’s voice was filled with irritation and Jake looked up at his best friend with a grin. “It was her fault. She knocked me down. I think I have a concussion and she just kept taking advantage.”
 
   His loving wife hit his arm. “I told you it was an accident, I just got excited. If I’d known what a big sissy you were and that my light weight would knock you down…”
 
   “Light weight? You forget I’ve carried you several times honey and that is the last thing I’d call you.”
 
   “Maybe you should hit the weights a bit more because I bet Red could lift me. Red, you want to prove what a weakling my husband is?”
 
   Red shook his head. “I’m really happy ya’ll have settled your issues, but you can’t get into my truck until you’re done with all this lovey dovey shit.”
 
   When Red left them, Jake kissed her again and said regretfully, “I guess we better go.”
 
   Rand wrapped her arms around his shoulders again and teased, “But we can pick up the good parts again later?”
 
   Jake teased her mouth. “With less clothing?”
 
   “Mmm…and maybe you could tell me all the things you love about me.”
 
   “It might be a short list.” His joke earned him a punch on the arm. “Ow, I just meant because I love everything about you.”
 
   Her dark eyebrow raised, giving him her bullshit face.
 
   “Okay, so there is the snoring, I’m not in love with the snoring.”
 
   With a cry of outrage, she pulled his hair and with a laugh, he pulled her back into him, coaxing her into a lull of submission until the blare of a truck horn startled them apart.
 
   Rand stood up and gave him her hand. “Lets go home.”
 
   He let her help him up and when he slipped his arm around her waist, he didn’t say what he was thinking. He’d save it for the next time he screwed up.
 
   Wherever you are is home to me.
 
   



  
 



 
   Epilogue
 
    
 
   Eleven Months Later…
 
    
 
   Jake woke up with a start, relaxing when he remembered he was in Hawaii on a long overdue honeymoon with his wife. He was lying in bed, listening to the tranquil waves, and the quiet of the night when he realized he was alone in bed.
 
   Again.
 
   “Rand, are you reading it again?”
 
   Jake sat up and spotted his wife guiltily hiding something behind her back by the window of their hotel room. “No, I was just watching the ocean.”
 
   Jake swung his legs over the side of the bed and said, “Uh huh. With the light on. In the middle of the night. With no moon out.”
 
   Rand nodded her head and tilted it up to look at him as he loomed over her.
 
   “Yep and it sure is pretty.”
 
   He reached behind her and said, “Give me the book, honey.”
 
   “I’m not reading a…hey! Give that back, Jake Hansen!”
 
   Jake took the copy of Kiss Me Again by Red Calhoun and put it in his suitcase. When Red had announced that someone actually wanted to publish his book, Jake had been shocked that Red hadn’t even mentioned it to him. Afterwards, Jake had smothered his amusement until the book came out and Rand read it. And then read it again. And again. He had even made sure to unpack her copy of it before they left for Hawaii, but somehow the little sneak must have snuck it back in.
 
     He turned back to his disgruntled, adorable wife. “Now, light of my life, you come over here and enjoy your husband, who planned this very special anniversary trip for us.”
 
   She grumbled as he pulled her up and led her back to the bed. “I was just getting to the good part.”
 
   “You’ve read that thing five times at least. You probably know it verbatim.” He flopped back on the bed, pulling her with him.
 
   She leaned over him until her tank top clad breasts hung dangerously close to his lips and lowered her voice seductively, “Hannah reached out to trail her fingers down Rafe’s finely chiseled body.”
 
   Jake laughed and groaned at the same time, saying, “That is weird Rand; I’ve told you it’s weird to recite parts of Red’s book while we’re…you know.”
 
   She leaned down to nibble his ear and teased, “Come on you know all the long words and descriptive imagery gets you hot.”
 
   “Not Red’s descriptive imagery; it’s just creepy.”
 
   She sat back and slipped her tank top off, raising her eyebrow. “Oh yeah? What about this…” she trailed a line of kisses down his body and said, “Rand Hansen wanted to touch every inch of her husband’s sexy torso, but didn’t know where to start…”
 
   Jake relaxed as her lips left tingles everywhere they pressed. “I definitely like that imagery. And if you’re willing to take suggestions, I might have an idea or two.”
 
   Rand hovered over him with the ghost of a smile on her pink lips. “Anything for my wonderful husband, who I love so very much.”
 
   Being married to Rand for a year and best friends for twenty more, he knew she was up to something. Her eyes darted towards his bag and he rolled his own. “If you’re really good to me, I might let you have it back for an hour tomorrow.”
 
   She kissed him softly. “Three hours.”
 
   “One and a half and that’s my final offer.” He muttered, kissing her back.
 
   Suddenly she pulled away, grinned down at him and conceded, “Deal.”
 
   He ran his hands up into her long brown hair and said softly, “You make me crazy, wife.”
 
   “And you wouldn’t have me any other way.” She whispered back.
 
    “No. I wouldn’t have you any other way.”
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