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            Chapter One

         

         Jessica Acosta sat alone at Big Verde’s single stoplight, fingers gripping the steering wheel of the bright red Porsche, feeling conspicuous as hell. Her sensible crossover SUV was in the shop for scheduled maintenance, so yesterday she; her eleven-year-old sister, Hope; and her boss, Carmen, had driven all the way from Houston in Carmen’s tiny red attention whore of a car. As if Carmen, with her bright blue hair and multiple piercings and tattoos, needed it.

         It had been cramped but fun. They’d jammed to all the girl jams, talked all the girl talk, and squealed all the girl squeals when they’d hit the 130 toll road outside of Seguin with its eighty-five-miles-per-hour speed limit.

         Hope had loved it. Like Carmen, she was an adrenaline junkie. Jessica was more of a white-knuckled party pooper. But somebody had to be the grown-up of the trio, and it was usually her.

         They’d checked into the Big Verde Motor Inn last night, only to check right back out. Carmen hadn’t liked the way the room smelled. Or the way it looked. She said the duvets had probably never been washed. She looked at a speck of something and insisted it was a bedbug.

         Jessica hadn’t been able to detect the smell—or bedbugs—and she knew Carmen’s criticisms were only meant to land them in the nearby Village Château, a fancy hotel with a really great restaurant Carmen was dying to try.

         Since Hope had asthma, allergies, and was getting over a cold, Jessica couldn’t risk the chance that Carmen’s delicate nose really had detected mold. So, now they had a suite at the Village Château, where Hope and Carmen were probably living it up in luxury this very moment.

         It was just as well. It would be easier for Carmen to entertain Hope there while Jessica was at the funeral.

         Jessica looked up and down Main Street. Big Verde was her hometown, but she might as well be a stranger here. She and her mom had left the morning after high school graduation, and she’d never been back.

         Until now.

         She was here for Mavis Long’s funeral and what she assumed to be a reading of her will. The lawyer hadn’t called it that, but what else could it be? If you could be at my office on Monday at 9:00, we have some items to discuss at the request of Miss Mavis.

         It was no surprise to Jessica that Hope would be mentioned in the will. Mavis had promised, and she kept her promises. But if word of it got out—and it would—the folks in Big Verde would be extremely surprised. Perplexed. Titillated. Other words that indicated excitement over gossip fodder.

         Whispers.

         Scandal.

         Drama.

         Welcome Home!

         Jessica shuddered and drummed her fingers on the steering wheel.

         Her goal had been to get in and out of the funeral like a ninja, not to roll in like a drag queen firing a glitter bomb. Not that drag queens necessarily drove red Porsches, but both would draw about the same amount of attention in downtown Big Verde, Texas.

         She slunk down in her seat. Change, light. Change.

         The town hadn’t even had a stoplight when she’d grown up here. And since nobody had driven through the intersection during the approximately eleventy billion hours she’d been sitting at it, Big Verde still shouldn’t have one.

         It had to be broken. And if it was, everybody in town knew it, and they were probably watching through their storefront windows to see how long it would take the stranger—her!—to figure it out.

         She tapped the gas pedal in frustration, which resulted in inadvertent engine-revving. A sideways glance at the boutique called Cathy’s Closet confirmed she had drawn some attention. A face peeked through the green shoe polish letters on the window—FE FI FO FUM…KEEP THOSE BADGERS ON THE RUN!—to stare at her.

         It was Friday, and the Big Verde Giants would apparently be battling the Smithtown Badgers at the football field later tonight. The band would play, the cheerleaders would cheer, and unless they’d hired a new coach since Jessica’s cheerleading days, the Giants would lose.

         Cathy’s Closet was new. Cute clothes in the window. It had been a hardware store back in the day. A woman who was probably Cathy came out to sweep the pristine sidewalk and covertly stare at Jessica.

         Jessica squinted back from behind her big sunglasses. Was that Cathy Schneider? Holy cow! It was! Cathy had hardly changed at all. Not only was she still rocking her seventh-grade hairdo, but she wore enough accessory items to sink a ship. Thankfully, Jessica’s dark sunglasses shielded her eyes from the glare of Cathy’s bangle bracelets.

         Jessica nearly waved. She and Cathy had been friends once. But Cathy didn’t seem to recognize her now, and anyway, Jessica wasn’t here for reunions. She was here to pay her respects to Mavis Long quickly, quietly, and without fanfare.

         In a bright red Porsche.

         Jessica swallowed a lump the size of Texas. Cathy wasn’t going to be the only person from her past she’d see this weekend. In a town the size of Big Verde, literally everyone was someone from her past, but it was Casey Long who had her concerned. She’d prepared a little speech—Hey, Casey. How have you been? Remember how you took my virginity and tossed me aside like yesterday’s garbage?—but hoped she wouldn’t have to use it. Who knew? Maybe Casey wasn’t even in Big Verde anymore. Maybe he’d hit it big in the rodeo world, just like he’d always dreamed, and was halfway across the country trying not to fall off a bull.

         She imagined him being tossed across an arena by an angry black bull with flaring nostrils and cartoon smoke coming out of its ears. And then she realized she’d accidentally revved the Porsche’s engine again. Getting ready to charge.

         She sighed. Even if Casey didn’t live in Big Verde anymore, he’d come home for his great-aunt’s funeral. He was a Long, so there would be no getting out of it.

         This was ridiculous. How long could a woman sit at an intersection? There was nothing coming as far as the eye could see, so when Cathy turned her back, Jessica eased into the intersection, and then hurried across. The tires squealed just a little, because she wasn’t used to so much power.

         And that’s when she heard the siren.

         Her body broke out in a sweat. Her skin felt like it was being poked by a million needles. A rush of adrenaline and pure, white-hot panic overtook her.

         Breathe. At worst, it’s a traffic ticket. Just breathe.

         
            *  *  *

         

         Dammit. Dammit. Dammit.

         Casey was going to be late for his great-aunt’s funeral. Some dumbass in a red Porsche had run the light just as he’d turned onto Main Street.

         He’d have been happy to ignore it—pretend he hadn’t seen it—except he couldn’t because (a) you couldn’t pretend not to see a red Porsche in Big Verde, and (b) there was an audience. He had no choice but to pull the guy over and provide some much-needed excitement for Big Verde’s downtown business district.

         Cathy Schneider held up a…broom? as he drove by, and Danny Moreno, the pharmacist at the Rite Aid, waved and smiled in approval when Casey turned the cruiser’s lights on.

         The idiot pulled over in front of the Pump ’n’ Go, so at least Casey wouldn’t have to chase him. Four old ranchers, who’d probably been talking shit at the coffee bar, came out to the sidewalk, ready to watch the show.

         Casey pulled up behind the Porsche. Big Verde was a small town of locals, but the pretty Texas Hill Country views and green, clear waters of the Rio Verde attracted tourists and city folks looking for country homes. Most of them were nice families who pumped much-needed revenue into the town during the summer. But a few of them were assholes.

         He squinted at the Porsche and ran the plates.

         It was registered to Carmen Foraccio. The name sounded vaguely familiar, but he couldn’t place it. He got out of his cruiser and waved at the sidewalk gawkers before adopting his most menacing scowl.

         “Go get ’em, tiger!” one of the ranchers yelled.

         Casey couldn’t let a grin ruin the scowl he’d perfected, so he ignored the fan club. He’d give the lady a warning and be done with it.

         The car’s window was rolled halfway down, but he couldn’t see inside. At six feet four inches tall, he towered over the car, which seemed like a damn toy next to him. The top of it barely passed his belt buckle. “Good morning,” he said, in the general direction of the window beneath him. “You just blew through a red light.”

         “I’m sorry, Officer. I think that light must be broken.”

         It wasn’t broken. But it did tend to have a mind of its own. Casey had sneaked through it a few times himself, although never while on duty.

         “License and proof of insurance, please,” Casey responded. He didn’t have time to stand here socializing.

         “Okay, hold on a sec.”

         Casey sighed and tapped his foot.

         The voice, like the name, sounded familiar. It stirred up a feeling of nostalgia, which was weird, because when he tried to locate Carmen Foraccio in his memory banks, he came up blank.

         He backed up a bit and peeked through the window. And what he saw was a very nice, round ass in a tight black skirt as the woman dug around in the glove compartment. The skirt crawled up her thighs as she struggled, and Casey straightened quickly, feeling as if he’d sneaked a peek on purpose, which he absolutely had not.

         “I’m trying to find the insurance card,” the woman said with a muffled voice.

         Casey shifted from foot to foot as he experienced…Irritation? Excitement?

         He’d definitely heard that voice before.

         “Still looking!” she called.

         Casey looked at his watch. “Ma’am, that’s fine. Just your license please. I’ll look up the insurance.”

         “Um, okay. Hold on…”

         He glanced in the window again. Got an eyeful of curvy thigh as Ms. Foraccio switched course to dig behind the passenger seat.

         “It’s in my purse.”

         Casey stared up at the blue sky. Whistled. Tried not to look back into the car or at the sidewalk Pump ’n’ Go gawkers who were by now hoping to witness a pat down.

         “Oh…” the woman said with a shaky voice that made Casey wonder what was coming next.

         “My…”

         He glanced back inside the car to see the woman frantically patting herself down and squirming in the seat.

         “God.”

         She looked up at him. Big movie star glasses concealed nearly the entire upper half of her heart-shaped face. Below the glasses were pouty lips, pink and shiny from something that probably tasted like bubble gum, not that he was thinking about what her lips tasted like.

         A part of him was definitely thinking about what her lips tasted like. And another part of him, for some stupid reason, felt like it already knew.

         “Is there a problem, ma’am?”

         He hoped his voice sounded firmer than he felt, because for some damn reason his legs were shaky.

         “I think I left my purse at the hotel.”

         Casey stood up straight and pinched the bridge of his nose.

         “Ms. Foraccio, I’m afraid I’m going to need you to step out of the vehicle.”

         He sighed and cracked his knuckles.

         Shit.

      
   


   
      
         
            Chapter Two

         

         Jessica couldn’t believe she’d left her purse at the hotel. The car was registered to Carmen, so this should be interesting.

         She lowered the window the rest of the way. She couldn’t see his badge. Just his waist, which was bedazzled by a huge silver belt buckle. HILL COUNTRY TRI-COUNTY RODEO CHAMP.

         Not surprising in Big Verde. And she didn’t doubt his cop status, since in addition to the belt buckle, he also had a nightstick and a holstered gun.

         “Please step out of the vehicle,” the officer repeated.

         “Am I going to be arrested?”

         “Not if you do what I ask and exit the vehicle. Unless you’re wanted for murder or have a shit ton of parking tickets.”

         Jesus. Would this guy back up or bend down? She really didn’t want to continue talking to the belt buckle. She was nervous, and that made her want to do things like lean out the window, put her lips right up to that ridiculous chunk of rodeo metal, and yell, “I’ll take a burger and fries! And supersize it!”

         She swallowed those words right down and instead said, “I need to make a phone call.” Dang! Her phone was in her purse.

         “We’re not at the part where you get to make a phone call yet,” the smart-ass said. “Now I need you to get out of the car, nice and slow.”

         The man took a couple of steps back and bent down to peer in the window. It was a relief to put some distance between her and the belt buckle.

         Aviator cop glasses rested on a long Roman nose, over lips drawn into a tight, straight line. And below those lips, which were full and promising despite being pursed like they’d just sucked on a lemon, was a very familiar chin. With a cleft.

         Jessica gripped the steering wheel as her body went into fight-or-flight mode.

         Fight: Hey, Casey. How have you been? Remember how you took my virginity and tossed me aside like yesterday’s garbage?

         Or

         Flight: This Porsche could outrun a cop, right?

         Also: Casey was a cop? What the hell?

         Without thinking—because thoughts were impossible once your lizard brain took over—she revved the engine.

         “Ma’am—”

         That voice! It was lower than she remembered, but it was definitely the voice of Casey Long.

         What was he doing in law enforcement? She never would have seen that coming. In high school, Casey had been the town’s rebel teen, and they’d been such a dumb cliché—Good Girl falls for Bad Boy—before Casey had gotten what he’d wanted and then forgotten her.

         She’d never forgotten him though. And even in her terrified rage, something softened inside her. Dang it. That was what made him dangerous.

         The engine raced again. She must have depressed the pedal without realizing it.

         “Don’t even think about it,” he said.

         She was totally thinking about it.

         “Ma’am, I’m late for a funeral. And I hate funerals almost as much as I hate weddings. I do, however, love a good car chase. So, you can damn well bet I’ll catch you. And then I’ll spend the rest of the morning doing the paperwork associated with your arrest, which will get me out of having to go to the funeral. If I’m lucky, I can drag it out and escape the reception as well.” He cracked his knuckles. “Your call.”

         Jessica bit her bottom lip so she wouldn’t fuss at him for wanting to miss his own aunt’s funeral. Heartless. The bastard was still completely heartless.

         His jaw jutted out stubbornly. She knew a pair of icy blue eyes glared at her from behind the shades. Eyes you could fall into. Eyes that were so hypnotic they could make you do just about anything.

         She turned off the ignition. Unbuckled her seat belt.

         “Nice and slow now,” Casey said, hand hovering near his gun.

         She opened the door and stepped out, shrinking beneath the scrutiny of the growing crowd at the Pump ’n’ Go.

         “Remove your sunglasses, please.”

         The sound of his voice sent vibrations through her body; vibrations that were not entirely unpleasant. Some things might have changed, like Casey being a freaking cop, but the effect of his voice on her body hadn’t. She suspected her pupils were dilated.

         She pursed her lips in annoyance, and glanced at the nightstick and holstered gun on his belt. Slowly, she took off her sunglasses and looked up. Way up, because Casey had added a couple of inches to his height since the last time she’d seen him. He was at least a foot taller than she was.

         His stubborn jaw went slack with recognition.

         She gave a little wave. “Hi, Casey.”

         So much for the prepared speech.

         Casey yanked his aviators off, and she had to blink once, twice, three times at those baby blues.

         “Jess? Jessica Acosta?”

         She sighed. At least he remembered her name.

         “The one and only. Sorry I’m not the fabulous Carmen Follacio—”

         “Pardon?”

         Jesus! She’d said Follacio, which sounded dang close to fellatio.

         “I’m not Carmen Foraccio,” Jessica tried again. “She’s loaned me her car.”

         Casey, still looking stunned, ran a hand through his dark wavy hair. His face indicated he was drawing a blank. Was it possible he hadn’t heard of Carmen Foraccio, famous celebrity chef and star of the Food Channel’s hit show Funky Fusions?

         But that hair. He still wore it longer than he should. It curled past his collar and showed no signs of thinning. It took everything Jessica had to keep her hands to herself. As usual, she ran her mouth as a distraction. “Are you really a cop, or did you steal that car?”

         “Darlin’, I’m the sheriff of Verde County. If one of us is driving a stolen car, my bet is on you.”

         Did he really just call her darlin’?

         She crossed her arms over her chest, but then Casey grinned at her, and she felt it all the way to her angrily tapping toes. She couldn’t tell if he was grinning in a teasing way, or in an I can’t wait to put you in handcuffs way.

         Both options made her tingle all over, so maybe she shouldn’t be thinking about handcuffs. But there they were. Hanging on Casey’s belt.

         The grin finally reached his eyes, as if he found the idea of himself as a sheriff every bit as amusing as she did, and it set a herd of butterflies loose in her stomach.

         Casey Long had been the town’s teenaged hooligan. Only he hadn’t ridden a motorcycle. He’d ridden bulls. And if the gigantic rodeo belt buckle was any indication, he still did.

         Casey started writing in his little book. He ripped out a page and handed it to her. “This is for the stoplight.”

         He ripped out another. “And this is for having no proof of insurance.”

         And another. “And this is for not having a driver’s license on you.”

         She looked at the three pieces of paper. Warnings. He’d given her warnings.

         “Thank you, Casey. Seriously, I’m just trying—”

         “Jess,” he said, cutting her off. “Why are you back?”

         Suddenly, the fuller face and lower voice and broader shoulders disappeared, and she was looking into the emotional blue eyes of eighteen-year-old Casey Long. It made eighteen-year-old Jess pop to the surface of her consciousness like a cork.

         And eighteen-year-old Jess had not been very smart.

         
            *  *  *

         

         What the hell was Jessica Acosta doing back in Big Verde? God. His hands were shaking.

         Unacceptable.

         She looked 100 percent the same. And that meant 100 percent hot. But lots of women were hot. They didn’t do to him whatever the hell it was that Jess was doing to him. He wanted to laugh. He wanted to vomit. He wanted to handcuff her and throw her in the back of his cruiser and never let her out of his sight, because the last time he’d let her out of his sight, she’d run off and he’d never seen her again.

         Until now.

         He struggled to maintain control over his facial features. But it was hard. He’d fantasized about this encounter for years, and it typically played out in one of two scenarios.

         Scenario One: He reads her the riot act. You think you can just waltz out of somebody’s life without so much as a good-bye and then just show up out of the blue like nothing happened? Then they attack each other and have sex.

         Scenario Two: He falls to the ground in a heap and cries like a baby because he’s so damn glad to see her again. Then they attack each other and have sex.

         She stood there with her arms crossed, her toes tapping, and her eyes flitting back and forth from him to her car, no doubt ready to jump right in and leave him standing in her dust. Maybe he should have thought of a third scenario involving a car chase.

         He cleared his throat. “Coming home for a visit?”

         “Funeral,” she stammered.

         There was only one funeral in Big Verde today. “Aunt Mavis’s?”

         Jess nodded.

         Why on earth would she be going to Aunt Mavis’s funeral? Of all the reasons to come home, why would it be for that? A million questions were piling up in his throat. He swallowed, so they wouldn’t fly out of his mouth, but they got stuck halfway down.

         “Jess…”

         Why did you leave? Where did you go? Didn’t you know it would crush me?

         She’d left the day after high school graduation. They’d shared their hopes and dreams for the future—he’d wanted to be a professional bull rider and Jess wanted to open a restaurant—and promised to be together forever, just the night before.

         Forever hadn’t even lasted twenty-four hours. She and her mom had skipped town without a trace.

         Jess stared at the ground. Offered no explanation.

         Casey found his voice. “Well, we’re both going to be late if we don’t get a move on. We might have to use the lights.”

         “What? Wait, no—”

         “Let’s go, Ms. Acosta.” A horrible thought smacked him in the face. “It is still Ms. Acosta, isn’t it?”

         “Yes, but—”

         “Let’s go then.”

         She wasn’t married. He tried not to feel giddy about it and failed.

         Jessica got back in her car, and Casey jogged to his cruiser. Then he pulled out onto the road and passed Jess, turned on the lights, and waited for her to follow.

         He didn’t know why he’d turned the damn lights on. The funeral home was two blocks up. But Jessica Acosta was back in town, and that made him feel excited and happy and uncomfortable all at the same time. The occasion seemed to call for lights and sirens.

      
   


   
      
         
            Chapter Three

         

         Jessica’s stomach clenched at the sight of so many cars lining the street. Small-town funerals were big deals, and everyone in Big Verde would be at this one. People often sat around looking for who hadn’t come instead of who had.

         For a town matriarch like Mavis Long, the place would be packed. In fact, people had gathered on the lawn, where chairs were set up and speakers were mounted on tripods. The little chapel was probably out of seating already.

         Jessica drove slowly past all the pickups, SUVs, and cars, trying to ignore the flashing lights in front of her.

         What had possessed Casey to turn on the dang lights? Was he out of his mind?

         A few folks were still getting out of their vehicles, chatting with each other and attempting to tame unruly cowlicks on little boys. Most were in their Sunday best. This meant western leisure suits for the older men, and clean jeans with shirts tucked in for the younger men and boys. Most ladies and girls wore conservative dresses. Very conservative dresses.

         Jessica’s sweaty palms stuck to the steering wheel as she looked for a place to park. She wiped them, one at a time, on her black skirt. Her short black skirt. When she’d picked it out, she hadn’t been thinking about Big Verde’s fashion trends or how appropriate it might be for a small-town funeral.

         There was literally no place to park. Good grief. She was not going to drag out this freak show by circling the block.

         Two piercing blasts from a siren cut through the air, causing her to jump and bite her lip, which she’d apparently been chewing in nervous angst. What had she done wrong now?

         Casey had pulled into a spot farther up the block. He got out and started waving his arms. At her.

         Everyone watched as she slowly drove toward Casey, who was now making motions one might use when guiding a jet liner to a terminal or signaling marine mammals to do tricks. Was he afraid there might be one lone holdout who wasn’t already looking at her? What was next? People gathered in the splash zone to watch her park?

         Sweat dripped down her back as Casey proceeded to direct her, inch by inch, into the parking space directly behind him.

         Once parked, she sat back with a sigh. She just needed a moment to—

         The door magically opened and a big hand extended inside.

         So much for taking a moment.

         “The funeral’s about to start,” Casey said.

         She took his hand. It was warm. Strong. Both foreign and familiar. How many times had she held it at the movies or while walking down the halls of Big Verde High? She blushed, remembering how Casey’s fingers had roamed her body like curious explorers of unknown lands.

         He’d been the first to trace her lips with his thumb. The first to brush her nipples with his fingers. The first to cup her ass while pulling her close…

         “You okay, Jess?”

         She swallowed. Collected herself. And stood up on shaky legs.

         He offered his arm, which would seem dramatic in Houston, but in Big Verde it just meant he was a gentleman.

         Casey Long. A gentleman.

         They started down the sidewalk. People smiled politely, but most were older, and she didn’t see any recognition in their faces. Just interest.

         Maybe she’d survive this day after all.

         
            *  *  *

         

         Casey nodded at everybody who said Howdy, Sheriff, as he and Jessica headed for the door. It would be nice if they’d stop their gawking. Jessica would stop traffic in any town, but in Big Verde, she was damn near paralyzing.

         She was nervous. The little things she did with her hair, the fluffing and tossing. She’d been doing it since high school. It was still cute as hell.

         “I’m really sorry about your great-aunt, Casey,” she said.

         Lots of people had said that to him over the past few days. Some of them had meant it casually. Some had meant it deeply. Some hadn’t meant it at all. What he heard in Jess’s voice was heart-wrenching sincerity. As if she were not only sorry, but also somehow deeply saddened.

         Mavis had been well known in the small town. But as far as he knew—and he knew damn near everything—Jessica hadn’t kept up with anyone in Big Verde. How did she even know Mavis had died?

         He cleared his throat. “So where are you living now?”

         “Houston,” she said.

         She didn’t follow it up with what she did or who she lived with or how long she’d been there. Just Houston.

         Why had she driven all the way here for the funeral? Other folks in Big Verde had died since Jess had left. Folks she’d probably known better. There’d been no trips home for their funerals. There had to be more to this story.

         “Aunt Mavis’s death is a terrible loss for our family,” he said. “But it wasn’t exactly unexpected.”

         Jessica stopped walking and looked at him. “She wasn’t even sick. It was totally unexpected.”

         How would she know if his great-aunt had been sick?

         “Well, she was ninety years old, Jess. That’s what I meant by it not being unexpected. Nobody lives forever.”

         Jessica shook her head, as if his response disappointed her, and started walking again.

         “Howdy, Sheriff!” Casey looked up to see Matt Hurley loping cheerfully their way. “Beautiful day!”

         The only thing about Matt that said “undertaker” was his dark suit. Other than that, he was all smiles and grins.

         “Hey, pretty lady. I don’t think I’ve seen you around here before.”

         And inappropriate comments.

         Matt had started going bald in junior high, but the process had stunted somewhere around eleventh grade, leaving him with a few stragglers he grew out and combed across his forehead. The back of his head was left completely unattended, probably because Matt couldn’t see it in the mirror and therefore assumed it didn’t exist.

         He didn’t let his appearance dampen his enthusiasm for the ladies, though.

         Jessica removed her sunglasses. “Hi, Matt.”

         Matt’s skinny face suddenly became animated. His Adam’s apple bobbed as he searched for words. What he finally came up with—loudly and right outside the building where Casey’s aunt lay in a coffin—was, “Goddam, girl! Look at you! Jess is back in town!”

         Jess seemed to melt, as if willing herself to disappear.

         Matt threw the door open. The small chapel was filled to capacity, and Jessica shrank back against Casey. His entire body lit up like someone had poked him with a cattle prod. He wanted to wrap his arms around her, pull her even closer, but he couldn’t. He needed to get control of himself. This wasn’t the same girl who’d left him twelve years before. She was a grown woman, and he hardly knew her.

         He couldn’t quite accept the truth of that.

         She was probably nervous, and Matt wasn’t doing anything to help matters, so Casey put his hand at the small of her back. He hoped it would reassure her that she was among friends.

         Miss Mills, the organist for the First Baptist Church, sat at the front of the chapel playing “How Great Thou Art” on the funeral home’s electric keyboard. The fact that she did this at a Methodist funeral said something about the importance and station of Aunt Mavis in the community.

         Matt hollered, “Look, everybody! It’s Big Verde High’s homecoming queen of the class of…” He looked at Casey. “What year was it, Casey? Let’s see, you were two years ahead of me—”

         Miss Mills stopped playing.

         Everyone looked at them.

         “Matt, I think I’ll have a seat up there with my family. I was running a little late due to increased criminal activity in the town.” He winked at Jess.

         Miss Mills picked up where she left off, and slowly everybody went back to looking mournful. They were accustomed to Matt’s outbursts.

         Matt, as if suddenly remembering where they were, made a rousing attempt at appearing solemn.

         “The Hurley family is honored to be here for you during your time of need. Please accept our sincere condolences.”

         “Why thank you—”

         Matt turned back to Jess. “Where did you get that kick-ass car?”

         Casey patted Matt on the back, a little harder than necessary, because that’s what it typically took to shut him up, and then led Jessica by her elbow to the pews set off to the side of the casket where the family was seated.

         Jessica trembled. Was she really that nervous? His own knees were a bit shaky, but it was because being around Jess again rocked him to his core.

         “Casey, no. I’m not family. I’ll sit somewhere else.”

         “There is nowhere else,” he said. “And you came all this way. Everyone will be pleased to see you.”

         That might be a stretch. They would be surprised, though. Because Jess being here for Aunt Mavis’s funeral made absolutely zero sense. To lessen the tension, he decided to do the polite thing and inquire about her mother.

         “How’s your mama? Doing okay, I hope.”

         Jessica stiffened even more. “She passed away two years ago. Heart attack.”

         Jesus. He had shit timing. “I’m very sorry to hear it.”

         And he was too. Even though Jessica’s mom had hated his guts. In all fairness, most girls’ moms had hated his guts.

         Gerome Kowalski, owner of the infamous Rancho Cañada Verde and a man Casey had known his entire life, came forward with his hand extended. He’d be delivering the eulogy. “Casey, Mavis will be very much missed by this community.”

         “Thank you, Gerome. This is such a nice turnout for her. In fact, Jessica came all the way—”

         Jessica was headed to the coffin. And she appeared to be sniffing and weeping.

         “Is that little Jessica Acosta?” Gerome asked.

         “Yes, sir. She’s come back for Aunt Mavis’s funeral.”

         Gerome nodded. “That’s right nice of her. I’d expect as much.”

         So, there was a reason Jessica was back. But what was it?

         There were currents that flowed beneath Main Street in every small town, and the secrets they carried were hidden from most.

         Gerome was one of the few who always knew. And like Aunt Mavis, he kept those secrets to himself.

         It was infuriating.

      
   


   
      
         
            Chapter Four

         

         God. She felt like such an idiot. She hadn’t intended to bawl her eyes out at Mavis’s funeral. But dang it, Gerome Kowalski knew Mavis. He got Mavis. And the eulogy had captured her perfectly. Hard and unyielding. Demanding and critical. Almost impossible to please. And yet, also kind and loyal. Generous and sympathetic. Even fun.

         Jessica smiled. Hope could make Mavis act silly. A person hadn’t lived until they’d seen Mavis jump out from behind a chair in a power pantsuit, wielding a light-up laser gun.

         And she could be fierce. Like when she’d stood between an angry landlord and Jessica’s mom, who’d already paid the rent, no matter what the landlord said.

         Their little family had mattered to Mavis Long, and she had mattered to them.

         Dang it. The tears started up again.

         The service was over, and people were lining up to pay their respects to the family, so Jessica went to the back of the alcove to wait it out. She’d leave as soon as she thought she could get away without having to talk to anybody.

         Mavis’s only son, Senator Wade Long, who’d once been the sheriff of Verde County, stood on the front row accepting condolences. Jessica shivered and ran her hands up and down her arms. She’d known he would be here, but she was nothing to him. He wouldn’t recognize her, and even if he did, what could he do?

         Wade Long was the reason she and her mom had been forced to leave Big Verde. Her mom had been pregnant with Wade’s baby. Pregnant with Hope.

         Back then, Wade had his sights on the Texas Legislature, and although he and his wife were well on their way to divorce, he couldn’t have his constituents knowing he’d fathered a child with an undocumented immigrant.

         To this day, as far as Jessica knew, nobody had ever found out. Well, almost nobody. Mavis Long had discovered the secret.

         Jessica sniffed and willed a new tide of tears away. She’d never forget opening the door of their sparse little apartment in Houston to see Mavis Long standing there, hair perfectly coifed, demanding to see her only grandchild. She’d only wanted to know if Hope’s financial needs were being met. She hadn’t intended to have a relationship with her…to be a grandma.

         But one look at chubby little two-year-old Hope had melted Mavis’s resolve. She’d lost a bit of her stiff-spined composure at the sight of Hope’s sweet almond-shaped eyes, and she’d lost 100 percent of her heart.

         Jessica hadn’t known her hardworking mom was undocumented. Not until Wade Long had threatened to have her deported if she ever told a soul. He ordered her to leave Big Verde and never come back.

         Nothing had ever been the same again. Ever since that day, Jessica had lived her life with the fear that her world could dissolve at any minute. And she’d never dared to dream of coming home to Big Verde. Not if there was even the slightest chance that Wade would make good on his threat and her mom would be deported.

         But now her mom was dead. And Mavis was too. Wade Long couldn’t do anything to her family. But Jessica’s hands wouldn’t stop trembling.

         A short blond woman came zigzagging through the crowd. She was heading Jessica’s way, face lit up by a smile.

         “Jessica! Hi!”

         It was Maggie Mackey. Jessica had always liked her. She’d been a tomboy who didn’t care what people thought. Jessica had cared what everybody thought, so she had admired Maggie’s attitude.

         There was a ring on her finger. Who had she married?

         Dang it. She was already falling into the small-town pattern of wondering about other people’s business.

         “What are you doing here?” Maggie had always gotten straight to the point. No polite chitchat for her. “How long are you staying?”

         “Not long. I’m just here for Mavis’s funeral.”

         Maggie cocked an eyebrow but didn’t question her further. “I hope you’re coming to the reception. It’s at the Methodist Church Fellowship Hall. Everyone would love to see you.”

         “Oh, I don’t know—”

         Leaving Big Verde had been traumatic. It had taken years to get over it. Why rekindle old relationships? She was heading back to Houston—where nobody knew or cared about your business—on Monday. Houston had never been much of a home, but the anonymity it allowed was good for keeping secrets.

         “Well?” Maggie asked, hands on hips. “Are you coming or not?”

         “Of course she’s coming,” Casey said.

         Where had he come from? And why wasn’t he up at the line with the rest of the family? Casey was acting as if he was afraid to let her out of his sight. Strange behavior for a man who’d never once tried to find her after she’d left Big Verde.

         “Look who’s hovering about,” Maggie said with a grin.

         Was Casey blushing? Her own cheeks felt a bit warm. Holy crap, was she blushing? She thought she’d prepared for the inevitable reunion with Casey. She’d spent the last four days fortifying her emotional shields, but all it took to decimate them was a smile and a slight blush from Sheriff Long.

         Heck, her shields had disintegrated as soon as she’d heard his voice when he pulled her over.

         “There’s a little too much schmoozing going on over there with my uncle,” Casey said, nodding at the Good Senator. Jessica could barely contain a shiver of disgust, and Casey’s slight sneer indicated he didn’t exactly have warm, fuzzy feelings for the man either.

         “He’s not your uncle,” Maggie said.

         Casey shrugged. “He’s older than me. He’s a relative. He’s not my grandfather. That makes him an uncle.”

         “He’s your great-aunt’s son,” Maggie argued. “And that makes him your second cousin once removed. Or maybe it’s your first cousin twice removed…” She furrowed her brow. “You know what? Why don’t you just refer to him as your uncle.”

         Or they could all just refer to him as the anti-Christ and be done with it.

         Casey put his hand at the small of Jessica’s back and gave a gentle nudge. It sent thrills up and down her spine, but as they exited the funeral home, she still had every intention of heading down the sidewalk to her car.

         So why was she crossing the street toward the Methodist Church Fellowship Hall?

         Ten minutes later she sat at a folding table, picking at macaroni salad and trying to look small so nobody would talk to her. She kept an eye on Casey while he worked the room. It was so weird to see him patting backs, shaking hands, asking about cattle and crops. She’d seen Wade Long do the very same thing. But unlike Wade, Casey seemed genuinely interested in the folks he talked to.

         He was keeping an eye on her too. As if he was afraid to look away for too long. Why? He’d seduced her. And then tossed her aside. Just like a Long, her mom had said.

         Jessica hadn’t wanted to believe that Casey was like that. But then he’d ignored her letters. Never tried to find her. She thought she’d worked through it and didn’t care anymore.

         She was wrong though. She cared.

         Casey finished chatting with an older gentleman and then came and sat down beside her. “Sorry,” he said. “It’s an election year.”

         Jessica nodded. The last year she’d spent in Big Verde had been an election year too, and Wade Long had been in full politician mode. Unlike previous elections, he’d had a challenger. He’d left no hand unshaken and no funeral unattended. There hadn’t been any room for even a hint of a scandal, much less a pregnant undocumented immigrant.

         Casey poked at a blob of what looked like Jell-O with fruit and nuts in it. It jiggled obscenely. “I prefer the funerals on your side of town,” he said. “Food’s better.”

         Jessica stiffened. “What do you mean on my side of town?”

         Casey put a paper napkin in his lap and glanced at her, shooting a spark of electricity right through her body with those blue eyes. “The Catholic side.”

         Okay. Well, it was true that Jessica had grown up in the neighborhood adjacent to the Catholic church. And that most of the people in that neighborhood were Catholic.

         Casey curled his lip at the Jell-O on his plate. “As far as funeral foods go, the Catholics win hands down.”

         Jessica looked at the blob of mayonnaise and macaroni dangling on her fork. He had a point. A funeral in her neighborhood had meant barbacoa tacos, trays of enchiladas, Spanish rice, and big, steaming pots of beans made by the Catholic Daughters.

         “With the Lutherans and the Baptists, you might get some sausage and whatnot,” Casey continued. “But Methodists are going to torture you to death with tiny little sandwiches filled with vegetables and things they call salads that are mostly Jell-O. Also, they put marshmallows where they don’t belong, and they have a weird thing for mayonnaise.”

         Jessica grinned. She and Casey had always gotten a kick out of observing and commenting on the habits of Big Verde’s social circles. It was so easy to fall into those habits. “And what’s with that punch?” she asked. “Why is Methodist punch always green?”

         “This is fancy punch,” Casey said. “It’s got sherbet in it.”

         He brought the tiny crystal cup up to his lips, holding up his pinky as he did so, and took a dainty sip. And then he suddenly jerked forward, spilling the rest all over his tie.

         A little boy had grabbed his arm. “Casey!”

         Casey remained completely calm. “Hey there, Dalton.”

         A woman was right behind the child, apologizing. “I’m so sorry. Dalton, get down.”

         Jessica smiled at Dalton, and when he smiled back, she realized she was looking into a little face that shone just as bright as Hope’s. Like Hope, the child had Down syndrome.

         “I hate this tie,” Casey said. “He did me a favor.”

         Then he picked Dalton up and set him on his lap. “Marissa, do you remember Jessica?”

         “Marissa Mayes?” Jessica asked. “Oh my goodness! Hi!”

         “Of course I remember!” Marissa squealed. “I recognized you as soon as you walked into the chapel. And I’m Marissa Reed now. I married Bobby.”

         Bobby Reed had been the high school quarterback, and Marissa had been a cheerleader with Jessica. It warmed her heart to know they’d gotten married and were still together. “How is Bobby?”

         “He’s doing great. Wait until he hears you’re back in town!”

         Jessica wasn’t going to be around long enough to socialize, but she didn’t bother saying so. It would be nice, though, to catch up with old friends.

         “Is Dalton yours?”

         “Sure is,” Marissa said proudly.

         “He’s a handsome young man,” Jessica said, and Marissa beamed even more.

         “What brings you to Big V?” Marissa asked. “Surely not Miss Mavis’s funeral?”

         Casey looked at Jessica intently, as if that was the burning question of the day.

         “I’m here for the funeral,” Jessica said simply, knowing that her answer only added to the confusion.

         As she looked at Marissa’s curious face, ten million different stories suddenly crashed into her brain—fun stories—and surprisingly, she wanted to rehash them all. Remember that time we toilet-papered Coach Reiner’s house? Remember when I helped you sneak into Bobby’s bedroom window but we picked the wrong one and you ended up staring at his mom in her nightgown?

         “JD!” Marissa shouted, earning glares from a nearby table of elderlies. “JD, come see who’s here!”

         Marissa’s older brother, JD Mayes, strolled through the crowd with his plate of jiggly food. And even though they were indoors, he wore his signature white Stetson. Some things never changed.

         JD’s eyes widened at the sight of her. “Jess!”

         He rushed over and gave her a warm hug.

         Hubba-hubba. The cowboy still had it. He’d taken Jessica for many spins around the dance floor back in the day. They’d even held hands once in the movie theater. But that was as far as it had gone, because Jessica had only had eyes for one cowboy: Casey Long.

         
            *  *  *

         

         It felt like a high school reunion, watching JD, Marissa, and Jessica talk about old times. Casey couldn’t help but grin. Jessica had been a good student—class valedictorian—and a cheerleader. Casey had been more of a troublemaker. Only two things had mattered to him: Jess and bull riding. Other than that, it had been all speeding tickets, underage drinking, disrespect for authority (he still had that issue if the authority hadn’t earned it), and a chip on his shoulder the size of Texas. His crooked uncle had taken care of the speeding tickets and the underage drinking—all fixed with a wave of the magic Long wand. But the only thing that could get him to say yes, sir or no, ma’am to assholes was the threat of not being able to rodeo.

         Jess had seen something in him that no one else had. She’d gotten him to pay more attention to his grades, even though he hadn’t planned on going to college. He’d wanted to make her proud; to be the kind of boy she wouldn’t be ashamed of. She’d been an angel, and as he listened to her chat with Dalton about his toy tractors, he figured she probably still was.

         “Hey, Earth to Casey,” JD said, giving him an elbow.

         He’d been daydreaming. “Sorry. What was that?”

         “I just told Jess about the charity rodeo tomorrow. She says she can’t make it, but I think all she needs is a little encouragement. Dalton, here, is doing his part…”

         Dalton put his hands together like he was praying, and with his tongue poking out from where his two front teeth should be, he said, “Pwease.”

         Jess laughed, and it flowed through Casey’s chest like a bubbling brook.

         Anything that would keep Jess in Big Verde longer was a good thing. He was dying to question her, to find out why she and her mom had left Big Verde in such haste. Had her mother hated him that much? “Yeah, you should come to the rodeo, Jess. JD and I are competing in the team roping—”

         “Wait,” Jess interrupted. “On the same team?”

         JD laughed. “Yeah, we’re the current Tri-County champs, believe it or not.”

         “I don’t believe it,” Jess said.

         Casey was pretty sure that the last time Jess had seen him and JD together, JD had had him in a headlock while Mr. Preston, the principal, had been shouting at them to break it up.

         “We kick ass,” Casey said. JD gave him a fist bump, and then Dalton insisted on fist bumping everyone within his immediate reach while muttering kick ass.

         “Thanks so much,” Marissa said with an eye roll.

         JD gave a small salute with a wink.

         “You don’t ride bulls anymore?” Jessica asked.

         Casey flinched. Painful subject. “I suffered an injury a while back.”

         Exactly twelve years ago when I got on a bull not caring whether I lived or died because the girl I loved left without saying a word.

         “Damn near died,” JD said.

         Jessica’s eyes widened, and she reached out with her hand to…touch his face? He wouldn’t know, because she yanked it back just as quickly. His skin yearned for the feel of her fingertips, and he fought the urge to lean toward her.

         “But you’re okay, now, right?”

         His brain struggled to make out what she’d said. JD lifted the brim of his hat and raised an eyebrow in question. Are you going to answer her?

         Casey cleared his throat. “Yeah. My back kinks up occasionally. I just don’t care to be thrown and rolled by a fifteen-hundred-pound asshole bull again. Broke a few bones.”

         Seven, to be exact.

         “Asshole bull!” Dalton shouted with glee.

         “Dalton, that’s football talk. We don’t say asshole unless there’s a game’s on,” Marissa chided.

         “Hey, Dalton, why don’t you tell Jess about Hope House? Maybe she’ll want to come to the rodeo if you do.”

         Jessica’s head snapped up, eyes wide as saucers. “Hope House? What’s that?”

         Why did Jess look so curious? Or was it sad? Or maybe it was happy. Her mercurial eyes seemed to display every single emotion on the spectrum.

         “Hope House is fun,” Dalton said.

         “It’s a place where special kids and adults get to hang out,” Casey said. “They do all sorts of stuff. They train for the Special Olympics, and we even teach a few of them how to rodeo.”

         “Dalton is a mutton buster,” Marissa said, referring to the children’s rodeo activity of clinging to the back of a running sheep like your life depended on it.

         “Who started Hope House?” Jess asked.

         “Aunt Mavis,” Casey said. “It’s one of the reasons so many folks have turned out to honor her. She was a great woman. Gruff on the outside, maybe, but a heart of gold.”

      
   


   
      
         
            Chapter Five

         

         The lobby of the Village Château was cool and calm. The heavy dark furniture Jessica remembered from the last time she’d been here—the graduation party thrown for Casey by the Longs—was gone. Now it was muted neutral tones and local Hill Country art.

         She took the stairs to the second floor where their suite was. With the exception of the grand ballroom, which still sported thick, brocade carpeting, sparkling chandeliers, and a gigantic, ornate fireplace, the general air of the establishment was way less formal. It was really nice. Comfortable. And the aromas wafting up from the Château’s restaurant were divine. Her stomach growled. Gelatin salads could carry a girl only so far.

         She walked down the hall to room 204 and started to insert her key. But the door jerked open before she had a chance.

         “I got my head under the water,” Hope squealed. Then she threw her arms around Jessica.

         “Good for you! See? I told you it was no big deal.”

         With Hope attached, Jessica entered the room to find Carmen lying on the bed, blue hair still wet, looking utterly exhausted. “Oh, it was a big deal, all right,” Carmen said.

         “And I went down the slide!” Hope said. “I went all the way under.”

         Hope had an irrational fear of getting her face wet. Ride a roller coaster? No problem. Trampoline? You bet. Blow bubbles in the water? Not so much. So, this was big news.

         “Maybe I should let Carmen take you swimming more often.”

         Carmen lifted her head. “Maybe Carmen wouldn’t survive that.”

         Ha! Carmen could look as pitiful as she wanted, but she and Hope were thick as thieves. They both loved to cook. They both loved to eat. And they neither one cared what anybody thought.

         “Hey,” Jessica said, sitting on the bed. “Thanks. You know there aren’t many people I trust to watch Hope. In fact, I think there might just be, you know, the one people.”

         Carmen grinned slightly and narrowed her eyes. “Yeah. You owe me.”

         There was no way to get a smooshy you’re welcome out of Carmen. Her real-life persona was pretty much the same as her television one. In your face. Loud. Colorful. And though she minced garlic at vision-blurring speed, she did not mince words.

         Hope faked a sigh and rolled her eyes. “Carmen’s tired and cranky.”

         “I’m not the only one,” Carmen replied. “Why don’t you go watch some more television and relax?”

         “You’re trying to get rid of me,” Hope said.

         Jessica laughed. Woe to the person who underestimated Hope because of her Down syndrome.

         “You’re right. I am. Your sister and I need to talk.”

         “But you’ve been talking,” Hope whined.

         “Retreat to the dungeon,” Carmen ordered. “We’ll get dinner in an hour.”

         Hope clapped her hands and smacked her lips. “Yum. Can we eat in the room?”

         “You bet.”

         Hope happily went into the other room and closed the door.

         “You were gone longer than expected,” Carmen said.

         “I went to the reception after the funeral.”

         Carmen sat up. “You did?”

         “Yeah. It was kind of fun.”

         “That’s what they say about funerals. Fun times.”

         “It’s just that I saw some old friends. It was nice.”

         “That’s a little more normal.”

         Normal. What was that supposed to feel like? She hadn’t felt “normal” since learning her mom was undocumented. It had turned her world upside down. There’d been no stability or security after that. Of course, there’d never been any, but she hadn’t known it. After learning the truth, she’d lived in fear of a traffic ticket or auto accident. Of literally anything and everything that could end up separating their family. And that included sharing their secret with anyone. So, they hadn’t.

         Except for Mavis.

         Now that her mom was dead, there was no longer anything to fear. But living without a noose around your neck was hard to get used to. The noose felt…loosened. Not gone. That was why she hadn’t been able to leave Hope back in Houston, even though Carmen could have taken just as good care of her there.

         If at all possible, Hope went where Jessica went.

         “I saw Casey,” she whispered.

         Carmen’s eyes widened. She smirked, like a blue-haired elf. “Did you talk to him?”

         “Yes. Quite a bit, actually. He’s the sheriff now.”

         “You’re kidding!”

         “No, he really is. He pulled me over for running a red light. Did you know you don’t have proof of insurance in your car?”

         Carmen rolled her eyes. “How long has it been since you’ve been laid?”

         “Carmen!”

         “Well?”

         Jessica went to the window. The lagoon-shaped pool, complete with slide and waterfall, brought back the memory of Casey’s graduation party. It had been a luau theme, and the pool hadn’t been so fancy. Just a plain rectangular lap pool. But to Jessica, a kid who’d grown up swimming in the Rio Verde, it had seemed magical and romantic. There had been floating candles and little paper boats, and then afterward, she and Casey had…

         It had been too long since she’d been laid.

         Carmen joined her at the window. “So that’s where the magic happened, huh? By the pool?”

         “Well, not right by the pool,” Jessica said. She pointed to the right, where a fire pit blazed. “There used to be a thick clump of palm trees. Casey had laid out a blanket.” The blush crept in. “We had a bottle of champagne he’d lifted from the Château’s restaurant.”

         She’d never tasted champagne before. The bubbles had made her sneeze.

         “That’s so romantic.” Carmen sighed. Then she grinned. “But was the sex awful? The first time is usually nothing to write home about.”

         A couple sat down on the lounge in front of the fire pit and snuggled.

         “No, it was actually nice. I mean, I didn’t have a mind-blowing orgasm. Or any orgasm. I doubt I even knew what one was. But Casey was sweet and took his time…”

         Her voice faded as the memory took over. Casey had more than taken his time. He’d explored her body with intense curiosity and a blush-rendering thoroughness. All of the things that had been only hinted at during make-out sessions on the couch or in the back row of the movie theater had come to fruition.

         Later, as they’d lain in the shadows of the palms in the moonlight, he’d confessed it had been his first time. And that he loved her.

         Jess, you’re my first. And I want you to be my last. Promise we’ll be together forever.

         She’d promised.

         She turned away from the window. It was time to let it go. She’d paid her respects to Mavis. She’d seen a few friends, and it had been pleasant. Now she just had to lie low at the Château—harder than if they’d stayed at the Big Verde Motor Inn—and visit the lawyer on Monday.

         “Are you going to see him again?” Carmen asked.

         “I don’t think so. I went into the ladies’ room, and when I came out, people said he’d taken off. Something about cattle being loose on the highway.”

         “Lame,” Carmen said.

         “Well, not really,” Jessica said, feeling suddenly defensive. “That’s actually a dangerous situation.”

         Carmen snorted. “If you say so.”

         Jessica had been bitterly disappointed by Casey’s hasty departure. There was so much she’d wanted to ask him, but what would be the point? It was probably best to hide out the rest of the weekend.

         As if reading her mind, Carmen said, “So are we allowed to leave the premises of the hotel this weekend? Or are we trapped here while you hide from Sheriff Long?”

         “Which Sheriff Long would you be referring to?” Jessica asked. “The Sheriff Long who pulled me over this morning? Or the former Sheriff Long who happens to be Hope’s daddy? Because I’m hiding from them both.”

         “Sheriff Long is my daddy?”

         Carmen gasped. Jessica’s throat closed up. They both turned to face Hope, who stood in the doorway. How long had she been there?

         
            *  *  *

         

         Casey sat on a fancy chair that was too small for his large frame and stared into his beer. He was dazed. The clinking plates, laughter, and conversations around him were muted, as if he wore earmuffs.

         One funeral reception should have been enough. But now he had to suffer through a private family gathering at the Village Château. Mavis would have hated all the fuss.

         Someone poked him in the arm. “You all right, pardner?”

         JD gazed at him with concern.

         “I’m just sad about Aunt Mavis,” Casey said, but really, he was completely distracted with thoughts of Jessica. He’d had to leave the fellowship hall without even saying good-bye, much less getting any answers.

         “Liar,” JD said.

         “Pardon?”

         “It’s not Mavis you’re missing.”

         “Why are you even here? This is a private gathering for family only,” Casey said. “And I am sad about Mavis.”

         “I know you are. But that’s not why you’re moping around. And I think we’re related in some way or other.”

         He was not moping. Although seeing as how he was crammed into this chair in a corner, staring out the window with a warm beer in one hand and a plate of untouched food in the other, he could see how a fella might think he was.

         Dammit. It had been twelve years. He should be over this teenage shit by now. But seeing Jess had brought on a rush of emotions he couldn’t quite sort out. They’d talked about getting married, for Christ’s sake. She’d just needed to get her mama to come around. Then they were going to live happily ever after. Stupid teenage stuff.

         But it had seemed real.

         He took a sip of beer but had trouble getting it to go down.

         “Unless there are two red Porsches in Big Verde, she’s right here at the Village Château,” JD said.

         Casey’s heart sped up. “Are you sure? I figured she’d gone back to Houston right after the funeral.”

         “I didn’t hear her say she was going to do that,” JD said. “I heard you ask her if she was sticking around long, and she said she wasn’t. That’s pretty vague. Maybe she’s heading back tomorrow.”

         Casey’s heart started pounding again. Like nearly out of his chest.

         “I think I’ll head to the bar for a drink,” he said.

         You could see the lobby of the hotel from the restaurant’s bar. She’d have to come down eventually, even if it was tomorrow morning…

         “There’s an open bar right here,” JD said with a grin, nodding at the bartender doling out booze in the corner of the room. “But you go do whatever it is you’ve got to do.”

      
   


   
      
         
            Chapter Six

         

         Jessica sat at the bar, sipping a margarita and trying to catch a buzz. After settling Hope down, she’d asked Carmen what the hell she was supposed to do now. And Carmen had said, “Get drunk.”

         Normally, she’d have blown that off and set herself about fixing everything. But these were not normal times.

         So here she sat.

         It had been a huge mistake to bring Hope to Big Verde. Carmen was right. Nobody was coming to take anybody away. She should have let her stay with Carmen in Houston. But the last thing her mom had said was Take care of Hope.

         Her mom. She’d die all over again if she knew Jessica had blabbed about Wade Long being Hope’s father right in front of Hope! Maybe Hope would forget about it.

         She caught the bartender’s eye and raised her empty glass. He nodded and began measuring ingredients into the blender.

         Hope wouldn’t forget about it.

         She’d been so excited and confused by what she’d heard that she couldn’t even eat her dinner. And Hope lived for food.

         Carmen had gone on and on about how good it was—which meant it was really good—while Hope had asked a million questions.

         Carmen: This fried Brie is to die for!

         Hope: But where is my daddy?

         Jessica: He’s not really your dad—

         Carmen: Did you taste the sauerbraten?

         Hope: Will he buy me a doll?

         Jessica had felt too sick to eat. How could she explain to an eleven-year-old that her “daddy” had used his power and privilege to coerce a woman into a sexual relationship? And that when the relationship resulted in a pregnancy, he’d threatened to have her deported.

         Her mom had sworn her to secrecy. And Jessica had understood the importance of cooperation. It didn’t need to be spelled out for her. If Wade Long alerted the authorities, her pregnant mom would have been forced to leave the country.

         While sobbing, she’d written a letter to Casey.

         Dear Casey,

         Something horrible has happened and my mom and I have to move to Houston. I will write you when I get there, so you can come find me. I’m having to sneak this in the mail. THIS IS TOP SECRET. Do not tell a soul!

         I love you. We’ll be together again soon.

         Jessica

         She’d put a stamp on it and dropped it in a box in a strip mall when they’d stopped for fast food.

         Two weeks later, she’d dropped another letter in the mail. Begging him to call. Hang up if my mom answers! I love you, Casey. Come find me.

         Three more letters. Come find me! Casey, why aren’t you answering?

         He never did. Her mom said all Long men were horrible. They took what they wanted and discarded you. Jessica hadn’t believed it at first.

         With time though…

         She sighed, worrying about Hope. How could she explain this? Hope’s tendency to fixate on things meant she repeated herself endlessly. And this was one thing nobody wanted to hear. Carmen had taken her swimming again in the hopes of distracting her. She’ll forget all about it after some ice cream and a swim.

         Only she wouldn’t. And Jessica knew it.

         The bartender set her second margarita in front of her. She decided to go for the guzzle. She sucked up about a third of the frosty beverage through the straw, and then grimaced and grabbed her head because (a) brain freeze and (b) Casey had just walked into the bar.

         What the hell was he doing here? She grabbed her glass—she wasn’t abandoning her margarita—and slunk off the barstool. But she couldn’t escape with him standing in the doorway. A large potted tree caught her eye. Maybe she’d hide behind that until Casey moved and she could make a run for it.

         Their eyes met. She probably looked like a deer caught in headlights.

         The tension Casey had carried in his shoulders since he’d first walked into the bar seemed to seep away. And then he smiled.

         It made her gasp. Seeing a smile spread across Casey Long’s otherwise stern and stoic face was like seeing a vibrant flower in the middle of the desert (and thinking it had bloomed just for you). It warmed every single inch of her body except for the fingers wrapped around the frozen margarita. Actually, they felt warm too. And she became even warmer—and a bit tingly—as Casey made a beeline for her.

         Why hadn’t she put on any lipstick? She looked down at her feet. Flip-flops! Although she’d have looked silly wearing anything else with her cutoff shorts and Hello Kitty T-shirt. What had she been thinking when she came down here like this? Her mother would have been mortified.

         It’s important to look our best. People judge.

         Boy, did they ever. Especially in small towns.

         “Tell me you weren’t about to dodge behind a potted plant,” Casey said with a grin.

         
            *  *  *

         

         Shit, she was cute. Would she deny that she’d been making a run for the plant? Or would she own it?

         “There goes my life as a super-secret agent,” she said with a shrug.

         She owned it.

         “You don’t have to hide from me, you know,” he said. It hurt that she wanted to, but he understood. It was awkward. So much time had passed…

         Yet, as he looked into her big brown eyes, it hardly felt like it. Hair in a ponytail, shorts, and a T-shirt; he recognized this girl. Hell, if she put on a cheerleading outfit and went out onto the field tonight, nobody would even question it.

         He swallowed. Thinking about Jess in a cheerleading outfit was making it difficult to form words into a sentence, and he had enough difficulty with that as it was.

         “I wasn’t hiding from you, per se. I just figured all the locals would be at the football game tonight and it would be safe to come down dressed like…” She looked down at her gorgeous tanned legs. “This.”

         She held out a foot and a flip-flop with ribbons tied all over it dangled from her toes.

         “That’s high fashion for Big Verde. And tonight’s an away game. Folks don’t necessarily want to drive all the way to Smithville to cheer the Giants on to their eighty-seventh straight loss.”

         “Fair weather fans,” Jessica said.

         She’d cheered her little heart out for those Giants once, all while stealing sideways glances at Casey while he stood along the fence with his ragtag group of rodeo pals. He remembered trying to act cool when his friends wanted to leave, pretending to care about the pathetic football game when all he really cared about was seeing Jessica do one of her famous split jumps.

         Those legs. Could she still do the splits?

         “I lost interest in football when a certain cheerleader moved away,” he said. “But I’m here tonight for a family celebration of Aunt Mavis. It’s in the hospitality suite.”

         “Oh, I’m sorry! Don’t you need to be getting back?”

         “She would have hated the fuss,” he said.

         Jessica nodded in agreement.

         Casey was missing something. He just knew it. But he didn’t have a clue as to what. “Want to go for a walk?” he blurted.

         He was desperate to not let her out of his sight. When he thought she’d left earlier, damn it, he was eighteen again. Eighteen and heartbroken. Ready to put out an APB to track her ass down.

         She wouldn’t stay forever. But right now, he could barely think beyond the current moment. And in the current moment, he needed to touch her. A strand of hair had conveniently escaped her ponytail, and he gently tucked it behind her ear.

         Jessica licked her bottom lip and trailed her eyes down the front of his dress shirt. She looked very much as if she was imagining what might be underneath it, and the odds of her finding out were increasing, since he suddenly felt warm. Every damn inch of him might as well be on fire, just from the heat of her eyes.

         He tried not to look as if he might be doing the same to her, but it was hard. He’d already noted all the things about her that were familiar, but he was dying to discover the ways in which she’d changed. And not just physically (although she did still look cute enough for a cheerleading outfit). The way her eyes continued to roam his body indicated the years had given her confidence. And he liked the way it looked on her.

         “Well?” he asked, raising an eyebrow and holding out his hand. “How about that walk? You can keep your drink; we won’t leave the property.”

         Jessica nodded, as if she’d made her decision. Then she took the straw between her lips, and while never taking her eyes off his, she sucked down the rest of her margarita.

         “Hold on there. You’re going to get a—”

         She winced and shut her eyes. “Brain freeze,” she said. “I know.”

         With a satisfied sigh, she set her empty glass on a nearby table, and took his hand. When her fingers touched his, every hair on his body stood up, as if lightning were about to strike him dead.

      
   


   
      
         
            Chapter Seven

         

         Was she really holding Casey Long’s hand?

         She wanted to pinch herself to see if she was dreaming. Or slap herself in order to wake up. Or maybe just slap herself because holy cow they were heading out the French doors toward the pool, where Hope and Carmen were swimming.

         Dang!

         “Pardon?”

         She’d said it out loud.

         Casey looked at her quizzically.

         Jessica could see Hope paddling around under the waterfall. She turned, forcing Casey to look away from the pool. Luckily, they were in the shadow of the corner of the building, where Hope and Carmen probably wouldn’t spot them.

         Being spotted would be disastrous. Not only would Carmen embarrass Jessica by making hubba-hubba eyes and giving thumbs-ups and God only knows what else, but there was a good chance Hope would accost him with Hi! Are you my daddy?

         And wouldn’t that be a kicker?

         Plus, she just didn’t want anybody in Big Verde, not even Casey, knowing about Hope. There was no real threat from Wade anymore, but fear was strong glue for making habits stick.

         She steered Casey toward the fire pit. They could sit on one of the outdoor couches with their backs to the pool. In the moonlight, they’d just look like any two people.

         “I just meant wow. I hardly recognize the Château.”

         “It’s changed quite a bit since you and I—” Casey paused. Cleared his throat. “Since the last time we were here.”

         The last time they were here they’d made love. Made plans. Promised to be together forever.

         “They’ve got a fancy German chef now,” Casey continued. “Rumor has it, he’s trying to buy the restaurant from the hotel.”

         “Frederick Mueller,” Jessica said.

         Casey raised an eyebrow. “Somebody’s been keeping up with the news in Big Verde.”

         “You realize I work for Carmen Foraccio, right?”

         Casey gave her a blank look.

         “You’ve never heard of Carmen?”

         “The name sounds a bit familiar. Is she famous?”

         “Do you watch the Food Channel?”

         “Is that like a TV show?”

         “Oh my God. Um, well, it’s a network that features shows about food. And Carmen’s show is at the top. She’s a celebrity chef. Have you heard of La Casa Bleu? Or Funky Fusions?”

         “JD and I ate at La Casa Bleu when we were roping in Vegas. Italian food.”

         “Well, it’s Italian and French. It’s a fusion place. There’s one in Houston too. It’s the original location.”

         “Oh really? Do you eat there often?”

         “I manage it,” Jessica said proudly.

         “Wow, Jess. That’s pretty amazing.” A huge smile lit up Casey’s face.

         “What are you so happy about?”

         “It’s just that, well, you said that’s what you wanted to do, right? Run a fancy restaurant like the Village Château? And look at you. You’re doing it. And a famous one, at that.”

         As a kid, Jessica had been practically obsessed with the Village Château restaurant. It represented high society to her—Big Verde style—and she’d longed to be the kind of person who ate there regularly.

         “They had pretty good spaghetti,” Casey added with a wink.

         “You got spaghetti?”

         “The most expensive spaghetti I’ve ever eaten in my life. Although I think it had a special French sauce on it, so maybe that was why. Is Carmen the chef?”

         “She used to be. And she still oversees the menu and all the recipes. Everything is made according to her specifications. But she doesn’t spend much time in the kitchen anymore. Her show takes up most of her time.”

         “Funky Fusions,” Casey said. “I think I’ve seen it. She goes around eating all kinds of crazy shit, right?”

         Jessica laughed. “That’s the show.”

         They arrived at the fire pit. From here, they could still hear occasional giggles and shrieks from Hope, but they were muffled by breezes and distance.

         Jessica sat and patted the seat next to her, hoping Casey would hurry up and join her. The lighting was dim—ground sconces and the glow of the fire—but she didn’t trust that someone couldn’t make them out if they looked really hard. And Carmen was nosy.

         “Somebody’s having fun over there,” Casey said with a grin, looking over his shoulder at the pool.

         Jessica grabbed his hand and yanked. “Sit.”

         It wasn’t very effective, as far as yanks went. Casey was over six feet of solid muscle, and he glanced down at her like she was a tiny kitten yanking his chain.

         “Hold your horses,” he said, and then he sat down next to her and stretched out his long legs, crossing his ankles and revealing some really nice cowboy boots. His slacks were gray, and there was no gun or badge on his belt. His shirt was white, and Jessica watched as his fingers nimbly loosened his tie.

         She swallowed as those same fingers then trailed down his shirt to settle on his thigh, which was hard and muscular and straining the fabric of his slacks. When she succeeded in wrenching her eyes away from that lovely vision and directing them back to Casey’s face, she was met by a very sexy smirk.

         Followed by a wink.

         “That margarita getting to you?”

         Maybe just a little. The brain freeze had melted into a warm glow.

         “How did you end up in law enforcement?”

         “Surprised?”

         “Understatement.”

         Casey laughed. “Well, believe it, or not, I got in some trouble after the bull riding didn’t work out. Nothing awful. Just fighting and drinking. I think I was embarrassing the family.”

         She’d worried that Casey might fall back into his wild ways after she’d left. And it seems he had.

         “And?”

         Casey stared at the fire, appearing relaxed. “Aunt Mavis made me volunteer my time to help some truly troubled youth. Kids with real problems, way bigger than mine. And I discovered I was pretty good at it. So, I decided to get a degree in criminal justice.”

         A warm swell of pride spread throughout her chest. “I knew you could do it, Casey,” she whispered.

         He looked up, the reflection of the flames dancing in his blue eyes. “It was hard,” he said. “Without you.”

         Then why didn’t he come after her? Why did he ignore her letters?

         The words were on the tip of her tongue. Just ask him.

         She took a deep breath, but Casey started talking again. “I was a cop in San Antonio for a couple of years. I didn’t much care for city life, so I came home. Decided to run for sheriff.”

         “Family tradition,” Jessica said, hoping the bitterness didn’t show in her voice.

         “I know what Wade did, Jess.”

         Jessica’s head snapped up. Her pulse pounded in her head. “You do?”

         “He’s a crook. Hell, he fixed my record. He threw his weight around. God only knows what all shit he was…is…wrapped up in. Aunt Mavis was ashamed of him. She actually told me so once.”

         So, he didn’t know. Not specifically.

         He uncrossed his legs and turned to face her. They were suddenly mighty close. She could smell his aftershave. His eyes locked on hers, and she clenched the cushion of the seat to keep from falling right into those baby blues.

         Casey didn’t blink. “I’m not like Wade. This is my county. My town. My people. And I take care of them.”

         If she’d thought Casey Long the bad boy had turned her on, it was only because she’d never met Casey Long the good guy. She wanted to grab that stern face and kiss it senseless.

         “Do you remember what happened here?” she blurted.

         Casey furrowed his brow, as if she’d said something offensive. “How could I ever forget it, Jess?” Then his expression softened, and he gently touched her cheek with his thumb. “It was my first time.”

         The touch of his thumb on her cheek sent shivers all the way to her toes. “Oh, you’re sticking to that story?” she asked, feeling a little breathless.

         Casey smiled. “I am totally sticking to that story. Because it’s the truth. And I’m pretty sure you know it, based on my performance. I don’t think I made it to the eight-second buzzer.”

         Jessica laughed at the bull riding reference. But sincerity shone in Casey’s eyes. She’d been his first. And if he hadn’t been lying about that, was he telling the truth about everything else? Had he truly been in love with her?

         His eyes had darkened, and he leaned in even closer. She stared at his lips and brushed his chin with her fingers.

         “I’m better now,” he said. “I can go well past eight seconds.”

         “Had lots of practice?” Jessica asked with an embarrassingly shaky voice.

         “I wouldn’t say lots. But I know where all the important spots are.” The lips she couldn’t take her eyes off of curled up in an adorable smirk. “And I know just what to do to them.”

         She believed him. He was practically doing it with his eyes. And all of her important spots were responding appropriately. She squeezed her thighs together as Casey’s eyes settled on her lips.

         Was it the margarita making her feel this way? No. There wasn’t enough alcohol in it to lead to wherever this was going. The only thing leading her now was her heart.

         And her important spots. Which were pretty much on fire.

         The look in Casey’s eyes promised he could put out fires, no problem.

         As if on cue, the fire in the pit suddenly went out, making Jessica gasp.

         “Must be ten o’clock,” Casey said. “That means the pool is closed.”

         Oh dear. Jessica looked back at the pool. Carmen and Hope were both out, wrapping themselves in towels. There was nobody else around.

         “The lights and pit are on a timer,” Casey added. “That’s why the fire went out.”

         “Not out entirely,” she muttered. Then she put her hand to her mouth, because she hadn’t meant to say it out loud.

         Casey gently pulled her hand away. “Let’s see what we can do about that,” he said, bringing his lips to hers.

      
   


   
      
         
            Chapter Eight

         

         Her lips. God, even better than he remembered. In some ways, he was reliving the past—this was Jess, his Jess—but he was also navigating new territory. New delicious territory.

         This was grown-up Jess. And grown-up Jess knew how to kiss.

         She pressed her breasts into his chest, and he ran his hand down her back, mapping all the womanly curves and planes of her body. When he got to her hip, she twisted to give him better access, and he slipped his hand beneath to cup her nice, round ass.

         She responded with a moan that nearly made him come undone.

         He was impossibly hard. What he had going on couldn’t be referred to as wood. It was more like granite. And speaking of undone, she had his tie off. He didn’t even know when that had happened. Her fingers traveled the trail of his shirt’s buttons.

         She sighed against his lips. “We’re in public.”

         Did she mean We’re in public so we need to stop or We’re in public and I’m seriously turned on?

         She pulled away and gazed at him. There was just a sliver of a moon, but it lit up her eyes.

         “We’re probably doing a little more than we should out here. Somebody might see us,” she said.

         They hadn’t done nearly enough.

         Casey glanced around. “It’s pretty dark out. They’d have to walk right up on us.”

         Jess licked her plump lips, already swollen from kissing. Her chest rose and fell quickly, but she wasn’t quite breathless. And Casey wanted her breathless.

         “But someone might do that,” Jess said. “Walk right up on us.”

         Casey shifted nervously. He was the sheriff. Having sex in a public place probably wasn’t the smartest idea he’d ever had. Jessica definitely brought out something wild in him, but his days of living on the wild side were over.

         “Let’s go to your room,” he suggested. “That seems like a better plan.”

         Jessica had his shirt unbuttoned and was staring at his chest. It was probably a bit broader and more muscled than when he was a skinny kid in high school, and it definitely had more hair.

         “Jess, did you hear me? Your room?”

         She looked back to his eyes with a sheepish little grin on her face. He couldn’t know for sure in the dim lighting, but he suspected she was blushing. She sighed deeply. “Actually, that won’t work. I’m not traveling alone.”

         Ah. He should have guessed that with the Porsche. “Carmen?”

         “Yes,” Jess said. Casey followed her gaze to the second floor of the hotel, where a balcony light was on. The other rooms were dark. While the restaurant did a booming business with travelers and locals alike, the hotel didn’t see much activity during the off-season.

         He wasn’t going to let this opportunity get away. But they couldn’t keep making out by the fire pit. It had been a blissfully long time since a Long Family scandal, and Casey would like to continue that streak.

         His place was up in the hills, only about fifteen minutes away, but he suspected if Jess had time to think about things, she’d cool off. Hell, if he had time to think about things…

         Nah. He wasn’t going to cool off. If anything, he was heating up even more.

         He scanned the area. There was a patch of cedar trees, but they wouldn’t provide enough cover. And besides, he and Jess weren’t going to bang on the ground like animals.

         He glanced at Jess. She was biting her bottom lip and eyeing his chest and looking every bit as if she was all in for banging on the ground like animals.

         A loud humming sound started up as the pool pump kicked in. The pump and other equipment were concealed behind a wooden fence surrounded by shrubbery. You had to go through a little gate to get in there; Casey knew this because he’d once been called out to investigate a violent racoon. Such was life as a small-town county sheriff.

         The enclosed area was roomy enough to hold a chaise lounge, of which there were plenty by the pool.

         Jess saw where he was looking.

         “What’s behind the fence?”

         “Pool equipment.”

         “We couldn’t—”

         Oh yes, they could. Casey jumped up and walked to the pool. He picked out a sturdy chaise lounge, hoisted it up, and carried it past the fire pit to the gate that led inside the small fenced-in area.

         Jessica hurried over. “What do you think we’re going to do on that?”

         “I don’t know. Maybe we’ll lounge? Look at the stars? Make out like fiends?”

         “What if somebody is watching us right now?”

         There wasn’t a soul around. “Even if someone were looking from one of the windows, they couldn’t possibly see anything other than shadows, and besides, we’re about to be hidden by this nifty fence.”

         “You sound pretty sure about that.”

         He extended a hand. “Come on, Jess. Let’s do something wild.”

         
            *  *  *

         

         Casey Long stood in the shadows with his shirt open, looking dangerous as hell and holding out a hand. How many times had Jessica dreamed of feeling his touch again? She couldn’t shake the feeling that she was dreaming.

         Nothing could come of a hookup with Casey. Jessica would be back at her crazy life in Houston on Monday, and she and Casey would probably never talk to each other again. But for now…

         “Okay,” she blurted.

         It had been a long time since she’d done anything that could be considered even remotely wild or risky.

         Casey gently pulled her in and closed the gate behind them. She went straight into his arms and pressed against him. God, she loved the feel of him. So tall—he’d always been tall—but now he was also big. She rose on her toes and kissed him, eliciting a sexy groan that was louder than the hum of the pool equipment.

         “Shit, Jess,” he said against her lips. “You taste so good.”

         He abandoned her lips and went down her jaw to her neck, licking the sensitive skin behind her ear. “I want to taste all of you,” he whispered. “Every inch.”

         Jessica’s breath hitched. Was he talking about what she thought he was? The one time they’d been together had been sweet, but they’d both been inexperienced. She hadn’t even known about that particular activity, much less experienced it.

         Casey’s hands roamed beneath her T-shirt as he kissed her neck. Her knees were so weak they probably wouldn’t hold her up much longer.

         As if sensing her imminent collapse, Casey steered her toward the chaise lounge. “Sit,” he ordered, with a low and raspy voice.

         Jessica followed instructions, and Casey pressed the back of the chair all the way down. Then he stood over her, running his hands through his hair and gazing down as if she were a feast and he couldn’t decide where to start.

         “You’ve filled out a little,” she said, staring at his chest.

         “So have you,” he replied, staring at hers.

         His eyes shone with lust, which Jessica greatly appreciated. But she’d done a little more than fill out. She was thirty and although she was in good shape, her body reflected the years. She didn’t have saggy old-lady boobs, but they weren’t exactly perky anymore, either. She wanted to tell Casey he’d missed her best years, but her best years had been spent working, going to school, and taking care of her mom and Hope.

         Everybody had missed her best years, including her.

         Casey took his shirt off, dropping it to the ground. Ho. Lee. Cow.

         The man looked like a Greek god. Broad, chiseled chest with way more hair than she remembered. Hard, sculpted abs. Her fingers itched to explore.

         “Your turn,” he said, sitting on the chaise next to her. The chair creaked and sank into the grass.

         Insecurity crept in. “I don’t know that I want to take anything all the way off. We might need to make a run for it.”

         “I’ll accept that for now,” he said, running his hand beneath her shirt, up her belly, and between her breasts, and dragging her T-shirt with it. “But next time, everything is coming off.”

         Next time? Was he really thinking there would be a—

         Her thought was interrupted by Casey lifting her bra up over her breasts, not even bothering to unclasp it. He let out a shuddering sigh as he stared. “God, woman. You’re gorgeous.”

         Before Jessica could say a word, Casey bent over and covered a nipple with his warm mouth.

         That was it. She was gone. Run for it? Ha! If anyone walked up on them now, Jessica wouldn’t even know it.

         Casey’s hand trailed up her leg to the inside of her thigh. When had she opened her legs? Probably as soon as she’d felt his lips on her breast. She panted embarrassingly as his fingers traced ticklish patterns on her skin.

         The jean cutoffs were pretty short. Shorter than a woman Jessica’s age should wear them, but right now they were coming in handy, as Casey had no trouble slipping his fingers inside the denim. He brushed her panties, and she moaned and arched her back. The combination of what his fingers were doing and what his lips were doing was almost too much.

         Casey lifted his head and watched her while still working magic with his fingers. “Can I—”

         He was talking to her. She’d seen his mouth move, but it was so freaking hard to hold her focus. “Can you what?” she gasped.

         “Can I…”

         “Hmm?”

         “Jess, I want inside you.”

         “Yes,” she whispered. “Please.”

         His finger slipped inside. Followed quickly by another. And then his mouth was on hers, forceful, but not crushing, and he was exploring—with tongue and fingers—slowly and intentionally, as if he had all the time in the world.

         Jessica thought she might lose her mind. She wasn’t in the mood for a Sunday drive. She was excited. Starved. Impatient. And he was torturing her. It was delicious torture, but still torture.

         She ran her hands down Casey’s back and gripped his very firm butt in an encouraging way. He responded and ground against her, harder and faster, as if he’d picked up on her sense of urgency. One of his legs was over hers; the other one was—where was the other one? Probably on the ground. The chaise simply wasn’t big enough for the both of them.

         Casey kissed her neck. Sucked on it. When was the last time Jessica had petted and made out with someone? She reached between them and felt the hard length of him. He whimpered into her neck and rubbed himself frantically against her as the chaise lounge squeaked and squawked.

         They were both hot and sweaty and panting like animals, and this was…fun.

         She hadn’t felt this excited, crazy, and free since the last time she’d made out with Casey Long.

         Casey stopped moving and slowly pulled his hand away. The only sound was the humming of the pool pump and their haggard breathing.

         “What’s wrong?” she asked.

         “I told you I wanted to taste you. All of you.”

         She watched as he brought his fingers to his mouth, licked them, and then closed his eyes as if he’d just tasted heaven.

         Oh boy. That was hot. And she knew what was coming next. Or at least she hoped she did. She unbuttoned her shorts and slid down the zipper. Then she raised her hips, and Casey pulled off the shorts, along with her panties, in one fell swoop. No time for modesty now. Jessica’s hormones were in the pilot’s seat, and they were going full throttle.

         Without even a hint of hesitancy, Casey hoisted her legs up and over the armrests of the chaise. “Still pretty flexible, I see,” he said with a grin.

         Jessica gasped as the cool night air kissed her sensitive flesh, and then Casey kissed it, too.

         Goose bumps. Tingling. Humming.

         Was it the pool pump? Or was it her?

         “Oh, Casey…”

         It was definitely her.

         Casey moaned in answer and continued what he was doing. Plus a few other things with his fingers. Like pinching her nipples.

         “So good,” he mumbled against her. The vibration of his voice almost did her in. “So.” He licked her lightly. “Damn.” He licked her again. “Good.” He thrust his tongue inside her, and that was all it took.

         Fireworks exploded behind Jessica’s eyes as her body spasmed. Her toes curled. Her fingers tingled. She’d thought women who described their orgasms in that way were exaggerating. But it turned out, she’d been having inferior orgasms.

         Casey held her in a gentle suction until she couldn’t take it anymore. She gently pushed his face away, and he rose above her, gazing into her eyes.

         “Was that okay?”

         She nearly laughed. “Better than okay. You’ve learned some new tricks.”

         “Would you like to see some more?”

         “What else have you got up your sleeve?”

         Casey rose to his knees and unbuckled his belt. “Actually, it’s in my pants.”

      
   


   
      
         
            Chapter Nine

         

         Casey couldn’t believe this was happening. What had started off as him heading to his great-aunt’s funeral had ended with him crouched behind a fence and shrubbery having sex with the literal woman of his dreams. One who happened to be an ex-cheerleader. And judging by the position her legs were currently in, she could still do the splits.

         He was doing several things he could be arrested for, including destruction of property, because there wasn’t any way the chaise lounge would survive the night.

         It was by far the best day he’d had in a long time. Possibly in forever.

         “Do you have a condom?” Jessica asked.

         Shit. The question had the effect of a dart piercing a balloon. He patted his pockets even though he knew he didn’t have one. “I don’t think—”

         Jessica snapped her legs shut.

         “Jesus. Hold on. Don’t do anything hasty.”

         He looked around helplessly, dick out like a flagpole, as if a condom would materialize out of thin air.

         “Do you have one, or not?” Jess asked.

         “Nope.”

         “Oh no! Are you serious?”

         “I didn’t think to grab one on my way to my great-aunt’s funeral.”

         Jess sat up. Pulled her bra back down over her delicious, bouncy breasts. She was shutting down the party, and Casey didn’t blame her one bit. How could he? But he was still mighty frustrated and damn near ready to explode.

         His hands shook as he leaned over and snagged her shorts with the panties inside and tossed them to her.

         “Thanks,” she said, standing up and slipping them on. “I’m sorry—”

         “Don’t apologize, Jess. I’m glad you had the wherewithal to think about protection. I was, well, you know. Out of my ever-loving mind.” And he still was. It was pretty obvious, too, since he was standing there with his dick out, although it had definitely lost some of its enthusiasm. He started to zip up.

         “Don’t do that,” Jess said, licking her lips. “There are other ways to have fun.”

         Casey raised an eyebrow and stopped zipping.

         Jessica sat on the chaise, and its legs gave out. She grunted as she bounced on her butt.

         Casey snorted. And then Jess started to giggle. It rolled through him and tickled his ribs as he fought off the urge to join in.

         “Come here,” she said, rising to her knees and still smiling.

         “Jess, you don’t have to do this,” Casey said. “I’m fine. I’ve had a great time. Really.”

         Getting her off had been way more than a great time. He really didn’t need to do anything more.

         Jessica smirked at his hardening dick, which begged to disagree. She crooked a finger. “You’re giving yourself away.”

         Casey took a step toward her—the lady had given him an order and he wasn’t about to disappoint her—but over the humming of the pump and the pounding of his pulse in his head, he thought he heard footsteps.

         Dammit. He put a finger to his lips while shoving his dick in his pants.

         Sure enough, someone was coming. Casey looked over his shoulder to see Tyler Murphy peering over the top of the fence.

         “Hey, Sheriff Long, is everything okay?”

         Tyler was a busboy for the restaurant. He was also Casey’s neighbor’s kid. “Yeah, Tyler. Everything’s fine.”

         He glanced back at Jess. She was wild-eyed and putting herself back together while trying to back into the shadows.

         “Be careful, Jess—”

         Too late. Jessica stepped back and tripped on the broken chaise lounge. Casey lunged and caught her, and when their eyes met, she started to giggle again.

         Casey got an idea.

         “This young lady has had a bit too much to drink. I heard her wandering around back here.” He looked intently at Jess. “Feeling better now, ma’am?”

         Jessica crossed her arms and faked a hiccup. “Yes, Sheriff,” she slurred. “Much better.”

         None of that explained why Casey wasn’t wearing a shirt, and Tyler didn’t look 100 percent convinced. But what the hell was the kid doing back here anyway? Casey sniffed in the boy’s direction and picked up the faint, skunky odor of marijuana. “Did you come out here to check on the pump?” he asked. “Because that’s a weird chore for a busboy.”

         Even in the dark, Casey could see the whites of Tyler’s eyes as he caught on to the position he was in. The kid probably came out here regularly to toke up. If Casey felt like looking, he was pretty sure he’d be able to find telltale signs of previous activity. He wouldn’t be surprised if there were stems and papers scattered about.

         Tyler seemed to come to the same conclusion. “Uh, I was just out here collecting cups and shit—uh, sorry—from around the pool and I thought I heard—”

         Casey raised an eyebrow, crossed his arms over his bare chest.

         “Thought I heard this lady being sick or something.”

         Jessica fake-hiccupped again, and Casey nearly busted out laughing. Everybody understood each other then.

         He nodded at Tyler. “I’ve got it under control.”

         “Yes, sir,” Tyler said with a smirk. “It sure looks like it.”

         “Get on back to work,” Casey said.

         Tyler saluted, turned, and loped back off in the direction of the hotel.

         Casey picked up his shirt and slipped it on. Jess still had her hand over her mouth, but it wasn’t containing her giggles very well.

         “Get some control over yourself, woman,” Casey said with a wink. “Or I’ll throw you in the drunk tank.”

         “We don’t have to call it quits, you know,” she said. “We can go somewhere else.”

         “Nah. I think we should quit while we’re ahead. I had a really good time.” He looked at her little T-shirt, her shorts with the top button still undone, and her mussed-up hair. “A really good time.”

         “So, let’s keep going. Swing by the Rite Aid and pick up a pack of condoms, head to your place, and get busy.” She wiggled her hips.

         God. It sounded so easy. And he loved how eager she was. But it was late, and there were other things to consider. “As much as I’d love to, I can’t just waltz into the Rite Aid with you to buy condoms. For one thing, I’m the sheriff.”

         “Sheriffs don’t have sex?”

         “They do it discreetly.”

         “Oh, is that what we were doing?” One corner of her mouth curled up. “Being discreet here in the shrubs behind the pool pump?”

         Damn. That crooked little grin. He’d love to wipe it off her face with a kiss.

         “And the Rite Aid is closed anyway,” he added. “They roll up the sidewalks around here pretty early.”

         He picked up the broken chaise. “I’m going to toss this in the Dumpster behind the restaurant,” he said. “And then I’m going to help a poor drunk lady get back into the hotel safely.”

         Jess pouted.

         Those lips. He wanted to drop the chaise and tackle her to the ground. But he couldn’t. For one thing, no condom. For another, he had an early day tomorrow.

         “Are you going to come watch me and JD rope at the rodeo? It’s for a good cause, and I’m really hoping you’ll stick around awhile.”

         Jessica twisted a strand of hair around her finger, a habit that took him straight back to high school. But then she looked at him and smiled.

         “I’ll think about it.”

         “You think about it real hard.”

         “Will you be wearing chaps?”

         “I’d get laughed out of the arena.”

         Jess looked bitterly disappointed. “That’s too bad. I like chaps.”

         “I’ll wear chaps,” he blurted. “If it means you’ll come.”

         He swallowed.

         “To the rodeo,” he added. “Not just, you know, come.”

         They both busted out laughing, again. Silly, uncontrollable, insane laughter. They stopped when they literally couldn’t breathe anymore.

         “I really, really like chaps,” Jess said.

         She licked her lips. Licked her damn lips like she was thinking about him in a pair of chaps and nothing else.

         “And I’ll also have a handy dandy rope, if that turns you on.”

         She squeezed her thighs together, realized she’d done it, and unclenched them with a sly little grin that said she knew he’d noticed.

         “What time does the Rite Aid open tomorrow?”

         “Now, darlin, tomorrow is Sunday. It’s closed. You can’t buy condoms on the Lord’s Day. It’s bad enough that you’re even thinking about it.”

         “Oh, I’m thinking about it, Casey Long. We might have to drive to the nearest town to hit up a Walmart.”

         “That could be arranged,” Casey said. “After the rodeo.”

         Jessica bit her lip, and Casey got up right close. “I might have to tie you up so you don’t leave again.”

         The blush that lit up Jess’s cheeks said she wasn’t entirely opposed to the idea. Casey was going to be in for a long, sleepless night.

         
            *  *  *

         

         Jessica lathered up in the shower. The smile on her face was starting to make her cheeks sore, but she couldn’t get rid of it, no matter how hard she tried. Not that she was trying very hard.

         Hard. Holy cow, Casey had been hard. She felt awful that she hadn’t been able to return any favors and do something about it. But they’d been caught!

         Her smile got even wider.

         She’d been like a teen again. A dumb, horny, risk-taking teen.

         She hadn’t risked anything in twelve years. Not for her own happiness, and not for love.

         Love. She did not love Casey. But dang it, she definitely had a major crush going on. It felt just like old times.

         Yep. She was definitely a kid again. Although a kid would have insisted this crush was something more. Because it felt like her world was going to end on Monday when she had to go back to Houston. And because the thought of not seeing Casey again hurt just as much this time as it had the last.

         Only this time, she wasn’t going to leave with any secrets. Wade Long couldn’t hurt her. People could talk if they wanted, but she was taking Hope to the rodeo tomorrow. It had been wonderful to see old friends today. It would be even better to see them tomorrow.

         
            *  *  *

         

         Casey sat at the bar. He’d wandered around the pool after dropping Jess off in the lobby—she’d refused to let him walk her to the room—picking up the cups and napkins and trash that Tyler had missed.

         The bar was empty and they were closing up shop, but Casey was a Long and the sheriff. He could stay as long as he wanted. He wouldn’t do that though. He didn’t believe in tossing his weight around with the family name. He’d just shoot the shit with the bartender until the kid was done drying glasses.

         “Hey, Zeke, who does the purchasing for the pool furniture and whatnot around here? I accidentally broke a chaise lounge and I’d like to replace it.”

         Zeke picked up a glass from the washer and began drying it off. “Stella will know what to do about the chaise. Although she’ll just tell you to forget about it.”

         Stella was the general manager, and Zeke was probably right. It would be best for Casey to just replace it himself.

         Casey sucked down the last of his beer and pulled out his wallet.

         “On the house, Sheriff. You know that,” Zeke said.

         “Bullshit,” Casey said, slapping some cash on the counter. “I’d better get home. Early day tomorrow for the rodeo.”

         “You and JD roping?”

         “Yeah. We don’t stand a chance, though. I heard a lot of the Rancho Cañada Verde cowboys are entering.”

         Zeke laughed. “You’re going to your asses kicked.”

         “I know. But it’s for Hope House. I’m happy to have my ass kicked for little Dalton Reed and his friends.” He stood up and stuffed his wallet back in his pocket.

         “Hold on, Sheriff,” Zeke said, digging beneath the counter. “You know that lady you were with earlier? The one who was here at the bar?”

         Casey crossed his arms. “Jessica Acosta. What about her?”

         Zeke held up a slim leather wallet. “She left this when she followed you out the door.”

         Wow. Good thing Zeke found it. Although in Big Verde, most people would turn it in. It was just one of the things he loved about the people of his town. “Thanks, Zeke—”

         Zeke’s face broke out in a grin. “I guess she forgot all about it while y’all were busting the chaise by the pool pump.”

         “Damn Tyler Murphy,” Casey muttered.

         Zeke laughed and handed over the wallet. “She’s in room 204.”

         Casey’s pulse sped up. He’d get to see Jessica again, even if only for a few minutes. “Thanks.”

         He left the bar and climbed the ornate staircase in the lobby. When he got to room 204, he stopped and took a deep breath. He was still riding the high that came from messing around, and he had a partial boner to prove it. But what was making him sweat was something much deeper. It had been so satisfying to tell Jess about his life, how he’d pulled himself together and gone to college, become a cop, and then finally been elected sheriff. It was as if he’d worked all this time just to be able to someday look her in the eye and tell her he’d done it. He’d become the man she’d always known he could be.

         I knew you could do it, Casey.

         Of everything they’d said and done tonight, those words had been the sweetest. He was a better man because of Jessica Acosta. No doubt about it. He’d been a hellion who gave his family fits. Drove his teachers insane. Irritated the hell out of the fine folks in town who saw him as an entitled, spoiled brat.

         But Jessica had seen something else in him. He’d thought she was crazy. Believed she just had a good girl crush on a bad boy. But at some point, he’d decided to become the guy she thought he was. Even after she left, or maybe because she’d left, he kept trying. And he’d done it.

         He squared his shoulders. Made sure his shirt was tucked in. And then he knocked.

         The door opened. And it wasn’t Jess who answered. Or her friend, Carmen.

         It was a little girl. “Hi!” she said.

         “Hi yourself. Is your, uh…” He tried looking over her shoulder into the room, but she’d only opened the door about six inches.

         “Who are you?” the child asked.

         He wanted to ask her the same question. “I’m Casey.”

         That seemed to be all she needed to hear. She opened the door wide, and Casey peered in, but still didn’t see Jessica.

         The little girl put her hands on her hips. “I’m Hope.”

         Casey finally got a good look at her. She was probably ten or eleven years old and cute as a button. And she had the same infectious grin as Dalton Reed. She had Down syndrome.

         Casey smiled back.

         “My grandma used to live here,” Hope said.

         Casey rubbed his chin. Was she somehow local? Did he have the wrong room?

         He looked at the number on the door. It was 204. That was the room Zeke had sent him to. And besides, if this little cutie was local, he’d know it.

         “My, my, my,” a sultry voice said.

         Finally. An adult. Casey looked up to see a gorgeous woman with big blue eyes and hair to match staring over Hope’s head. He realized he’d seen her on television at least once or twice. “You must be Carmen,” he said.

         “Mmm-hmm,” Carmen said, looking him up and down with a little smirk that suggested he might need to have a talk with Miss Acosta about kissing and telling.

         He hoped she hadn’t left off the part where he’d made her toes curl.

         “And you must be Sheriff Long,” Carmen said.

         “You’re Sheriff Long?” Hope asked.

         “Uh-oh,” Carmen muttered. “Listen, Hope, he’s not—”

         “Sheriff Long is my daddy!”

         What the hell? Casey took a step back. The room began to spin a little.

         My grandma used to live here.

         Shit.

         “Uh, hold on a minute, cowboy,” Carmen said. Then she shouted, “Jessica!”

         Hope ran into the hall and wrapped her arms around Casey. Jess came to the door with her hair wrapped in a towel, her eyes wide, and her mouth hanging open.

         “Hope, come here,” she said, unwrapping the child from his legs.

         “No, no! Let me go!” Hope wailed. “He’s my daddy!”

         All the color had drained from Jess’s face as she held on to Hope. A man across the hall poked his head out the door. “Is everything okay?”

         “It’s fine,” Jessica said.

         The man looked to Casey, but Casey couldn’t talk.

         Nothing was fine.

         Hope’s little face was streaked with tears. This was his child? And he hadn’t even known about her?

         “Jess,” he said. His voice didn’t sound right. He felt like he was choking. “How could you?”

         He turned and stumbled down the hall, ran down the stairs, and didn’t stop running until he got to his truck. People shouted his name, asked if he was all right.

         But he barely heard them.

         He had to get somewhere to sort this all out. Somewhere private. A place where his own damn child wouldn’t see him freak out.

      
   


   
      
         
            Chapter Ten

         

         Jessica scanned the arena from the stands. The rodeo had officially begun over an hour ago. They’d gotten there early, in the hopes that Casey would too. But nobody had seen him. They’d already sat through the opening ceremony, the mutton bustin’—Dalton had placed third—and the women’s barrel racing event. The youth calf scramble was next, and then it was team roping.

         That was Casey’s event.

         Jessica twisted the hem of her T-shirt into a knot. Surely, Casey wouldn’t have gone and done something stupid? What if he’d drunk himself into a stupor? He’d been terribly upset, and Jessica had wanted to run after him. But he was an adult, and Hope was not.

         Hope had needed her more.

         And Casey shouldn’t have run away.

         Even so, her heart ached for him.

         She spotted JD’s white hat and stood up. “Stay here,” she said to Carmen and Hope.

         She worked her way down the bleachers, stopping every two seconds to say hi to someone because that’s how it was in Big Verde. She finally made her way to where JD stood by the fence, phone to his ear. Their eyes met and he shook his head.

         “Still not answering?” she asked.

         JD shoved his phone back in his pocket. “You want to tell me what got him so upset that he just took off the night before the rodeo?”

         Jessica scowled at him. “That’s what you’re worried about? The rodeo?”

         “Well, I’m sure as hell not worried he’s been kidnapped. He’s pissed or something is all.”

         He yanked on his white Stetson with a pointed look that said, At you.

         “We didn’t fight,” she said. “It was a misunderstanding, and he took off before I could explain everything to him.”

         “I don’t need to know the details. But, Jess, that man has never stopped pining for you. He’s lonely, but he functions. Sometimes he even manages to be happy. You can’t just come barging back into town and mess with people’s lives.”

         Is that what she’d done? She closed her eyes at the memory of the look on his face when Hope had blurted out that he was her father.

         She swallowed down a bit of bile, but then she said, “He’s never stopped pining for me? Really?”

         JD looked at the arena where the calf scramble had started. The crowd was cheering and going nuts for the kids participating, and Hope was probably having a blast. “Really,” he said. “So be careful with him.”

         Obviously, she had to tell Casey that Hope wasn’t his. But she wasn’t sure what would come after that. It wasn’t like she could make a life with a man who—

         She gasped, earning a quizzical look from JD beneath the brim of his hat. When had she started thinking about making a life with Casey?

         Exactly twelve years ago. And she’d never stopped.

         She was lonely, but she functioned. Sometimes she even managed to be happy. But she’d never stopped pining for Casey Long.

         Yes, they’d been kids. But there were plenty of old happy couples who’d started off as high school sweethearts. Maybe not many. But sometimes when you know, you just know.

         “Team roping is next,” JD said through a clenched jaw. “That asshole better show up.”

         Slowly, and with her eyes on the entrance gate, Jessica made her way back to Carmen and Hope.

         “Still not here?” Carmen asked.

         Jessica shook her head.

         “My fault?” Hope asked.

         She didn’t fully grasp what had happened. And even though they’d talked and talked and talked last night, Jessica wasn’t positive that Hope understood Casey wasn’t her dad.

         “None of this is your fault.”

         Hope smiled. “Can I ride a sheep?”

         Jessica sat down. “No, you’re too big.”

         “Can I ride a horse?”

         That could probably be arranged.

         
            *  *  *

         

         Casey pulled through the gate of the fairgrounds. He sure hoped he hadn’t missed his and JD’s event. JD would never forgive him.

         Well, he would, but it would be a miserable two weeks waiting for him to get around to it.

         He parked his pickup next to JD’s and looked at his face in the rearview mirror. He hadn’t shaved and there were bags beneath his eyes. Staying up all night will do that.

         A daughter. He had a daughter.

         It all made sense now. The Acostas had left because Jess had been pregnant. Eighteen years old with her whole life ahead of her, and he’d knocked her up. No wonder she’d called it game over last night when he hadn’t had a condom. She’d had her life ruined once already.

         He remembered the child’s sweet, perfect face.

         Not ruined. But definitely altered. Things had not gone the way Jessica and her mom had painstakingly planned.

         Hope. It was a beautiful name.

         There was an abandoned stone chapel on Harper’s Hill. It was technically private property; part of the twelve-thousand-acre Rancho Cañada Verde owned by the Kowalski family. But Gerome Kowalski didn’t mind that Casey went there from time to time, and that’s where he’d spent the night, trying to wrap his mind around this new reality.

         At first, he’d been angry. Angry at Jess for keeping his own child a secret from him. But then he’d tried to put himself in her shoes. She’d been a teenager, and her mom had been in control. Had she really had a choice?

         What would he have done at eighteen? He liked to think he’d have stepped up to the plate. But the truth was, he didn’t know. Not for sure. This was why adults told teens they needed to be old enough to handle the consequences of sex. As a grown man, Casey knew this. He’d had that particular talk with more than one kid. But at eighteen…

         None of that mattered now. Jessica had come home, and she’d probably been trying to work up the nerve to tell him about Hope. She must have felt terrified, not knowing how he’d react.

         And he’d reacted horribly.

         But Hope had been so happy and thrilled to meet him. He’d seen nothing but joy in her face, and although he couldn’t see himself, he had a pretty good idea of what he’d looked like. And she didn’t need to see that.

         He’d collected himself at the stone chapel. Regained his composure. And he was ready to face Hope with a smile and open arms. He was her daddy, goddammit. And if the way his heart ached at the thought of Jess ever escaping his sight again was any indication, he still loved her mama.

         Yesterday he’d been Big Verde’s most available sheriff. Today, he had a family.

         They’d make this work. If Jess could even stand the sight of him after last night.

         He grabbed his hat off the seat and stuck it on his head just as his door was yanked open. JD grabbed him by the arm. “Jesus Christ, Casey! I don’t know where you’ve been or why you haven’t answered your phone, but we’re on in a few minutes. I got us pushed back as far as I could. Get your ass out of the truck.”

         JD gave a hard yank and Casey stumbled out of the truck, slamming the door behind him.

         “Why the hell are you wearing chaps?” JD asked.

         “What’s wrong with chaps?”

         “You look like an idiot.”

         The two of them started walking.

         “Are we saddled up?” Casey asked.

         “Of course we’re saddled up. And I warmed up Genevieve for you, but you need to get on that pony and ride around a bit. If we’ve even got time for that.”

         Casey glanced at the stands when they walked through the gate. He didn’t see Jessica, and that worried him. But surely she hadn’t gone back to Houston. Not after everything that had happened. Unless she was so disgusted by his behavior that she never wanted to see him again.

         “Get your mind off of that woman,” JD said. “I know you think team roping is a breeze compared to bull riding, but you can still get hurt.”

         JD was right. Casey had to get his head on straight.

         Fifteen minutes later he and Genevieve were in the box, looking at JD sitting atop Brazen on the other side of the chute. There was a young steer in the chute between them, raring to go. Casey’s adrenaline was pumping. This was practically the best part.

         He and JD had been partners for six years and friends and/or foes for damn near a lifetime. He wasn’t exactly sure what it was he did with his eyes to say ready, but JD saw it and gave a small, tight nod of his head.

         The gates opened, and they were off.

         JD was the header, and Casey rode heeler. They thundered across the arena with JD in the lead. He was on fire. He tossed the rope and it flew through the air, hooking the steer’s horns. Now it was Casey’s turn, as heeler, to go for the legs. The arena seemed to shrink as he honed in on the steer, rope held high in the air, and then it was gone. Flying.

         The steer kicked up, and the rope ensnared its legs with perfect timing. Effortlessly, Casey got the rope around the saddle horn in a perfect dally before he looked up. The arena came back into focus and there was Jessica, hanging on the fence, with Hope next to her.

         They waved, grinned, and shouted just as the rope went taut, jerking the horse. Distracted, Casey wasn’t ready, and in what seemed like slow motion, he fell off the horse.

         Fell. Off. The. Damn. Horse.

         He landed with a thud and saw stars. Got the breath knocked out of him, too.

         JD rode up next to him. Concern shone in his eyes, but only for a brief second. Then he started laughing. “I told you to get your mind off that woman. Are you sure you used to ride bulls?”

         “Ha-ha,” Casey wheezed. “Very funny.”

         It didn’t feel funny though. A sharp pain nearly gutted him when he inhaled. And when he went to stand up, he discovered he couldn’t. Goddammit.

         JD jumped down from his horse, concern back in his eyes. “Hey, bud. You okay?”

         No. He was not okay. But he would be. “It’s just my back.”

         Soon he was surrounded by people saying things like Don’t move and How many fingers am I holding up? Someone also mentioned ambulance.

         An EMT who looked maybe twelve years old called for a long backboard and a neck brace.

         Jesus. He just needed a few minutes to come out of this spasm…

         Suddenly Jessica was there. She dropped to her knees next to him and leaned over. “Casey, are you okay?”

         Her dark hair brushed his cheek. She smelled like sunshine and sounded like an angel and her eyes were wide with fright.

         “I’m fine,” he said, although for some reason, he was having trouble getting air in his lungs. “Where’s my daughter?”

         Jessica put a finger to his lips. “Shh…”

         “Where is—”

         “Casey, Hope’s not your daughter. Everything is fine.”

         Everything was fine?

         Everything was definitely not fine. Because that meant—

         He couldn’t finish the thought. “Jess, if she’s not my child, then whose is she?”

         Before he could get an answer, someone stuck a stupid oxygen mask over his face.

      
   


   
      
         
            Chapter Eleven

         

         Jess watched the ambulance leave. She hadn’t been able to answer Casey’s question, because the EMTs needed her out of the way. But Casey’s reaction to her thoughtless response, which she’d meant to be reassuring, answered any questions she’d had about him.

         When informed that he wasn’t the daddy of an eleven-year-old girl with Down syndrome whom he’d never met before, the emotion that had shown on his face was disappointment. Maybe even grief.

         Casey Long was a special kind of man.

         JD had heard everything but was busy acting like he hadn’t. “He’ll be fine,” he said.

         “How do you know that? He could have a broken back or a punctured lung or a concussion or—”

         “He’s embarrassed is all. And he should be. The idiot fell off his damn horse.”

         Carmen and Hope joined them as the dust settled and everybody started going back about their business. “Is he okay?” Hope asked.

         JD took off his hat and held out his hand. “Howdy. I’m JD. And don’t you worry your pretty little head. He’ll be just fine. Sheriff Long probably needs some horseback riding lessons.”

         Oh no! Jessica held her breath. He’d said Sheriff Long.

         She looked at Hope, praying she wasn’t about to blurt out something that would no doubt end up on the front page of the Big Verde News the next day, but what she saw was a blushing eleven-year-old. Blushing!

         “I’m Hope,” she said, taking JD’s hand.

         Well, JD was very handsome. The two of them shook hands and simultaneously charmed the heck out of each other while Carmen touched up her lipstick.

         “You know,” JD said, “we have a place here in Big Verde called Hope House. Since it practically has your name on it, I think you should stop by and check it out before you leave. My sister teaches cooking classes there, and she has a little boy named Dalton.”

         “Cooking!” Hope said, clapping her hands.

         “She loves to cook,” Carmen said. “In fact, she’s one of the best chefs at La Casa Bleu.”

         That wasn’t quite true. Hope loved to be in the kitchen, but in a place like La Casa Bleu, the pace was frantic. She could never be in there during the chaotic dinner rush. However, she loved repetitive tasks and was a stickler for details. The pastry chef adored her, and nobody could put a cherry on top like Hope.

         “I knew it!” JD said. “You’re Carmen Foraccio, aren’t you?”

         “Guilty as charged,” Carmen said. “And I assume you went to school with Jessica?”

         “High school heartthrob,” Jessica said.

         Carmen fluttered her eyelashes. “No doubt.”

         “Man, I love your show,” JD sputtered, taking off his hat as a sign of respect. “Gosh, I watch it all the time.”

         It was weird to think of JD watching cooking shows, and even weirder to see him acting starstruck. Although, if the blush on Carmen’s cheeks was any indication, she was equally dazzled.

         “Should we go to the hospital?” Jessica asked. Because hello! Casey was hurt!

         “It would really embarrass him,” JD said. “So, sure, let’s go.”

         Jessica hated to drag Hope away from the rodeo. She’d been having so much fun up until the time Casey fell off his horse. “Carmen, do you guys want to stay here? I’m sure I can catch a ride with JD.”

         Two cowboys walked up. The pockets on their shirts said RANCHO CAÑADA VERDE. These were real working cowboys, as Rancho Cañada Verde was one of the few cattle ranches in Texas that still managed cattle on horseback. Its cowboys had been sweeping the rodeo without even trying.

         “JD, we feel honored to have been here to witness Casey riding a horse for the very first time,” one of them said.

         Both cowboys laughed and then followed it up with a high five. They looked nearly identical. They had to be twins.

         “Shut up, guys. He just had some kind of—”

         “Spasm? Conniption fit?” the other cowboy said, with a smirk that bordered on full-out grin.

         “Ladies,” JD said, “these irreverent jerks are Beau and Bryce Montgomery.”

         Both cowboys removed their hats. “Ah,” one of them said, gazing at the three of them with his blue eyes.

         “We get it now,” said the other.

         “Pardon?” JD asked.

         “It was a woman.”

         “Yep.”

         One brother looked at the other. “The question is…”

         “Which woman?”

         Jessica’s cheeks grew warm, no matter how hard she willed them not to. Beau or Bryce—she had no idea which one—winked at her. “Bingo.”

         
            *  *  *

         

         Casey looked at Dr. Martin. “Happy now?”

         The X-rays had shown nothing was broken. Casey’s back was in a damn spasm and his ribs were bruised, but that was it. And he’d been carried out of the arena on a stretcher while every cowboy within a ten-mile radius had laughed his ass off.

         They’d never have laughed over a serious injury. During his bull riding days, Casey had seen guys get their necks broken. He’d seen ropers lose their thumbs. He’d seen a man tossed into the air by a bull who seemed to think he was a rag doll.

         But he’d never seen a man just fall off his horse for no good reason.

         Except there had been a reason. He’d seen his whole damn world watching him from the fence and the realization had momentarily tilted the universe.

         “I’m happy that you’re not mortally wounded,” Dr. Martin said. “Unless you’re planning to die of embarrassment, that is.”

         Casey gave him the side-eye. Partly because he deserved it, but mostly because he couldn’t turn his head.

         “You’ll need to take it easy for the next few days. I’ll give you some muscle relaxants—”

         Casey waved his hand dismissively, but the movement made him wince.

         “And you should stick to the bed or recliner.”

         Like that was gonna happen.

         “And avoid reading. You might have a slight concussion.”

         “Thanks, Doc.”

         Casey got down from the exam table gingerly. He’d been through this before and knew what to do. Warm compresses. Cold compresses. He’d try to avoid the muscle relaxants, since they made him wonky and he needed his mind clear.

         There was much thinking to be done.

         Last night he’d been in a downright state of shock and panic when Hope had called him Daddy. She’d seemed pretty damn sure about it, after all. But he believed Jess when she said he wasn’t the child’s father.

         Then who was?

         Wondering made his jaw and head hurt even more than his back. Jessica had been gone for almost twelve years. If she hadn’t been pregnant when she and her mom had stolen out of Big Verde in the middle of the night without leaving so much as a note, then she’d become pregnant very shortly thereafter.

         But somehow, he knew it was the reason they’d left. Jess had been pregnant. In high school. But it didn’t make sense, unless she’d slept with someone besides him. And while he knew folks made mistakes, particularly young folks, he just didn’t buy it. Not Jessica. She’d been levelheaded and practical, even at eighteen. The most foolish thing she’d ever done was him, and nothing in her behavior during their time together had indicated she was anything other than head over heels in love with him.

         And he’d felt the same.

         Jessica had come back to Big Verde for a reason, and he thought he’d figured out what it was. But he’d been way off.

         He walked down the hospital’s short hallway and out the back door where the ambulance had deposited him earlier. The bright sunlight hurt his head, and Doc might be right about that slight concussion. He reached in his pocket for his keys and looked around for his truck.

         Shit.

         The truck was at the arena. How the holy hell was he supposed to get home?

         A silver Lexus pulled up.

         Jesus Christ, not now.

         The tinted window rolled down slowly, and there sat Annabelle Vasquez. She wasn’t the only woman in Big Verde who regularly pursued him, but she was no doubt the most aggressive. And she was wearing a goddamn candy striper uniform.

         Blue Jays. That’s what the hospital volunteer ladies called themselves.

         Now would be a good time to make a dash for his truck, only he couldn’t dash if his life depended on it, and there was no truck.

         “I heard about your little accident,” Anna said with a smirk. Her eyes roamed the full length of his body. “You didn’t hurt anything on your way down, did you?”

         Why did everything she say sound so dirty?

         “No, ma’am. It wasn’t until I hit the dirt that everything started to hurt.”

         “Hmm. Well, I’m early for my shift. Do you need a ride home?”

         “That’s mighty nice of you to offer but—” He looked around. It wasn’t like he had many options.

         Anna raised an eyebrow, then leaned over and opened the door.

         And Casey got an eyeful. He could see clear down to her belly button in that getup. Surely the old ladies like Mrs. Dunbar and Miss Mills didn’t wear the same outfit?

         “Is that the official hospital volunteer uniform?”

         “It’s the same general idea,” Anna said. “I had mine altered a bit.”

         Casey got in the car, feeling like this was the beginning of a very bad slasher film where you just knew it wasn’t going to end well. Or, as Anna reached across him to help grab the seat belt, “accidentally” touching his arm, shoulder, thigh, chest, and lap, the beginning of a low-budget porno.

         “Okay, Sheriff,” she purred. “Get ready to ride.”

         He gulped and stared out the window.

         As they pulled out of the parking lot she added, “Nice chaps.”

         
            *  *  *

         

         Jessica followed a winding road to the top of Lookout Hill and stopped in front of a private lane. The number on the fence post matched the address JD had given her.

         They’d gone by the hospital only to discover that Casey had been released nearly as soon as he got there. The doctor had told them he had some bruised ribs and was perfectly fine—HIPAA laws apparently hadn’t reached Big Verde—but Jessica wanted to see for herself.

         She peered down the lane at the white rock house. For some reason, her hands were sweaty. Casey was going to have some questions, and she wasn’t sure she was up to answering them. Hope was a Long, but Jessica had never intended on anyone knowing. Mavis had loved her only grandchild, but she had never suggested bringing Hope home to Big Verde.

         Maybe Mavis was ashamed. Just like Jessica had been ashamed over her mom’s citizenship status. Jessica had felt like she’d done something wrong, even though she hadn’t. It didn’t make sense, but shame and embarrassment weren’t necessarily reasonable emotions.

         But Mavis had started Hope House.

         Surely that meant something.

         Jessica bit her lip and slowly turned the steering wheel to start down the lane. She wasn’t sure how much she wanted to tell Casey, but she needed to see him. To know he really was okay. When he’d fallen, her heart had nearly stopped. She hadn’t been that terrified since the hospital had called to say her mom had had a heart attack. It was that same horrible, helpless feeling. The I might really lose someone feeling.

         Movement caught her eye. Someone was getting out of a silver car on the driveway. And even from a distance, Jessica could see that it was Annabelle Vasquez, who hadn’t changed a bit. What the heck was she doing at Casey’s house?

         Annabelle and Jessica had been cohead cheerleaders. Jessica had been chosen first, and then Anna had thrown such a fit that her parents had gone to the school board. Next thing Jessica knew, she was sharing the highly coveted position with Big Verde’s version of Nellie Oleson.

         Not that she was still mad about such a trivial thing. Much.

         Anna wore a super tight blue-striped pinafore. Was she actually in a costume? She carried a doughnut box in one hand and a Rite Aid bag in the other.

         Maybe there were condoms in that bag, and she and Casey were about to play “nurse and patient.”

         Casey had definitely picked up some skills in the sex department. Maybe Annabelle was a practice buddy. What did Jessica really know about Casey’s life here in Big Verde?

         She must have been thinking too hard, because Anna suddenly turned around and looked at her. Jessica slunk down in the seat, which was stupid, and Anna stared through squinted eyes. Then she smiled.

         Dang it!

         But she didn’t wave at Jessica or indicate she should come on up. She just turned on her heel, flipped her hair, and then sashayed her way to the front door, where she went inside without knocking.

         Jessica put the car in reverse and backed down the lane to the road.

         Casey had a life. And she’d done nothing but make it more difficult since the moment she’d got here. First, she’d made him late for his great-aunt’s funeral. Then they nearly got caught behind the pool pump, which would have been embarrassing for her but could have been career-ending for Casey. And finally, he’d been thoroughly traumatized by Hope calling him Daddy, before finally being sweetly disappointed to learn that he wasn’t.

         And there was the falling-off-the-horse thing. She couldn’t forget about that.

         Casey seemed to be doing really well in Big Verde. He was happy, content, successful…and maybe he had a thing going with Anna. Who was she to waltz in and ruin it?

         Tomorrow, after the reading of the will at the lawyer’s office, she and Hope and Carmen would go back to Houston. Casey would remain in Big Verde. They were meant to be high school sweethearts and nothing more.

         Maybe you really couldn’t go home again.

      
   


   
      
         
            Chapter Twelve

         

         Casey drifted to the surface of consciousness and then promptly sank back into the warm, fluffy depths of dreamland. He’d been prancing around the arena on his horse while a nice set of pom-poms pressed into his back…

         Pom-poms.

         Jessica!

         His eyes flew open. He kicked off the covers and grimaced, remembering his back.

         Gingerly, he shifted his hips. Not too bad. He tried rolling over on his side, and that went okay too. He swung his legs over the side of the bed and sat up, keeping his back straight.

         Hot damn. The muscle relaxant Anna had forced down his throat had done the trick. But just how long had he been out?

         The lighting in the room indicated it was early evening. Only the hue didn’t look quite right. Surely he hadn’t slept all night.

         He looked at the clock on the nightstand: 8:30 a.m.

         Shit! He absolutely had slept all night.

         He’d wanted to get to the Village Château at the crack of dawn. Had Jessica already left? No matter. If she had, he’d call into the office and tell them he wasn’t coming in. He was driving to Houston. He’d storm into that fancy spaghetti place she worked at and, well, he didn’t know what would come after that. But he wasn’t sitting around here wondering why the love of his life walked out. He’d done that once. He wasn’t going to do it again.

         He stood up, grabbed a clean shirt, looked at his dirty jeans—he’d slept in them to avoid having Anna take his pants off—and decided to just brush them off. Bending over to step into a clean pair might be pushing his luck. He was stiff as hell.

         Ten minutes later he headed for the door. He looked out the window and saw his truck parked in the driveway. JD must have driven it over.

         With relief, Casey reached for the doorknob. There was a sticky note staring him in the face, just below the peephole.

         Gabriel Castro called. Said for you to be at his office at 9:00. Very important. He says he has something of yours. Don’t be late. XOXOXO Anna

         Casey sighed in frustration. It’s like the entire world was conspiring to keep him and Jessica apart. He yanked the door open and walked to his truck. What the hell did Gabriel want? He was a lawyer, so nothing good.

         There was barely enough time to make it to Gabriel’s office, but Casey wanted to swing by the Château first. The damn lawyer could wait.

         His mood improved as he drove down the hill toward town. It was a gorgeous day, and he had a good feeling. He and Jessica had both felt the connection; he just knew it. She wouldn’t leave Big Verde for Houston without at least saying good-bye, especially since he’d fallen off his horse yesterday.

         His face heated up over that.

         But what could he say? That was the effect she had on him.

         She’d looked pretty worried.

         Casey grinned. A little.

         The Château was just on the outskirts of town. He looked around as he pulled into the parking lot. There was no red Porsche. His heart sank. Well, it was more like it took a dive straight to the pit of his stomach.

         He swung around the back of the hotel, drove around to the side.

         No Porsche.

         He pulled into a spot and parked. Then he just sat there.

         The weekend seemed like a dream. In the course of forty-eight hours, he’d rediscovered and fanned an old flame, thought he was a father, learned he wasn’t, decided he was in love, and then…

         Well, hell.

         She’d left him without so much as a good-bye.

         Again.

         
            *  *  *

         

         Jessica sat nervously in Gabriel Castro’s office, flanked by Carmen and Hope. As hard as she tried, she didn’t recognize the name. There was a large Castro family in Big Verde, but she didn’t remember a Gabriel.

         “I just can’t place him,” she said out loud, chewing her lip.

         Carmen snorted. “Would you stop? It’s so funny to watch you go all small town on me. I’m absolutely positive there were people in Big Verde who floated under your radar.”

         “But there weren’t,” Jessica said. “You don’t understand Big Verde.”

         “I understand it has cowboys. Real ones. Like those twins. So, it’s all good in my book.”

         The Montgomery twins had come by the Château last night, and Carmen had joined them for a couple of drinks before they’d dragged her to Tony’s, a local honky-tonk. It was Carmen’s first time in a honky-tonk, and she’d had all kinds of fun. The kind of fun that involved twin cowboys.

         “The bar food at Tony’s was surprisingly good,” Carmen said. “Nothing fancy, but really good. Tony gave me his mom’s recipe for buttermilk-battered mushrooms. Did you know she still works in the kitchen? She’s ninety-one!”

         Jessica tried not to be irritated by Carmen’s enthusiasm for All Things Big Verde. She’d been a great help this weekend, looking after Hope and providing emotional support. She was entitled to a little fun.

         “I wonder how much money Mavis left Hope,” Carmen said in a loud stage whisper.

         “How much what?” Hope asked.

         “Nothing,” Jessica and Carmen answered together. Because there was no point in explaining wills and inheritances to an eleven-year-old.

         Hope was Mavis’s only grandchild, and Jessica knew she’d be taken care of. If Jessica ever became ill, or too old to care for Hope…Well, it was an overwhelming relief to know Hope would have a nest egg.

         She looked at her watch. Lawyers. Why did they always keep you waiting?

         The door opened and a tall, handsome man in a crisp gray suit walked in.

         “Good morning, ladies,” he said. His smile radiated a warmth that lit up his eyes. He had a full head of thick, luscious hair, sparkling white teeth, and dimples that took the edge off of his nearly overwhelming sex appeal. “I’m Gabriel Castro.”

         He went straight for Hope. “I presume you are Ms. Hope Acosta?”

         Hope grinned.

         He looked at Carmen next. “Ms. Foraccio, I’m a huge fan. It is a pleasure to meet you. I hope you’re enjoying your time in Big Verde.”

         Carmen pumped his hand with enthusiasm. “I’m enjoying it very much.”

         Finally, he turned his brown eyes on Jessica. “And you must be Jessica, the most enthusiastic cheerleader the Big Verde Giants have ever had. At least that’s what I hear.”

         “I’m sorry. I know you’re a Castro, but I just can’t place you—”

         Gabriel laughed. “No relation. I married into the Big Verde community. I’m originally from Austin.”

         That explained it. “Oh? Who did you—”

         The door opened and Jessica turned. Casey!

         He looked just as surprised to see her.

         “I thought you’d left,” he said.

         Jessica stood, and Casey crossed the room in three quick steps. The next thing Jessica knew, she was in his arms. The world shrank to just the two of them, Casey’s heart beating frantically beneath her cheek while her own pulse pounded in her head. Hope giggled. Carmen sighed. Gabriel cleared his throat.

         It was quite possibly a full minute before Casey loosened his grip and took a small step back.

         “I wasn’t going to leave without saying good-bye,” she said. “I came by your house yesterday, but you were busy.”

         “Busy? I was probably asleep,” he said. “Anna made me take a muscle relaxant. It knocked me out.”

         “Yeah, I saw her.”

         Casey laughed. “Really? How did that go? Did y’all try to out high-kick each other?”

         Jessica couldn’t help it. The idea of that made her snort.

         Whatever there was between Casey and Anna—if there was anything at all—it was obviously not romantic. And every cell in her body breathed a sigh of relief. Even though she was leaving for Houston today, and Casey was staying here.

         “We didn’t speak,” Jessica said. “I saw her and I just, you know, left. I didn’t want to disturb you.”

         “You could never disturb me.”

         They sat down, and Casey leaned over with a slight wince. His breath tickled her ear as he whispered, “Never with Anna. You know me better than that, Jess.”

         Anna had been her rival. And Casey was loyal beyond a fault.

         She shivered from the feel of his breath against her ear.

         Gabriel sat in his chair. “I hear you took a tumble yesterday, Sheriff Long.”

         Casey rolled his eyes. “I’ll never live it down.”

         Hope sat up straight in her seat. “Sheriff Long is my daddy!”

         Oh God. They were back to that.

         
            *  *  *

         

         Casey broke out in a light sweat. Why did Hope keep saying he was her daddy? It was jarring, to say the least. He looked at Jessica, and she merely rolled her eyes. She was irritated, but not surprised, so Casey relaxed.

         A little.

         “I know Sheriff Long is your daddy,” Gabriel said to Hope.

         What?

         Now Jess’s face went white.

         “Uh, Jess…”

         “And we’re here because your grandma Mavis asked us to come together,” Gabriel said.

         “Her grandma?” Casey blurted. Then he looked at Jess.

         “Yes, Casey. That’s what I tried to tell you at the arena—”

         “Her grandma?” Casey repeated. “You’re saying Aunt Mavis is her grandma—”

         Aunt Mavis had one son. And it was his ass-wipe cousin or uncle or whatever he was, Wade.

         The room felt like it flipped sideways as things clicked into place. Casey jumped to his feet in a blinding fit of white rage. That goddamn asshole. He started to shake. He needed to punch something, but instead he pulled Jess to her feet, and through clenched teeth, he said, “He…touched you? How? When?”

         The room went totally still. She’d been eighteen. Eighteen! He wrapped his arms around her. No wonder they’d left town that way. Her mom had to protect her.

         “Casey, not me.”

         Jessica was saying something. He let go and stared into her eyes. Her sweet, sweet eyes. Swallowed down another lump.

         “My mom,” she said. “Hope is my sister.”

         Gabriel came around his desk. “Have a seat, Casey. I’m so sorry. I misspoke.”

         “I’m her sister,” Hope said, smiling proudly.

         Casey sat down. He had no choice, since his knees had basically given out.

         Jessica sat too, and her small hand took hold of his.

         He tried to wrap his mind around what he’d just learned. Wade had been having an affair—or something—with Jessica’s mom. He’d gotten her pregnant. And she had taken Jessica and left Big Verde without telling a soul where they were going.

         “Did you not read the letters, Casey?”

         Jessica’s face. He focused on that. Why were her eyes tearing up?

         “What letters?”

         “I suspect these are the letters right here,” Gabriel said, holding up five envelopes, all covered in hand-drawn hearts and stamped and addressed to Casey Long.

         All were still sealed.

         “Where did you get those?” Jessica asked.

         “From Mavis,” Gabriel said. He handed them to Casey.

         Eighteen-year-old Jessica’s swirly-girlie handwriting stared up at him. Casey took a deep breath, and with shaking fingers, he popped a kissy-lips seal that would have made him laugh on any other occasion.

         “Is it okay for me to read these?” he suddenly asked Jessica.

         “Yes, of course,” Jessica said. But then she looked at the envelopes with their hearts and flowers and kissy-lips and added, “But maybe not this very minute.”

         Casey wanted to rip into them as if they contained the secret to immortality or the cure for cancer, but Jessica’s cheeks were pink and getting pinker. So, he casually tucked them into his shirt pocket and gave them a gentle pat.

         “I don’t understand,” Jessica said. “How did Mavis end up with those letters?”

         Casey explored his memories from twelve years ago, the summer of his graduation. Everything was a blur of pain and panic, because Jessica had disappeared, but he remembered that his parents had gone to Europe. It was supposed to have been a graduation trip for Casey, but he’d been too crushed and depressed to go. He’d stayed home, and Aunt Mavis had come by every day to check on him and other things.

         Like the mail.

         Gabriel pulled another envelope out of his desk. “I suspect this will explain everything.”

         There was another letter?

         “I had assumed we were here for a reading of Mavis’s will,” Jess said. And then she quickly added, “Because of Hope.”

         Gabriel laughed softly. “That only happens in the movies. I mean, I have your copy of the will right here. And I’m happy to go over it with you, if you need me to. Mavis left Hope very well cared for. But you were both called here today because Mavis wanted you and Casey in the same room while I read you this.”

         Gabriel cleared his throat dramatically. “Dear Jessica and Casey, this is an apology for a terrible thing I have done…”

         
            *  *  *

         

         Five minutes later, everyone sat quietly, digesting what they’d just heard. Jessica anxiously bit her lip and tried to remain in her seat. Because what she wanted to do was jump up and down and stomp her feet, and that wasn’t appropriate at all.

         Mavis had intercepted the letters. She’d known about Wade’s misdeed and had been afraid Jessica would tell Casey, and then he’d tell someone, and they’d tell someone…

         Honestly, Mavis might have been right. They’d been teenagers, and there had been too much at stake. Way more than simply the Long family’s reputation.

         Casey sighed and leaned forward to rest his elbows on his knees, shaking his head. “I just don’t know how my family could have done yours any more wrong.”

         “In her confession, Mavis asked for our forgiveness. I loved her way too much not to give it to her,” Jessica said.

         Casey looked at her as if she had two heads. “You really did love her, didn’t you?”

         “I really did.”

         And Mavis wasn’t the only person she’d loved in Big Verde. What she’d felt for Casey had not been a teenage crush. And what she felt for him now was even stronger. From the moment he’d walked in the room and enveloped her in his arms, she’d felt safe. And for her, that was a strong and rare emotion.

         She’d been adrift for twelve years, and Casey was an anchor. She couldn’t stand the thought of leaving him again, but she couldn’t conceive of a way around it.

         “Man,” Carmen said. “You folks certainly know how to dish out the drama in this town.”

         Upon hearing the word drama, Hope put a hand to her forehead, as if she were about to swoon. Carmen had taught her to do that whenever someone was being overly dramatic. It made Gabriel laugh and relieved at least some of the tension in the room. And when Hope’s stomach chose that moment to growl loudly, that relieved the rest.

         “Somebody’s hungry,” Jessica said. “Should we head to Corner Café for a late breakfast?” She wanted to spend as much time as possible with Casey before heading back to Houston.

         A little spark of panic fluttered in her chest. She clutched his hand tightly, and it went away.

         “Can we make it brunch?” Carmen asked. “I have a bit of business with Mr. Castro here.”

         Jessica looked at Gabriel. Was Carmen kidding?

         “She’s my ten o’clock appointment,” he said.

         What possible business could Carmen need to conduct in Big Verde that involved a lawyer? Whatever it was, Jessica recognized her friend’s stubborn impish grin. There was no point in asking. She wouldn’t get it out of her. Not right now anyway.

      
   


   
      
         
            Chapter Thirteen

         

         Jessica looked out the front window of the Corner Café. A girl who looked about sixteen was busy scrubbing off green shoe polish that spelled out BEAT THE BADGERS!

         “Well,” she asked Casey. “Did they?”

         “Did who what?”

         “Did the Big Verde Giants beat the Badgers on Friday?”

         Sally Larson, owner of the diner, refilled their coffee cups. “You’re kidding, right?” she asked, not even bothering to pretend she wasn’t listening to their conversation. “Darlin’, the last time the Big Verde Giants beat the Badgers was 1979.”

         “Oh. Well, there’s always next year.”

         “That’s the cheerleader spirit,” Sally said, pretending to wipe crumbs off the table. She’d been hovering around their booth like a bee bothering a honeysuckle vine since the moment they sat down. Big Verde had a weekly newspaper, but Sally Larson was the Official Town Gossip, a role she took seriously.

         “Homecoming is next week,” Casey said. “We’re playing the Sweet Home Beavers.”

         “Do they still write LICK THE BEAVERS! on all the windows?”

         “Now, Jess, why wouldn’t they?” Casey asked, feigning innocence.

         When they were in school, everyone had pretended not to know what it meant, and Jessica was pleased the tradition of playing dumb lived on.

         “Lick the Beavers!” Hope cheered.

         “Oh, dear,” Jessica said.

         Sally snorted and headed for the kitchen, where Rusty, the cook, had just hit the bell. “Order up!”

         Homecoming. There was just something about the Friday night lights of the field, the announcer’s voice echoing through the big speakers, the sharp drum cadence of the school fight song…

         “It sure would be fun to take Hope to a game,” she said.

         “Why don’t you come down?” Casey asked.

         “I don’t know. It’s typically pretty hard to get away from work on a weekend.”

         “I’ll get you a mum,” Casey said, blue eyes twinkling.

         “What about me?” Hope asked.

         “You too. The biggest mum I can find.”

         Hope clapped her hands. “Yay! What’s a mum?”

         Sally came back to the table, balancing a huge tray. She set a short stack of pancakes in front of Hope, huevos rancheros in front of Casey, and scrambled eggs, sausage, and buttered grits in front of Jessica. It all smelled delicious, and for the next few minutes they ate in silence, except for the occasional groan of delight.

         “Are you going to eat that last piece of bacon?” Jessica asked, pointing at Casey’s plate with her fork.

         “Damn, woman. You always could pack it away.”

         Jessica looked at her plate, which was practically licked clean. “Don’t judge,” she said. “I’m an emotional eater.”

         Casey put his hands up. “No judgment,” he said. “And you’re welcome to eat my bacon.”

         Jessica’s fork stopped midway to his plate. Why had that sounded so dirty? She glanced up and was met by a cocked eyebrow and sexy smirk. Because he’d meant it to sound dirty.

         Suddenly, Hope snatched the bacon with her chubby little hand and hightailed it to the other side of the diner.

         “Sheriff,” Sally said. “We have a bacon bandit!”

         
            *  *  *

         

         Casey watched Hope settle into a corner booth with her stolen goods.

         “It’s not even her first offense,” Jess said, standing up.

         “Sit back down,” Sally said. She held up a handful of crayons and a piece of paper. “She can stay in her own booth and give y’all some privacy.”

         Jess sat, but she bit her lip, glancing nervously at Hope in the corner.

         “She’ll be fine over there,” Casey said. “I’ve got my eye on her.”

         The tension across Jessica’s brow disappeared, and she stopped gnawing on her lip. “It’s such a relief to not have to watch her like a hawk everywhere I go,” she said. “Believe me. In Houston, she would not be sitting in a restaurant at her very own table. I can’t let her out of my sight.”

         Casey couldn’t imagine the stress Jessica had been under all these years, particularly the last two, where she’d been responsible for Hope by herself. “It must be hard,” he said.

         Carmen seemed like a good friend, but Casey couldn’t help but feel that Jessica’s life would be easier in a small community like Big Verde, where everyone looked out for each other. At the idea of Jessica and Hope living in Big Verde, Casey’s heart thudded around his chest like a battering ram. Would the thought occur to Jessica, as well?

         “You have no idea how hard,” Jessica said. “The school bus used to drop her off at our apartment. But since Mom died, she goes to an after-school program. She hates it. But she can’t always be at work with me, and I can’t always be at home.”

         “You don’t have any place like Hope House in Houston? A teacher walks Dalton and some other kids over after school. It’s right across the street.”

         “Oh, there are lots of great places. But they’re not near La Casa Bleu or Hope’s school, and Houston traffic is horrendous. It’s not like I can just get her somewhere in ten minutes.”

         Casey wanted to point out that you could get from one end of Big Verde to the other in under ten minutes, but he didn’t want to sound as desperate as he felt.

         He reached across the table and took both of Jess’s hands in his. Now that they’d finished eating, and they had a modicum of privacy—Sally pretended to adjust the blinds in the booth behind them—it was time to take on the elephant in the room.

         “Your mom was undocumented?”

         Jessica stared at the cup of coffee in front of her. “Yes,” she whispered.

         “It must be hard to talk about something you’d been forbidden to speak of for so long. But there’s nothing to be ashamed of, Jess.”

         “I didn’t know her status when we lived in Big V. And I’m glad I didn’t. Because at least for my childhood, I didn’t live in fear. In Houston, every day was filled with dread and anxiety. I was terrified of coming home to find Mom gone and Hope all alone in the apartment.”

         “I wish you’d told me. Maybe my family could have helped. There’s something called asylum—”

         “She did ask someone from your family for help. That’s how she met Wade. She naively assumed the county sheriff would know how to get her on a path to citizenship.”

         Wade. Casey was going to have a hard time not punching the guy the next time he saw him.

         He wanted to soothe Jess with words like what’s passed is past and you’re safe now. But he knew from trauma training that those words were hollow. Jessica needed time. And someone to talk to.

         And that led to the one burning question tumbling around inside his mouth, waiting for an opportunity to spill out. “When are you heading back to Houston?”

         “We have a two o’clock checkout,” Jess said. “That is, if Carmen makes it back in time.”

         “What the hell kind of business could she be stirring up with Gabe?”

         “Oh, it could be anything, really. Somebody texted or e-mailed or called about an emergency involving rights or insurance or contracts and voilà! She’s sitting in front of a lawyer. It happens all the time. Her life is crazy.”

         “I bet that means your life in Houston is also crazy.”

         Jess took a sip of coffee, and Sally topped it off again. “Let’s just say I’ve enjoyed this weekend in Big Verde. I mean, we’ve definitely had some excitement—”

         Casey laughed at the understatement.

         “But it’s a different kind,” Jessica said. “I’ve missed this place.”

         Casey swallowed. How could this work out? “Jess, I don’t want to lose you again,” he whispered.

         Sally, who was now pretending to clean a spotless table nearby, sniffled loudly.

         “And I don’t want to lose you again, either,” Jess said, squeezing his hand.

         “You say you missed Big Verde. That you had never wanted to leave.”

         “And that’s all true. But there’s also reality to consider.”

         “The reality is that you and I were torn apart by our families. We had plans, Jess. Plans to be together. And as far as I know, neither one of us intentionally changed them.”

         Jess took a deep breath.

         Dammit. She was going to say something reasonable.

         “I’m raising a Down syndrome child by myself. Thanks to Carmen, I’m able to do it on a good salary. I do love Big Verde. But what would I do here? Where would I work? And, Casey—”

         Sally stopped wiping the table, and Jessica lowered her voice to a whisper. “We don’t really know each other anymore. We’re not eighteen.”

         Casey shook his head and took a couple of seconds to gather his thoughts. She still had feelings for him, that was obvious. And he’d never stopped loving her. Letting her walk out of his life again, without even trying to pick up where they’d left off, seemed like a catastrophic mistake. “I know damn well how old we are. But we do know each other. Shit, you made me who I am today. How can you say you don’t know me?”

         Sally approached with her goddamn coffeepot.

         Casey held up his hand. “Not now, Sally.”

         “Hope!” Jessica stood swiftly, and Casey did the same, without even knowing why.

         “I got it, sweetheart,” Sally said.

         Hope had somehow ended up behind the counter. She was straightening the napkin holders and condiments. Putting them all in a row. Sally praised her for tidying up. “Do you like to put things in nice, neat rows?”

         “Sally volunteers at Hope House,” Casey assured Jess.

         “These are crooked,” Hope said. Then she went to work making sure everything lined up, poking her tongue out of one corner of her mouth from the effort.

         Jess sat back down with a sigh, and so did Casey.

         “Listen,” Casey said. “We’ll work it out. There are five-star restaurants in Austin where you could work. That’s not too far away. We just have to iron out some details is all.”

         Jess began frantically twisting a strand of her hair. “I’m not sure Carmen can live without me.”

         Casey leaned across the table. Kissed her on the nose and watched her blush. “I’m the one who can’t live without you. I’ll cancel my reelection campaign. At the end of this term, I can move to Houston, if you want me to.”

         Boom. He hadn’t meant to say it. Hadn’t even thought about it. But as he watched the tears build up in Jessica’s sweet brown eyes, he realized that’s what made it honest. Every word had come straight from the heart.

         He’d follow her anywhere, because dammit, they deserved to be together.

         Forever.

         
            *  *  *

         

         Jessica couldn’t believe her ears. And yet, Casey gazed at her with a fierce intensity that said he meant business.

         The man was serious. He was willing to leave his career and home to be with her.

         Sally stood wide-eyed, clutching the coffeepot like it was a life preserver and the Corner Café was the Titanic. Rusty stared openly from the other side of the counter, spatula suspended in midair.

         These were Casey’s people. How could she live with herself if she took him away from Big Verde? But how could she live if she had to do it without Casey?

         The little bell above the door jingled. Sally wiped her nose on the back of her hand and reached for a stack of menus. Not that anybody in Big Verde needed one.

         Then she gasped at the sight of Carmen breezing in.

         “I was hoping I’d still find you two here,” Carmen said, yanking out a seat.

         “Oh, my,” Sally said. “Are you who I think you are? Well, of course you are. That’s a silly question, isn’t it? I’d heard you were in town. Can I get you some coffee? A Danish maybe?”

         “Both of those things sound delightful,” Carmen said. “And do you have anything weird for me to try?”

         “Um…weird?”

         “Yeah,” Carmen said, shrugging her shoulders. “I’m kinky that way.”

         “I have some goose jerky.”

         “I’m down for it,” Carmen said. “Bring it.”

         Sally hurried off.

         Jessica shifted in her seat. “Listen, Carmen, Casey and I are talking. This is kind of bad timing.”

         “So I did a thing,” Carmen said, ignoring Jessica entirely.

         Jessica rolled her eyes. “Tell me there’s no restraining order. Was it one of those twins?”

         Carmen laughed. “This has nothing to do with them.”

         “Oh. Well, then maybe it can wait—”

         “I bought the Village Château restaurant. Well, part of it. The chef, Frederick, is in on it too. He wanted to buy it but didn’t have the resources. I’m the majority owner. We’re going to call it Le Château Bleu and we plan to fuse French and German—”

         The words Carmen was stringing together finally formed themselves into sentences in Jessica’s mind. “Are you serious? You bought the restaurant at the Château?”

         Sally came back and set a plate down in front of Carmen. It looked like dehydrated dog poop, but it was set on a fancy doily. “You’ve got to hold it in your mouth for a few seconds to soften it up.”

         “Looks delish,” Carmen said.

         “My son, Bubba, made it.”

         “Carmen!” Jessica said. “Did you hear me? Did you really buy the Village Château?”

         “Not technically. Closing date is a few weeks away. But it’s happening.”

         Jessica’s brain was on overdrive. She knew where this was heading, and it was too good to be true. She glanced at Casey across the table, and he was grinning and wiggling and appeared to be about ready to pop out of his skin.

         Carmen picked up a piece of jerky and eyed it curiously. “We’d like a manager on the premises as soon as possible, of course. Current owners are cool with it. It’s going to be a big transition. Lots to do. Because I have huge plans and we’re going to have a lavish and extreme grand opening. I’m talking celebrity guest list. Big Verde won’t know what hit it.”

         “A manager? You need a manager?”

         “Yep. Do you know anybody who might be interested?” Carmen’s eyes twinkled, but she managed to keep a straight face as she stuffed the jerky in her mouth.

         “Careful now,” Casey said. “That’s going to expand.”

         Carmen, cheek bulging, gave him a thumbs-up and mouthed I’ll miss you to Jessica. At least Jessica thought that’s what she said.

         Beneath the table, a big boot rubbed against Jessica’s ankle. Casey raised his eyebrows. “Well? What do you say, Jess?”

         She gazed at Casey, noting the slight wrinkles around his eyes. They hadn’t been there when she’d left twelve years ago. She took his hand and traced some light scars, wondering what had caused them. She’d missed parts of his life. Major parts. But the expression on his face, so hopeful and anxious, belonged to the boy she used to know.

         Casey squeezed her hand. “We have our whole lives ahead of us, Jess.”

         He’d said the same thing on the night they’d promised to be together forever. It was true then, and it was true now.

         “Oh, Casey,” she said, choking back tears in disbelief. “I think I’m finally coming home.”

         Casey leaned over the table to kiss her, and when their lips met, applause broke out in the Corner Café.

         Home was where her cowboy was, and he was in the best little town in Texas.
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            Chapter One

         

         Claire Kowalski gazed across the table at Chad, her latest Sizzle match, and wished she’d swiped left instead of right. It wasn’t his looks, because he was tall and trim with a full head of brown hair and a sexy Prince Charming cleft in his chin. It was literally everything else.

         They’d suffered through enough stilted conversation during the appetizers to last Claire a lifetime.

         You sell respiratory equipment? How exciting!

         She’d worked hard at keeping her eyes from glazing over. He seemed equally unimpressed by her job at Petal Pushers, a nursery and landscaping business owned by her best friend, Maggie. But her rock climbing seemed to have piqued his interest.

         “When you say rock climbing, you mean those walls in fitness centers, right? There are a few of them here in Austin.” He winked at her and grinned.

         She dabbed the corner of her mouth with a linen napkin, trying not to show her irritation with Chad, who really hadn’t done a thing wrong other than be himself.

         “I use walls for training, but I climb real rocks. Big ones. I’m the president of the Texas Hill Country Rock Climbers Association.”

         Chad raised his eyebrows. “So, like, you climb up sheer rock walls and stuff? I thought you had to be pretty strong to do that.”

         His eyes dipped down to Claire’s ample cleavage. She shouldn’t have forgone the “Sunday safety pin” she often used with the pretty blue wrap dress.

         She didn’t have the typical lean athletic build of a rock climber. She was tall and curvy, and with what her mother referred to as a “shock” of red hair, she was easy to spot on a cliff. But looks aside, climbing required strength and agility, as did loading saplings and shrubs onto flatbed trucks, or holding down a calf who’d managed to get a strip of baling wire wrapped around its leg, which she’d done on her family’s ranch earlier today.

         Claire placed her napkin back in her lap, noticing the small angry puncture the baling wire had made in her palm. Her hands were the only things that might offer a hint as to her toughness. They were definitely not as soft and flawless as her carefully moisturized face, but her nails were freshly painted.

         She picked up her fork, took a bite of dry salmon, and downed it with a substantial sip of merlot. “I’m no expert, but I’ve done some class five climbs.”

         She waited for him to ask what qualified as a class 5 climb. That’s how this worked. It’s your turn.

         “I’m a runner,” he said.

         They were back to Chad’s favorite subject: himself. That’s pretty much all he’d talked about for the past twenty minutes.

         “I see a lot of trail runners when I’m climbing,” Claire said. “Do you run on trails?”

         “I run at the gym,” he said. “And I do CrossFit, of course.”

         “Of course.” She squinted over her wineglass, which had miraculously worked its way back to her lips and concluded (a) he was everything she’d chalked him up to be, (b) his healthy glow came from a tanning bed, and (c) she might have to fake a text from her dying grandmother.

         “This is Kobe beef, you know,” Chad said, pointing to his plate. “You should have gotten the steak.”

         “That’s not Kobe,” Claire said. Kobe was extremely rare, and most places that claimed to sell it were outright lying. They got away with it because there were an awful lot of people willing to be duped if it made them feel special.

         Including her.

         Two years ago, she’d fallen for a sexy, wandering cowboy named Ford Jarvis. He’d made her feel so stupidly special that she’d thought he might actually settle down. Ha! Zebras didn’t change their stripes. Especially if they were dumbass cowboys, and even if they’d taken you home to meet their mother.

         Ford had told her he’d never settle down. Not in a town. Not on a ranch. And not with a woman.

         Put that on a bumper sticker, cowboy.

         She’d been duped, and then she’d been dumped.

         Now Ford was back in town. More specifically, he was back on her ranch.

         Temporarily, of course.

         Claire only had to survive the next six weeks. How hard could that be?

         She desperately needed a distraction. Unfortunately, the only thing distracting about Chad was a bit of arugula stuck in his teeth.

         Chad took a sip of wine. Would it free the arugula? He swallowed and smiled. Nope! That piece of lettuce was holding on like a grasshopper on a windshield wiper.

         “Well, a guy from the gym told me they serve Kobe here. And I’m pretty familiar with what constitutes a fine cut of beef.” Chad picked up his knife and poked at his steak. “Look at this beautiful marbling.”

         “Marbling is just fat, and it’s usually the result of corn feeding, which is not very good for the animal or the person consuming it. Have you ever been to a feed lot? Have you ever smelled one?”

         “You act like you grew up on a ranch.”

         Claire sat up straight, pride swelling in her chest. “That’s because I did. My family owns Rancho Cañada Verde.”

         The ranch had been in the Kowalski family for four generations, and at twelve thousand acres, it was no small family farm. In recent years, it had become a household name among the growing organic, grass-fed market, and Claire’s expertise—she had a degree in fashion merchandising—had played a big part in it. It didn’t matter whether you were pushing pencil skirts or skirt steaks, it was all about branding and positioning. She was good at marketing. Because of her, the ranch’s brand was even gracing grocery store shelves on the labels of salad dressings, salsas, and marinades.

         “Never heard of your ranch,” Chad said. “Where is it?”

         “It’s in Big Verde, which is about an hour southwest of here.”

         Big Verde was barely a pinprick on the map, but thanks to the beautiful Rio Verde and its various springs and swimming holes, it attracted a fair number of tourists.

         “I think we rented a cabin there once,” Chad said.

         “Really? Do you know who owned it?”

         Chad shook his head, as if he could barely remember the cabin, much less the owner.

         “There’s an adorable little airstream trailer on Rancho Cañada Verde that we used to rent to tourists,” Claire said. “But I live in it now.”

         She’d optimistically moved out of her parents’ ranch house in the hope that she’d need privacy for herself and the Prince Charming she’d find on Sizzle. But so far, the only person to experience the new Egyptian cotton sheets and their ridiculously high thread count in the trailer’s newly renovated loft bed was her.

         “You live on your parents’ property? In a trailer?”

         “The ranch is twelve thousand acres.”

         Chad stared blankly.

         “It’s a fifteen-minute drive from my trailer to my parents’ house,” she said.

         “Oh. That’s bigger than I thought.”

         Claire didn’t go into how the refurbished trailer, which she’d named Miss Daisy, had appeared in a magazine spread featuring unique Texas getaways. “It’s hardly a camper in the backyard,” she said. “It’s nowhere near my parents’ house.”

         It was, however, pretty dang close to the foreman’s cabin.

         Claire’s eyes were on Chad, but every cell in her body vibrated like a tiny traitorous compass pointing toward Ford. She could literally feel the man’s pull.

         He was probably already done unpacking his measly belongings—Ford bragged that everything he owned fit in the back of his pickup with room to spare—and not thinking about her at all.

         “I wouldn’t have pegged you as a small-town country girl,” Chad said. His eyes dipped down to her chest again, as if small-town girls were also expected to have small boobs.

         Claire gently tugged at her neckline and gave Chad the steely gaze she’d learned from her father. Big Verde men might not have fancy gym memberships, but they knew not to stare at a woman’s chest.

         Chad cleared his throat. “Do you have cows and stuff on your ranch?” he asked, shoveling another bite of steak into his mouth.

         Cows and stuff were what turned a chunk of land into a ranch. “Yes. And I typically don’t eat anything with four legs unless I knew it by name. Or at least its tag number.”

         “That’s kind of…morbid, isn’t it?” Chad shuddered a little.

         Maybe a little, and it was probably why she tended not to eat beef. “I consider myself a pescatarian, for the most part.”

         “Pescatarian? Your profile says you’re Baptist,” Chad said. “I’m pretty sure they eat meat.”

         Claire lifted her wineglass. “It’s drinking they don’t do.”

         She checked the time. How had it only been six minutes since the last time she’d looked? She set her phone down only to see Chad pick his up. He was probably looking at more Sizzle profiles.

         Yep. His thumb swiped right.

         Claire cleared her throat, and Chad hastily set his phone down. “Sorry,” he said. “A message from my grandmother.”

         Claire raised an eyebrow. She’d offer a few more discussion prompts for Chad before politely declining dessert, coffee, and if she was reading him right, fellatio. Then she’d chalk him up as another Sizzle “fizzle” and be on her way.

         Chad cracked his knuckles. Maybe he would be the one to end the date early. “I was thinking we could go back to my place after dessert.”

         Claire folded her arms across her chest and placed her napkin on the table. “This has been fun, Chad, but I really need to be getting back—”

         “What for? What could possibly be happening in Little Big Town that you need to get back to?”

         Somebody really wanted his blow job.

         Claire could have explained that Big Verde was in for some weather tonight—thunderstorms coming from the east—but instead, she dug in her purse and pulled out two twenty-dollar bills. She dropped them on the table and then slammed back the last of her wine. “Dang,” she said. “That’s a decent merlot.”

         
            *  *  *

         

         Thunder rumbled through the Texas Hill Country as Ford Jarvis leaned back in his kitchen chair, balancing on two legs. It had been raining on and off all day and, according to Gerome Kowalski, had been doing so for the better part of a week, making the ranch soggy as hell.

         Beau Montgomery, head herdsman, was taking credit for it. He’d killed two rattlesnakes in one day and hung them on the fence.

         You’ve got to put them belly-up if you want it to rain.

         Cowboys were a suspicious lot when it came to the weather. Heck, they were a suspicious lot period. And although Ford liked to poke fun, he was no exception. When he’d seen two heifers in the creek-side pasture running with their tails up this afternoon, his first thought had been, Here comes a flood.

         And the first thing he’d done when he’d moved into the cabin was turn the horseshoe over the door right-side up, because everybody knew an upside-down horseshoe was bad luck.

         He glanced out the window and thought about those heifers. The ground was saturated, the creeks were full, and if the sky opened up, they might, indeed, see some flash flooding. He checked the weather radar on his phone.

         He let out a low whistle that earned him a glare from Oscar. While some guys had friendly dogs to ride in the back of their pickups, Ford had a mean, bony cat.

         “Damn,” he said. “Things are about to get worse.”

         Oscar pulled his tiny ears back tightly against his head.

         The scraggly cat had shown up on a stormy night much like this one while Ford was living on a ranch outside of Sonora. He hadn’t wanted to take the nasty creature with him when he’d left for Wichita Falls, but he’d been afraid the other ranch hands would let the poor thing starve. Same story for when he’d moved to El Paso, and from El Paso to Big Verde.

         Four ranches in two years; five if you considered he’d hit Big Verde twice. He didn’t have many belongings, so packing up and heading out was easy. It was just him, his trusty adopted wild Mustang, Coco, who he’d broken himself, and Oscar.

         Of all the ranches he’d worked, Rancho Cañada Verde was the finest. It wasn’t the biggest or the fanciest, but it was the gem of the Texas Hill Country, and Gerome Kowalski was a rancher any cowboy would be proud to work for. Nevertheless, Ford had been very firm with Gerome about this stint as ranch foreman being temporary. He’d committed to a roundup in west Texas in six weeks.

         He didn’t like staying in one place for too long.

         There was something about the newness and excitement of going from ranch to ranch that agreed with him. And he liked leaving folks behind while he could still tolerate them, before they’d had much of a chance to wear on his nerves. He especially enjoyed knowing that the ones who did wear on his nerves would soon be nothing more than an image in his rearview mirror.

         Six weeks. Surely, he could last that long. All he had to do was keep his mind, eyes, and hands off Claire Kowalski, aka the rancher’s daughter.

         How hard could it be?

         He swallowed. Twelve thousand acres wasn’t that big. And he and Claire had a history together that involved their clothes falling off any time they were within ten feet of each other.

         She’d been nowhere to be seen when he’d visited Gerome’s office at the ranch house earlier. Beau—the rattlesnake slayer and resident busybody—told him that Claire had moved out of the ranch house and into a silly little Airstream trailer practically within spitting distance of the foreman’s cabin. Well, maybe not spitting distance. Ford couldn’t see Claire or her little tin can from here.

         He swore he could feel her though.

         That tug. Whenever he thought about Claire—and he’d thought about her plenty over the past two years—it was as if someone was yanking on an invisible band attached to his midsection. The first time it had happened, he’d thought he was having a damn heart attack.

         He was used to it now. The feeling kind of went along with the other chronic aches and pains of cowpunching.

         Had he fallen in love with Claire?

         Maybe.

         Was the condition permanent?

         Most definitely not.

         Jarvis men didn’t fall in love and stay that way.

         The Jarvis Curse.

         Some of the men in his family took it seriously. As in, they literally believed in a curse. His family’s colorful history included a story about Ford’s great-grandfather messing with the wrong bruja.

         Ford didn’t believe in witches, Mexican or otherwise, and he found the idea of a curse to be utterly ridiculous. But whether it was the result of a bruja or a family disposition, the fact remained that Jarvis men were cursed with being incapable of settling down. And when they tried, bad luck always came knocking.

         Ford’s dad, Johnny Jarvis, was a retired rodeo bull rider who’d earned the nickname Johnny Appleseed because he’d fathered nine kids with eight women. All of them, except for Ford, were named for the cities they were born in.

         There was his oldest brother, Dallas, who’d been only two when their dad had met a woman in San Antonio, which resulted in Tony. Two years later, he’d met and married his “real” soul mate in Laredo, producing Larry. Like clockwork, it was two more years before a pretty little rodeo queen—Ford’s mom—attracted Johnny’s attention in Dallas.

         Nine months later, Ford was born. And since there was already a Dallas in the family, he’d been named for the literal place of his conception, the backseat of a Ford Fairmont.

         That union lasted the longest, and in two years the little family had moved to Abilene, where Abby, Ford’s only full sibling, was born. After his parents’ divorce, Ford gained four more half-siblings: Houston, Austin, Odessa, and Worth (they’d left off the “Fort”), who was the baby of the family.

         Spreading “seed” here, there, and everywhere wasn’t a lifestyle Ford aspired to, and he was disappointed that some of his brothers had already followed in their father’s footsteps.

         Curses were hard to break.

         Nobody knew if Jarvis women were afflicted with the same curse. Odessa was twenty-two and seemed hell-bent on independence. And Abby had died when she was only ten years old.

         She’d drowned in a creek when a flash flood had come out of nowhere.

         Ford was supposed to have been watching her. And he had been. Just moments before…

         That’s why they called it a flash flood.

         Lightning lit up the sky again, and the rain picked up. A shiver ran up and down Ford’s spine. Wailing Woman Creek felt a little too close for comfort.
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