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Dear Reader:


I’m so excited to be heading back to Last Stand, Texas and my Corbyn sisters. When I was originally discussing Last Stand and creating the families who would be the core of my stories, I had two distinct ideas—the Dangerous Delaneys, outlaws who were used to taking what they wanted and the Corbyn Sisters. The sisters actually were who I had first three girls who were collectively known as the brain, the beauty and the bitch. I have two sisters and we’ve all been labeled those things a time or two. I wanted to write about the sister bond and how when everyone refers to you by a collective name…Corbyn Sisters you fight to find your own identity.

Of course, the more I delved into them Amelia’s parentage become a central element in defining the sisters as they had a family secret that wasn’t public knowledge. To the world they seemed like the perfect family, but inside the walls of the Corbyn mansion that secret was reshaping them.

This is Emma Corbyn’s story. She’s the brain, town librarian who lives her life in her imagi­nation. [image: :)] And Red Aldean, her complete opposite. He’s an outdoorsman who is dyslexic and lives his life large and with no apologies. If you’ve read my other Last Stand stories, you probably noticed them flirting and dancing around each other. I hope you will enjoy their story!

Happy reading,

Katherine


Picking the right bait is essential to a successful fishing expedition.


~A Texan’s Guide to Fishing

Chapter One

Red Aldean had never met a river he couldn’t fish, a rapid he couldn’t expertly navigate through or a problem he couldn’t solve. At least that was what he’d thought before he’d started falling for Emma Corbyn. She was just a girl. Yeah, he knew it wasn’t PC to call them that, but his dad always had referred to all women as girls—even his mom and Red had picked up the habit.

It was July in Last Stand, Texas, and as his granny used to say hotter than Hades. Everyone he knew was paired up and he felt like he should have said yes when his parents had asked him to come and spend the summer with them in Seattle. But that would have felt like giving up. Plus, he couldn’t leave Texas until his delicate legal matter was taken care of.

He’d been determined to get Miss Emma Corbyn to notice him since Christmas. So far, he’d tried some of the advice his best friend Braden had given him. But that hadn’t worked. Emma wasn’t like all the other girls. She was…special. There was something about her that had always made him take notice. So he’d pulled out his trusty A Texan’s Guide to Fishing and had started applying it to Emma.

The first tip was to find the right bait. Unlike a bass or a carp or a gar, Emma wasn’t like the other women he’d dated. He’d been watching her to get ideas. He knew she loved books but hadn’t been able to find the exact right one yet. He’d overheard her mention yellow roses but he knew it was too soon to send them to her. But lavender lemonade…well that was just about right. And perfect for this hot, summer day.

He’d had to go to her grandmother to get the recipe, which Priscilla Corbyn was happy to supply in exchange for a few fillets of bass that he’d caught and cleaned fresh for her. So now he had a thermos, full of her favorite drink, but was waiting for the best moment to bring it to her.

“Damn, boy, either ask her out or go get laid,” Braden said as he handed him a beer and sat down next to him on the bleachers for the Last Stand Fourth of July rodeo.

“Who?” he asked, playing it cool, because Braden Delaney could suck it. Braden wasn’t as smart as he liked to think. He might be the COO of Outlaw Tequila but he didn’t know everything.

Braden punched him in the shoulder and shook his head. “Red, don’t even pretend. You haven’t taken your eyes off Emma and her little band of rodeo cowboys and queens since we got here.”

“Maybe I was…hell, Bray, I keep waiting for the right moment. Finn said timing was everything and gave me some other advice,” Red admitted, still staring at Emma.

She wore a denim mini skirt and a pair of Kelly Boots made in nearby Whiskey River. She had on a white shirt with little flowers on it—he couldn’t see the flowers from here but he’d been in Yippee Ki Yay when she’d shown it to her mom. Her long, brown hair was pulled back in a braid and she had a straw cowboy hat on her head. And her rodeo queens were duded up like her and the little boys were dressed as cowboys.

“What did Finn suggest?” he asked. “He was damned lousy with advice when I was trying to convince Lea to fall for me at Christmas. I think he got lucky when Lancey fell in love with him.”

“Me too. He said to make Emma jealous by dating other women,” Red said. Which was counter to the fishing guide. Fish didn’t pay that much mind to other fish. But Finn had always been successful with women, so he’d asked out a woman he’d met at the saloon. “It didn’t work. She just told me how nice she thought Ariana was and that I should bring her to her folks’ Fourth party.”

Braden threw his head back laughing.

Red felt some genuine hatred for the other man. Everything had always seemed so easy for Braden with women…well they had always been hard for Red. Give him an impassable trail and he could find his way through it, but women…Emma was a mystery.

Sure, it was easy to laugh at him, but wooing Emma had turned into an obsession. He’d canceled a fishing trip with some buddies to Alaska to just stay closer to Last Stand and deal with another matter but Emma was providing the right distraction he needed this summer. Emma was the head librarian and pretty much never left their hometown. She was busy with her community projects, library projects and just being a Corbyn. Her daddy and his people had owned the People’s Bank of Last Stand for…well forever.

Red’s family showed up a bit later than the battle of Last Stand, but they were trappers and guides. He was proud to carry on that tradition. He liked the expedition company that he’d inherited and slowly been growing since he’d taken over when his dad retired.

In fact, until Braden and Lancey had hooked up and settled down to coupledom, Red would have said he was living his best life with his best friends. But of course, now he was aware that he was alone. That all his friends were showing up to every damned event in Last Stand—and there was a heck of a lot of them—with a partner and Red was still going stag.

“Finn was yanking your chain,” Braden said. “Remember he said don’t front when the woman is important. Don’t do what normally works…I thought you were trying the fishing thing.”

He took another swallow of his Lone Star beer and nodded. “Yeah, I am. She’s like Big Bertha.”

“The legendary Guadalupe bass?”

“Yes. I know she’s there. I know I’ll catch her but she’s making me wait. I figured Finn’s advice was a bit like trying another spot if you’re not getting a bite. But now I’m not so sure.”

“Just ask her out,” Braden said. “Stop trying to come up with a plan and just do it.”

“Just do what?” Lea Dunwoody asked as she joined them. She had a big diamond on her ring finger that winked in the sunlight, pronouncing to the world that she and Braden were engaged.

“Ask Emma out,” Braden said.

“Shut it. I don’t want every busybody in Last Stand to know I like her.”

“Dude, the only one who doesn’t is Emma,” Braden said.

“What do you think, Lea? Should I ask her out?” Red asked.

“What have you got to lose?”

“If she says no then I can’t ask again. I won’t be that guy. And I’m not sure I’m ready yet. I’ve been collecting ideas…”

“She’ll probably say yes,” Lea said. “A lot of women down at the saloon think you’re hot. I even heard someone talking about you in Booze’s Place last week when I was over in Whiskey River having lunch.”

He shook his head. He needed to get out of here. But they were right as well. He needed to stop trying to make something happen with Emma. He’d never been the kind of man to make plans and then hesitate. Not before her.

Yeah, he thought. This was probably what he should have done back in January. He finished his beer with a long swallow and stood up.

“You getting another round?” Braden asked.

“Yeah. After.”

“After?”

“It’s time to cut bait or go home.” He picked up the thermos with the lavender lemonade and headed to the staging area.
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Emma Corbyn could remember when she and her sisters had dressed up for the rodeo queen pageant. These days it was more of a little parade than an actual beauty pageant, but back in the day her sister Amelia had won the title of Miss Last Stand three years running. She and Delilah were always in the “court” but it wasn’t the same. When she’d advanced the idea of having a parade of the rodeo queens instead of a pageant the community advisors had agreed. They’d also opened it to anyone. It was a chance for the kids to dress as cowboys.

“The little rodeo queens are having a blast,” Amelia said as she handed out refillable water bottles to the kids.

“I’m glad. I was a little afraid that our town might not be as progressive as I hoped it was,” Emma admitted.

“Me too,” Amelia said. “I’ve got Cal on standby to take down anyone who says anything untoward.”

“You’ve been reading again,” Emma said with a laugh.

Amelia laughed along with her. “I have. You won’t believe it, but this is the first chance I’ve had to use untoward since I read it almost two months ago.”

“I would believe it. I struggle to use vex all the time,” Emma said with a smile.

“I don’t. My older sisters constantly vex me,” Delilah said as she came up next to them. She had a Cassidy Crane woven basket that Emma would bet good money was filled with chocolate chip cookies.

Cassidy was a local Hill Country weaver who’d started a small shop online that had been noticed by Reese Witherspoon and now everyone wanted her baskets.

“Whatever, D. Glad you could make it. Lancey is going to do some trick riding and shooting during the break after these guys get up on stage and do their number,” Emma said.

“Me too. I didn’t want to miss seeing my favorite kiddos,” Delilah said. “Can they have a cookie before they go up there?”

“What do you think?” she asked Joey who was helping her with the kids.

“Yeah, give them a treat. We all need more sweet things in life,” Joey said. “Dang, it’s hot today.”

“It is. Why are we doing this in July?” Amelia asked.

“It’s patriotic,” Emma said. “Remember? That’s what we do.”

“It is,” Lancey said coming over to them. “Thought I’d grab a cookie before I go out there. Had to dodge Finn. If you see him pretend you don’t know where I am.”

“First of all, why? Also, he knows where you’ll be,” Emma said to her friend. Last year Lancey’s brother had been killed in a tragic accident that had also taken the life of Rose Delaney, leaving their child Lane orphaned. But Lane was surrounded by aunts and uncles who were raising him together. Lancey and Finn had gotten together last summer and the two of them had been married in April. Since then things had been dicey between the former NASCAR driver and the police officer. No one really knew why but Finn was suddenly overprotective, which wasn’t his normal MO at all.

“He’s just worried about me. Didn’t want me to ride. I’ve been practicing for eight months and the man thinks I’m just going to sit it out. He’s crazy,” Lancey said.

“That is crazy,” Amelia said. “Um…I think you should know that he’s told Cal why he’s being so…not Finn.”

“What? That jackass. We were keeping it quiet,” Lancey said.

“If it’s any consolation he is truly worried for you,” Amelia said.

“Can we know? Are you sick? Do you have a health issue?” Emma asked, looking over at Joey who was watching the kids as she and Delilah kind of moved Lancey and Amelia to a more private area.

“I’m pregnant,” she blurted out. “You know the Maverick in me is freaking out because that’s usually when the mister leaves, but another part of me is really excited. A baby of my own. I haven’t had a family really until Finn so expanding it is great.”

Lancey kept on talking and Emma hugged her friend. Pregnant. That was wonderful. Lancey was going to have her own family. “Finn’s not going anywhere.”

“I know. He’s practically become my shadow,” she said. “He’s worried I’ll fall off the horse or shoot myself… He actually said that to me.”

Delilah shook her head. “You’re not going to shoot yourself. That man.”

“What man?” Finn asked coming up to her.

“Yeah, what man?” Lane asked, hugging Lancey’s legs. “We was ’fraid we’d missed you.”

Lancey squatted down to be eye level with her nephew and hugged him tight. “I wouldn’t go into the ring without seeing my two best guys.”

“I made you this,” Lane said, handing her a paper rosette ribbon that read THIS COWGIRL IS TAKEN.

She took it from him and used the straight pin to attach it to her western shirt. “Thanks, Lane.”

She kissed him and stood back up.

“You feel okay?” Finn asked.

“Except for being annoyed with my husband, yes,” she said.

“I’m not annoying,” he said, pulling her into his arms and kissing her.

Emma and the others turned away and she took Lane’s hand. “Want a cookie?”

She led him over to the other kids and Delilah came with her, handing the little boy a cookie. Since her sister was married to Lane’s oldest uncle—Cal—both she and Delilah considered themselves to be aunts to Lane by marriage.

“Red is watching you,” Delilah said after they gave a cookie to Lane.

“What?”

“He’s standing under the metal bleachers and looking over here. I know he’s not looking at me,” Delilah said.

“How do you know that?” she asked.

“Because he likes you,” Delilah said.

“You’d be wrong. He was with some blonde that he met in the saloon last week. And he wasn’t just showing her how to fish,” Emma said. Not that it bothered her. Red Aldean could date whomever he wanted to. She thought there was something between them back at Christmas, but he’d sort of shifted into low gear and started dating around town. So, she’d read him wrong. Which was fine. She should stick to books instead of men.

Really.

“I don’t think so,” Delilah said. “He’s walking this way. Oh ho, so is Gavin Rooney. Looks like you are the rodeo queen after all.”

[image: *]*

Red acknowledged to himself that the problem with Emma was that she was just so…Emma. Even now in the hot, July summer she looked just sort of perfect. She’d pulled her long brown hair into a braid, but tiny little wisps escaped to frame her heart-shaped face. She had a straw cowboy hat perched on her head and an easy smile for everyone. He stood in the shade sweating as if he’d run a marathon instead of just walked the few yards from the bleachers to the staging area.

Of course, he wasn’t the only man to have noticed her. So, it seemed, had Gavin Rooney. He was all duded up to look like a Hollywood version of a cowboy. He didn’t wear Kelly Boots; they were a national brand that Red thought had sold out a long time ago. He wore a pair of jeans that looked brand new…heck, Red was pretty damned sure he could still see the crease in them. He was heading straight for Emma.

He had that lavender lemonade he’d made for Emma and as soon as he approached her Delilah gave him a wink and walked around him.

“Hiya, Gavin, I’ve been wanting to ask you more about that scone recipe you mentioned,” Delilah said.

Red mentally decided he owed her a drink.

“Hello, Emma.”

“Red, it’s good to see you.”

Her voice was low and her words sweet and slow like Texas honey. She took her time when she spoke, like she did everything.

“Good to see you too,” Red said. He could hear Gavin wrapping up with Delilah and knew if he was going to make a move, he needed to do it now. “I made you something.”

“You did?” she asked.

“Yes. I figured you’d be getting hot out here with your kids’ group and not able to go get refreshments, so I have this thermos of lemonade for you.”

He held it out to her, and their fingers brushed. A shiver went through him and he tried to ignore it but didn’t succeed. He stood a little taller and fought the urge to flex his muscles to show off for her. He knew that wasn’t the kind of thing she normally paid much mind to, but he couldn’t help himself. She made him want to preen and prove his strength.

“Thank you, Red,” she said. “That was very kind.”

She opened the top of the thermos and poured some into the cap. After the first sip she looked over at him, her brown eyes wide with surprise.

“This is lavender lemonade,” she said.

“It is. I got the recipe from your grandmother.”

“It’s my favorite,” she admitted. “How’d you know that?”

“I’m a noticing kind of guy,” he said.

“Are you?” she asked tipping her head to the side, which jostled her cowboy hat causing it to start sliding off.

He reached out to steady it, seating it back on her head. “I am.”

“What else have you noticed?”

He took a deep breath. She’d nibbled at the bait on his pole, but he didn’t want to rush it and scare her away.

“That you like picnics on the Pedernales,” he said. “I’ve seen you out there when I take my tours up the river.”

“I do like them,” she admitted.

“How would you feel about lunch with me tomorrow?” he asked.

She took another sip of her lemonade and then nodded. “I’d like that. But it only seems fair that I pack the lunch. You can bring more of this lemonade.”

He nodded. “I’ll do that. See you at noon, Emma, at my place, okay?”

“See you then, Red.”

He turned and walked away, nodding at Gavin as he went, trying not to feel too smug but he knew he’d selected the right bait for this opening foray into wooing Emma Corbyn.


If a woman conceals her affection with some skill from the object of it, she may lose.


~lesson learned from Jane Austen’s Pride & Prejudice

Chapter Two

“Red finally asked you out?” Delilah asked as she stood in the kitchen of the house they shared, watching her as she tried to assemble a lunch for herself and Red.

“Duh. Are you going to be helpful or just stand there asking me dumb questions?”

Delilah laughed as she walked over to the pantry and started pulling out ingredients that Emma didn’t even know she had. But then Delilah tended to do the food shopping and all of the cooking. As a trained chef her younger sister had skills that Emma didn’t. And usually Emma was more concerned about finishing one more chapter in her current book than what she was eating.

But this was her first date with Red. And though she didn’t want to get her expectations up, she was excited. She’d dated a lot of different types of men and every one of them had said some version of the same thing to her when they ended things. Her expectations were too high. No real man could ever live up to the heroes in the books she liked to read.

Which Emma had dismissed as rubbish, but maybe they weren’t wrong? She had always measured men by a ruler. It wasn’t formed from fictional men though, but by the men who had been in her life. Her father. He was always going to set the standard and he cast a pretty long shadow.

“Em?”

“Hmm?”

“I asked if Red had any food allergies,” Delilah said. “Daydreaming again?”

Emma shook her head. “I don’t think so. Surely, we’d have heard something by now if he did. I mean he doesn’t look like the sort of man who has allergies; not that you can tell from looking at someone. But Red is pretty robust.”

“I agree,” Delilah said. “But I’ll be safe anyway and leave out nuts. What about strawberries?”

“He likes them. He purchased three strawberry shortcakes from me last summer at the Friends of the Library fundraiser,” Emma said. That was when she’d first started noticing Red as more than just another guy around town. He’d had on a T-shirt that advertised his outdoor expedition company and it had clung to his washboard abs and his muscled biceps. She knew that was shallow but there it was. They’d had a few conversations and when she’d asked what his favorite book was…he’d told her he didn’t like to read, which honestly shouldn’t have surprised her. She knew he’d struggled with dyslexia growing up.

“Emma, really, I’m not going to help if you’re not going to pay attention,” Delilah said. “I have to get back to the Dragonfly to start prepping for the day.”

“Sorry. I’m just…do you think I did the right thing by saying yes?”

“Of course, I do,” her sister said as she held up two boxes of crackers. “Herbed or just lightly salted?”

“Herbed. Red and I have nothing in common,” Emma said. “He’s not much of a reader.”

“He’s a doer. You need someone like that in your life. And you can’t take your eyes off of him when he’s in the same vicinity as you.”

She flushed a bit and turned to the fridge to grab the strawberries and blackberries from the container that Delilah had put them in the other day. “So?”

“So? I’m just saying it’s about time you both went out. See if there is more to this than just that initial attraction. I’ve been out with plenty of guys I thought were hot and sometimes there just isn’t anything other than that. After today y’all will know.”

She nodded. Her sister was right. She had been trying to play it cool…well actually playing it cool was kind of her thing because getting her heart broken wasn’t something she was interested in experiencing. She’d always been a little standoffish because the truth was once she let someone in, she couldn’t just shut off how she felt about them. And in her experience people who loved her tended to lie.

“I know,” she said quietly taking out a plastic container and putting some of the fruit in it.

“Don’t overthink this. It’s a picnic on a really nice summer day. If I know Red, he’ll have picked out the perfect spot. Just enjoy it. Don’t make it a date. Make it a chance to get to know Red better,” Delilah said.

Emma nodded again. It probably seemed to her sister that she was a bobblehead with all her nodding, but she was thinking. Doing that deep processing that meant she didn’t want to talk and interrupt her own thoughts. “I’ll do that. That’s really smart, Dee.”

“I know. I’m way smarter than y’all realize.”

“I wouldn’t go that far,” Emma said. “After all, I’m the brain…you’re the…”

“B—”

“Hellion. I like that better. Bitch has a negative connotation and I have always hated that some of the guys in town call you that.”

Delilah shrugged but Emma knew her sister hated it too. Dee might act tough on the outside, but her sister was probably the biggest softy of them all. She used her attitude to keep people at arm’s length—the same way that Emma used books. “Do you ever wonder why we all always try to keep people at a distance?”

“Nope. I figured it’s because Mama had that big secret and even though we weren’t aware of it, she was projecting on to us to keep ourselves safe,” Delilah said. “I’ve got three types of cold cuts, some olive spread I made from scratch last week. Two types of cheese—someone ate all of the herbed goat cheese spread I made yesterday.”

“It’s delicious so that’s sort of your fault. We have about thirty minutes until I have to leave to meet him. You could make some more.”

“Love to, Em, but I can’t. We don’t have any of the ingredients left. This is better—you won’t be tempted to scarf it all down quickly,” Delilah said with a wink.

“True,” she said, laughing. She had a bad habit of eating really fast. And she wanted to make a good impression on Red. On their not-date.
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Red got back from his early-morning fishing expedition, smiled with his guests, took pictures for their social media accounts and then waved them off.

He’d had just enough time to open his email and read the latest from his attorney. His pulse always started racing and his nerves made it harder for him to concentrate on the words in the email. He used an app that Braden had suggested that read the email out loud for him.

William,

I’m happy to inform you that the courts have agreed that you have a right to seek custody of your daughter Molly Odem. I have notified her temporary guardians and maternal grandparents, Mr. and Mrs. J. Odem, of your intent to seek custody.

The courts have suggested mediation. I am awaiting their response. In the meantime continue with your plans to decorate a room for Molly in the house you are building. I’ve attached the state of South Carolina’s requirements for custody of a toddler for you to read over.

I’ll be in touch as soon as I have more information.

T. Henry Rimmer

Red had been trying since January when he’d learned of Molly’s existence to get custody of his two-year-old daughter. It was all he’d been thinking about other than wooing Emma Corbyn. He’d never thought of having a child but once he’d known that his one-night stand with Lori down in New Orleans a few years ago had made him a father, getting custody of his daughter had become his focus.

He’d even let his desire to date Emma slide while he tried to figure things out. But he knew he couldn’t keep his life on hold forever. He’d tried to visit her but the Odems had refused to let him see her.

Which had straight-up ticked him off but the truth was he’d understood part of it. Their daughter had been killed in a car crash after which they learned of his existence. Lori had apparently left it in her will. Just his first name and Last Stand. That was all she’d given them and their attorney had found him.

They had temporary custody but wanted to keep her with them. Felt that Molly had been through too much and the initial report on him hadn’t been great, Red thought. He lived in a cabin next to the outfitters. Worked all day and spent most nights at the saloon drinking.

But he was changing.

He was building a house—the foundation had been laid, the roof was on and the framing up. All that he had to do was the interiors and frankly, he wasn’t the best at that. He had electricity and running water as well. The house would be a permanent home for him, and he hoped his daughter. He had made a move with Emma and no one could fault her for anything. If things worked out with them…well, that would definitely be a plus. And he’d have his daughter with him.

He responded to the email using the talk-to-text function. He was almost afraid to believe that the little girl he’d never met but already loved would one day live with him.

For now, for today…he’d just concentrate on his date with Emma. He had checked out a few of his favorite spots earlier and two of them were already overrun with locals and folks in town for the rodeo. He wanted to find the perfect spot for this date with Emma and while he knew it wasn’t realistic to expect he’d find complete privacy, he didn’t want everyone in town to be looking at them while they were on their first date.

Date.

Man.

He’d hardly slept a wink last night trying to go over everything in his head. He was by nature a man of action. Like he’d mentioned to Braden yesterday there was something uncanny about Emma and Big Bertha. They were both crafty, elusive and something he didn’t mind waiting for. But at the same time, he knew that he had one shot…realistically he might be able to get a second shot with Emma, but he didn’t want to blow this. He wanted this picnic to be all the things she liked and perfect.

But he’d never been perfect, and it worried him a little bit that he was striving for that. He knew that perfection was its own demon. His father had said to accept the flaws in life and that was the path to contentment.

But who wanted simple contentment when they were going out with a woman?

He heard the shop door open and then sound of boots on the tiled floor of the expedition outfitters.

“Red, you in here?”

Mr. Corbyn.

“Yes, sir,” he called as he came around the corner and saw the older man standing in the doorway. He had on a pair of khaki pants and a shirt that protected him from UV rays. “How can I help you?”

“My brother and his family are coming to town in two weeks and I was hoping you could take us out fishing,” Jasper said. “I know you book up fast, so I’ll take any spot you have open.”

“Let me check my calendar. Come on back to the counter and we’ll get you set up. How many will be in your party? I might be able to squeeze you in with another group,” Red said.

“Well it will be me, Johnny, Mom and our wives for sure. Johnny’s youngest son probably. I doubt any of my girls will want to go,” Jasper said. “So that’s six.”

Red pulled the paper planner that his parents had given him for Christmas toward him and looked at his bookings for the next two weeks. He had one that was tentative so he could bump them for Emma’s dad if he needed to. “I’ve got a father and son on one day so I could take your party with them. That would be a nice size group.”

He and Mr. Corbyn settled on a date and Jasper offered to leave a deposit but Red told him just to pay on the day. He wasn’t worried about that.

“If you want to block off that afternoon, we’re grilling out at our place afterward and all the kids will be there along with the Delaneys. Would love to have you there too,” Mr. Corbyn said.

“Thank you, sir,” Red said. “I’ll jot it down and if I don’t have any other tours, I’ll take you up on that.”

“Good. See you then.”

Jasper walked toward the front of the store and the door opened. Emma walked in wearing a green-colored sundress and carrying a picnic basket.

“Hi, Daddy. What you are doing here?”

“Booking a fishing trip for when Uncle Johnny is coming. What are you doing?”

“Picnicking with Red,” Emma said.

“Perfect day for it. I’ll leave you two to it,” Jasper said, kissing his daughter before leaving the shop.

Red smiled over at Emma who had left her hair down. It curled around her shoulders and swung when she walked over to him. “I’m waiting for Tim to get back and then we can go.”

Tim was one of his other guides. Tim had taken a tour out but was due back to mind the shop for the afternoon.

“No hurry. Can I put this on the counter? I want to look at some more of those sun protection shirts you carry. I need a new one for Dad’s birthday. I could order one, but I’d rather buy it local.”

“We have a nice selection. I noticed your dad has been wearing a lot of those lately,” Red said. “My dad had some spots removed that were skin cancer. I hope your dad doesn’t have that.”

“The doctor doesn’t think so, but Mom worries less if he wears them. So, we’re all getting him as much sun protection clothing as we can,” Emma said.

“That’s a good idea,” Red said, leading her over to a rack. “Here ya go.”

She flipped through them, selecting a couple of different shirts. “You should think about wearing these too.”

“I do try to wear them,” he said.

“Ugh. I didn’t mean to sound like I was lecturing but you know redheads have a higher chance of developing skin cancer,” she said, looking him over. “I don’t want you to have to worry about it in forty years.”

“Thank you,” he said, reaching out to tuck a strand of hair behind her ear. “You’re fairer than I am, you know.”

Her lips parted and he felt the brush of her breath against his cheek as she exhaled. It smelled minty fresh and she licked her lips, which drew his eyes to her mouth. She had a lush-looking mouth. Her top lip was a perfect cupid’s bow and her bottom lip was full. He’d had a lot of time to think about her mouth last night and he groaned as he realized he needed to step back. This wasn’t part of his plan. He didn’t want to spook her off.
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“Homemade” by Jake Owen was playing on the radio as Red turned off Main Street and started driving out of Last Stand. Emma rested her head against the back of the seat and sang along with the radio. Red glanced over at her but didn’t start singing along. Her entire family always sang along with the radio.

She stopped and turned so she could watch him better.

“You don’t have to stop singing,” he said.

“I know. I was just wondering why you weren’t,” she said. She had the chance this afternoon like Delilah said to get to know Red better. Of course, almost kissing him in his shop hadn’t been part of her plan but she’d liked that too. Liked that he’d almost kissed her before he’d pulled back. It made her think that maybe they were both sort of trying to figure this out.

“I’m not much of a singer,” he said. “Plus, I like listening to you.”

She smiled. It was a sweet thing to say but she wasn’t sure that was true. “Where are you taking us?”

“Not too much further,” he said. “I know a nice spot that shouldn’t be too crowded. It’s tree lined and in the bend where Whiskey River splits off from the Pedernales. Technically it’s on private property, but I know the owners so we should be okay.”

“I trust you, Red.”

“Do you?” he asked. “Is that why you said yes?”

She thought about it. At this point in the relationship they had, there was no harm in being totally honest. They were sort of friends who had a lot of people in common. She’d noticed that once there was more at stake—like the fear of losing someone else—people started to hide things. She knew that it was mainly influenced by the secret her mom had kept for all those years about Amelia’s real father.

“Sort of. Mainly I just thought it was about time to see if there was more than a spark between us. What about you?” she asked.

He glanced over at her and then put his eyes back on the road. “Same. I figured it was time to make my move before Gavin did.”

“Gavin? He’s just a friend. We have a buddy-reading club where we read and discuss books. That’s all there is between us,” she said. Gavin was a great guy, but she didn’t like him, not the way she did Red. He didn’t have Red’s forthright gaze or daring attitude. Red didn’t seem to be scared of trying anything. He lived his life large for everyone to see. Gavin was more like her. Content with reading about adventures instead of going on them. On paper that might make them seem right for each other, but the truth was he bored her a bit.

They’d had dinner together when he’d first got to town but there just hadn’t been a spark.

Heck, she’d felt more heat with Red just touching her hair than she had kissing Gavin.

“What’s a buddy-reading club?”

“We have an online group where people post what they are reading and then we all decide which one we’ll discuss. Gavin started it a few months ago,” Emma said. “We’re reading a suspense thriller set in Tokyo right now.”

“Sounds interesting,” he said.

“It is. I wouldn’t have read the book otherwise—it’s not my usual read.”

“What is your usual read? Jane Austen, right?”

Emma looked over at him, surprised he knew that. “Yes, I love her books, but I also like mysteries and romance. I’ve been reading a few cowboy westerns lately. Dad had a box of them in the attic.”

“What’s a cowboy western?”

“Mainly books set in the old west. Usually there’s a bounty hunter or Texas Ranger who’s going after a bad buy.”

“Like the old spaghetti western movies?” Red asked. “My dad loves those. I should tell him about the books you’re reading.”

“I can give you a couple to loan him if you’d like,” she said. “I’m going to add them to the library once I’m done reading them all.”

“That would be nice,” he said.

“Do you have a favorite genre?” she asked. She knew he wasn’t a big reader but didn’t know if he liked movies or not.

“I don’t know. I’m not much on going to the movies. I do watch a lot of fishing shows on TV but that’s about it.”

“Fishing shows?”

“Yeah, they show different fishing competitions or there’s a show I like from Alaska that’s all about the different types of fishing you can do there.”

“Sounds interesting,” she said.

“Hey, I know what that means because I used that earlier when you were talking about your book.”

“What does it mean, Red?”

He signaled and turned onto a dirt road and then let the truck coast to a stop and put it in park before pushing his sunglasses up on his head. He turned to face her. “I guess it means both of us are doing something that the other doesn’t want to say sounds boring.”

She had to laugh at that. “Maybe. Or maybe we just haven’t done it ourselves so we’re not sure.”

“We can go with that if you want—your explanation sounds better than mine,” he said. “You okay to walk about ten to fifteen minutes?”

“I am. I’m wearing comfy shoes,” she said.

He glanced down at her bare legs and she shifted them, crossing one over the other. He just kept looking at them and she realized that both of them could pretend this was just a picnic but the spark between them was burning hotter than the Texas heat.

“Let’s go,” he said, reaching into the back seat to grab the picnic basket and his hat before he got out.

She got out and followed him up the dirt road and then off it to a shaded spot right near Whiskey River. He set the basket on the ground and then turned to face her and she realized how long she’d been waiting to be alone with Red. She hadn’t realized how much she’d wanted that until this moment.


Keep your gear simple.


~A Texan’s Guide to Fishing

Chapter Three

Red propped himself up on his elbows as Emma started getting items out of the picnic basket she’d packed. He hadn’t realized that Emma was a good cook but one look at the contents told him that the food gene hadn’t been shared with only Delilah. “This looks delicious. I hate to admit it, but it took three weeks to perfect your grandmother’s lemonade recipe. I could never put something like this together.”

She flushed a little as she pulled out two fabric napkins and handed him one. “I didn’t make this. Delilah did. I do try to cook but I just get distracted by why an ingredient should be used in a recipe and then end up going online to read about it and then buy a book and then I’m starving so can’t cook and end up eating out.”

He smiled. “Sounds like me. Except for the reading part. I would rather fish or take the kayak down the Pedernales than cook. I’m pretty much either grilling or eating out every night. I don’t see you out much.”

“I eat early with the old folks,” she said with a wink. “Also, I always ask for a booth in the back and read the entire time. I try to project an aura of invisibility while I do it.”

He sat up as she handed him a reusable container with his lunch in it. “What do you mean by that?”

“Just that I kind of send this vibe out…never mind. It sounds weird when I say it out loud. And Delilah and Amelia both told me not to be too odd on this date.”

“You talked about our date with your sisters?” he asked. That had to be good, right? She was kind of shy and it was a bit different just talking to her like this. But he liked it.

“Yes. I mean everyone saw you and me talking at the rodeo,” she said. “Did you talk to anyone about it?”

“Just Braden but he was the one who told me to stop waiting and just do it,” Red admitted. Which made this entire date a bit odd in his mind. It would be different if they were just going out and getting to know each other, which on one hand they were, but also everyone who knew them in town was aware of the date. So, if it didn’t work out…they were going to be answering a lot of uncomfortable questions. Or he was going to be. No one was going to believe that Emma hadn’t done everything right.

“Why has it taken you so long?” she asked pushing her sunglasses back on her head so that he could see her brown gaze clearly. “I thought you might ask me for New Year’s.”

He rubbed the back of his neck. He didn’t want to get into all of the reasons. This was a first date and the news he’d gotten just after Christmas was still…well he wasn’t ready to talk about it even with Emma. “I had to do some winter chores at the outfitters and that took a bit of time. Also, you were hanging out with Gavin a lot. Figured I’d bide my time and see what happened.”

She shook her head. “It seems like you are a waiting kind of guy.”

“You’re a woman worth the wait,” he said with a grin.

“Flattery? I didn’t figure you for the kind,” she said.

“Just the truth, ma’am. What kind did you figure me for?” he asked. He freely admitted he had no idea what Emma thought of him. They were friendly and he’d flirted with her a time or two, but beyond that, he had no clue. Which was why he was using all of his skill at coaxing reluctant fish to try to woo her.

She took a bite of one of the crackers she’d made from the fixings in her lunch box and chewed it carefully. He realized that the bobber on his line to Emma was bouncing in the water. She was intrigued and he had the feeling she might be toying with him. Letting it bob up and down so he thought he might hook her before she answered.

She took a swallow of lemonade and he watched her throat move as she swallowed, and he realized how delicate her neck was. The way she had her hair down, it brushed her shoulders and he noticed that she had a smattering of freckles on her upper chest. His gaze dipped lower to the bodice of her sundress and he reminded himself he was a gentleman so just allowed himself to linger there for a moment before forcing himself to look down at his own lunch box.

“You’re a man of action. In fact, I was really surprised you suggested a picnic. I thought you’d want to do some canoeing down the river or maybe some off-road cycling. You’re a guy who does,” she said.

“That’s a fair assessment,” he said. “I do like all of those things, but you don’t. You like cycling but only during bicycle safety month when you make a point of riding your bike to work every day wearing your helmet. And I’ve never seen you canoe so I figured it might not be your thing.”

She put her lunch box down and shifted her legs to curl them underneath her. “You’re right. My thighs really aren’t up to cycling all the time, though I imagine if I did it, I’d be in better shape…but I’d much rather read than go out and ride.”

“Which is why I suggested this picnic,” he said. “It’s the kind of thing that you do like.”

“You confuse me,” she said. “I expected you to be more…well not romantic. It’s not your usual thing.”

It wasn’t. He wasn’t about to pretend that he’d suddenly become Mr. Romance. He was never going to be that guy. In fact, he wasn’t too happy with the skimpy lunch he was eating. But he was enjoying sitting here with Emma, and as the breeze blew and Emma lifted her face toward it, he realized that he could get used to it. His life was at a crossroads and he was trying to decide if he should follow the path he knew or take a chance on this untried one.
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Emma knew she had a reputation for being a bit standoffish around town but the fact that Red had spent so much time planning to ask her out made her wonder if she was getting maybe a little too demanding. It was easy to use work and her volunteering as a reason why she didn’t date more but the truth was, she didn’t want to have her heart broken again. And she’d observed that most of the time people she loved lied to her. Not out of malice but regardless of the intent it still hurt, and she hadn’t been willing to risk her heart on a man who would break it.

Though many people assumed she was too picky because of having lofty standards from reading too many books, the truth was her dad was an amazing man and had set the bar really high. But mainly she kept to herself because she wanted to fall in love but was afraid to let herself because of her experience. Every relationship she’d observed had a lie somewhere in it. Her mom and dad. Amelia and Cal. Others as well but those two were close to her. She was afraid that the reality of love wouldn’t live up to her fantasy. And rather than take the chance of ending up with a broken heart, she’d always opted to back away.

Red was watching her she realized as she turned back toward him. He was a quiet sort of man despite being an action guy. He had no trouble just letting the world settle around them and that was one thing she liked about him. She was tempted to see what he’d do if she pulled out a book and started reading but that could wait. She knew that would come off as rude, instead of her just trying to hide from her own emotions.

As much as she wanted to know what happened next in the book she was reading, she’d much rather be here with Red. He watched her in a way that most men didn’t. Her skin felt too tight for her body when she looked at him lying on his side and leaning on one muscled forearm as he ate his lunch and talked to her. She saw the way his shirt sleeve clung to his shoulders and she knew from watching him around town this summer that he was in really good shape.

It had been hot and the days long. Many men had been shirtless as the long afternoons lingered and she’d been pretty much unaffected by all of them except for Red. He’d come over to her memaw’s house to help her rebuild her garden shed and Emma had dropped by…

“Emma?”

“Hmm?” she asked but in her mind’s eye was the image of his low-slung jeans and the padded muscles of his chest and lean washboard stomach as he’d come over to say hi. She’d barely been able to speak or to keep her eyes off of him. From that moment on, the hero in the book she’d been reading looked like Red. Sounded like Red. Made her want…

“Emma, you okay? Is the heat getting to you?” he asked.

“Oh, what? Yes, I’m fine. It is hot today,” she said. Well dang. The heat of Red was getting to her much more than the Texas summer. But she needed to keep her wits about her. She wasn’t sure enough of Red yet to let her guard down. She knew that. But he tempted her like no other man had in a very long time.

“Want to walk down to the river and put your feet in it to cool off?” he asked.

“Will that help?”

“I think so,” he said.

“Then yes,” she said, packing up their lunch leftovers and Red took the basket and blanket and piled them up before holding his hand out to her.

She reached for it and a tingle went up her arm as he joined their fingers together. She caught her breath as he squeezed her hand and then let it out in one long exhalation as they started moving toward the riverbank. The Pedernales was a largish river that ran through the area and this spur they were on was Whiskey River, which led to one of Last Stand’s neighboring towns.

The bank had a walking path that was maintained by the parks and recreation service for their county and it was easy to get down close to the river. Red toed off his shoes and she did the same. He took a moment to scout around and then came back and held his hand out to her again.

“This is the best way down. Follow me,” he said.

As he moved with agility down the bank toward the water, she realized how right she was when she had labeled him a man of action. Even the way he did this was efficient and left no room for mistakes. When they were almost to the water’s edge she slipped on the grass and started tumbling forward but Red pivoted and caught her in his arms, lifting her off the ground. Her chest was pressed against his and their faces were so close she could see the small scar in his left eyebrow.

His eyes widened and his pupils dilated as her hips brushed over his. His mouth parted and he cleared his throat, letting her slide down the front of his body until her toes and then her feet were on the ground. She knew she should step away. That would be the sensible thing to do.

But Emma didn’t want to be sensible.

Not with Red.

Not on this hot summer day when she’d spent too much time worrying about rules and trust. She wanted to just have that kiss that she’d been craving since Christmas. The one she’d told herself she didn’t need and that she could live without.

But she knew she’d been lying to herself. And she didn’t like that.

She shifted her hand from Red’s shoulder to the side of his face, cupping his jaw and feeling the smoothness of his skin under her palm. He tipped his head to the side and his hands settled more firmly on her waist as he licked his lips.

“I’ve been wondering about something,” she said.

“What?” he asked.

“If you’ll kiss as well as I imagine you will.”

He groaned.

She looked up. “Should I not have said that?”

“Yes. No. I’ve wondered too but I don’t want to screw this up. I don’t want to make a mistake with you.”

“Just be yourself and you won’t,” she said, leaning up and brushing her lips over his.
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Holding Emma felt better than he imagined it would and her mouth…it was even more erotic than he had thought it would be. Her kiss was tentative and slow, as if she had all the time in the world. He knew that patience was the key but for once in his life he couldn’t find it.

Emma Corbyn was in his arms, her mouth pressed to his and, honestly, he didn’t want to stop until he knew the taste of her as well as he knew his own. She parted her lips as her fingers moved on his jaw, just lightly rubbing back and forth and sending sparks all the way down his body. His blood felt heavier as it flowed through him. His heart was a big solid thud that echoed in his ears.

She smelled of lilacs and like spring. Her hands were cool despite the heat of the day and the way she felt against him was light, but it left an imprint all the way to his soul. He knew that was just his hormones talking. No one had ever touched him that deeply and as much as he wanted Emma, he was a loner. The kind of man who had always done his own thing.

But with her he wanted to be different. He wanted to heft her up in his arms and carry her someplace private so he could make this kiss last all day and all night. Just keep her in his arms until neither of them had any energy left.

But he couldn’t do that. He had to play it cool. This was just step one of his plan to woo Emma and if he broke his rules now…well he’d seen how well that had worked in the past. He didn’t want to mess this up.

So he kept his touch on her waist light, just to help remind him that this was a first kiss. He wasn’t going to push it too far or take more than she offered. Except when their lips brushed and he tasted her for the first time, he stopped thinking. She tasted so good. She tasted just right. He wanted so much more. He wanted it all. Wanted everything she had to give. He ran one of his hands up her back and felt the cool silkiness of her hair against his hand as he caressed her shoulders.

She wrapped one arm around his waist and pulled him closer to her and eagerly he went to her. Needing that feel of body-to-body to ground him. To ensure that this was happening and he hadn’t fallen asleep by the river dreaming of her. Again.

Emma was here in his arms and kissing him like he might be one of the heroes in those books she loved. That suited him just fine. She kissed him in a way that made him feel like all of the other stuff—the not-pretty parts of his life—didn’t matter. She kissed him as if she never wanted to stop and neither did he.

She tipped her head to the side and he took control of the kiss, pushing his tongue into her mouth, tentatively at first and when he felt the brush of hers against him a bit deeper. Her hand tightened on his shoulder and she shifted so that she was leaning against him again. He took a moment to make sure of his footing. He didn’t want to fall into the river with her in his arms.

He pulled her more fully against him, her breasts cushioned against his chest, her hips on top of his erection, and he deepened the kiss even more. All those months of waiting for the right moment had felt so long but now that she was in his arms, he decided it had been precisely the right amount of time.

Emma wasn’t like anyone else. She needed time to feel that he was what she wanted…what she needed, and he was in a position to do that. He ignored the niggling thought in the back of his mind that he had other issues that needed to be sorted out.

He had no time to dwell on that when he was holding Emma. Kissing Emma and getting turned on. He didn’t want to let her go but this was their first date.

First. Date.

He had to step back. Be cool. Have some of the chill that Braden always teased him for having around her.

But it was gone. Totally and completely disappeared as she broke the kiss, lifting her head so that their eyes met. In her eyes were a myriad of emotions that he couldn’t read but at the same time seemed to mirror what he felt. The hope that the passion between them would last. That feeling of excitement at the newness of this and of course the underlying fear that it would end like every other romantic entanglement he’d had.

“Emma…”

She put her fingers over his lips. “Don’t. You don’t have to say anything. I don’t want to dissect this. You kissed better than I was expecting.”

He quirked one eyebrow at her. What had she been expecting from him?

“Dang it. I wish I hadn’t said that. You make me forget to think,” she said.

He started laughing. “Seems only fair since you do the same thing to me.”

He turned toward the river and helped her over to the dry part of the riverbank where they could sit and dangle their feet in the river. This time of year, the flow wasn’t too fast and heavy the way it would be after spring storms. And the water was cool after the heat of the day.

“Thank you, Red,” she said.

“What for?”

“This day. I have really enjoyed myself and you,” she said.

“I have too. Would I be pushing it if I—”

His phone pinged and he broke off as he pulled it from his pocket. Real life was intruding. “Excuse me, I have to take this.”

He got up from the bank and walked back toward their shoes and out of earshot of Emma.


Mutual respect is essential for a happy relationship.


~lesson learned from Jane Austen’s Pride & Prejudice

Chapter Four

Emma turned to watch Red scramble back toward their shoes and picnic stuff. From the look on his face, the call was urgent, and she could respect that. He hadn’t been on his phone the entire time they were together, so she wasn’t that bothered by it. She leaned back on her hands and looked up at the sky. It was so clear and blue today. The sun was hot on her face, but she’d applied SPF forty-five sunscreen before she’d left her house and figured she was protected.

She tried to let the sky capture her imagination as it sometimes did, but it did not work today. All she could think about was Red. He seemed like an open book. Everyone in town knew him and knew his story. He’d dropped out of high school because he struggled to read. He’d inherited the outfitters from his father and had taken over running it full time more than five years ago. His mother was a famous sommelier on the West Coast and had rarely been in Last Stand when Red was growing up.

She guessed that didn’t make him an open book. She’d never asked about his mom; frankly, she figured he wouldn’t be open to talking about it. Was something up with his folks? She pulled her feet out of the water and pushed herself to stand. She wished she’d worn a darker colored sundress. The grass and bits of dirt clung to the fabric of her light green dress and she brushed them off before making her way back up the bank toward Red.

He saw her coming and just gave her a short nod before turning and walking up the path further away from her. Whatever it was, he needed privacy and was still in the heat of the conversation.

She took the time to put her shoes back on and went to their picnic stuff and fumbled in the basket for her tablet. She never went anywhere without a book and she had been beyond happy when electronic readers had been introduced. Of course, the story she was reading wasn’t keeping her attention like she wished it would. She kept looking over at Red who was pacing up and down and finally angrily slammed his thumb down on his phone before shoving it in his pocket and turning to go and get his shoes.

She put her tablet away as he approached.

“Is everything okay?”

“Yeah. Sorry about that. I need to get back to town,” he said.

“That’s okay. I promised Memaw I’d come by and help her with some books she found in the attic. She’s redoing her bookshelves.”

Red nodded and scooped up the picnic basket and blanket. Gone was the guy who seemed to have all the time in the world and in his place was a man fixated on something. But what? She had no rights where he was concerned. They’d had one date and shared a kiss. That didn’t even make her a girlfriend. But she was curious nonetheless.

“Are you sure you don’t want to talk about whatever is going on?” she asked. “I’m a pretty good listener.”

He stopped walking, turning to face her with one hand on his hip. “I wish I could, Emma, but this isn’t something I’m ready to share.”

“Okay,” she said, tucking one arm around her waist before she realized what she was doing and let it drop to her side.

“I’m sorry,” he said. “I don’t mean to shut you out it’s just…”

He trailed off and she realized he must be thinking what she had been earlier. “We’re just casual friends. It’s okay. You don’t have to tell me. I was only saying if you needed to talk then I’m here.”

He nodded. “Thanks for that. Where can I drop you in town?”

“At Memaw’s if you don’t mind. I walked over to the outfitters earlier… If you need to you can just drop me there and I can make my way to her house,” Emma said.

The longer she was with Red, the more intrusive it felt to her. She wondered if she had pushed too hard. She had been trying to be nice.

“You know I didn’t mean—”

“Emma, please, I’m just not a talker,” he said.

“Fine.”

She got into the cab of his truck and this time the music didn’t distract her. Even though Tim McGraw’s “Live Like You Were Dying” was playing, which was one of her favorite songs ever, she refused to sing it out loud. She pulled herself back into her shell. The hope she’d felt when they’d driven to their picnic was gone. It wasn’t like he owed her anything—she didn’t want that. But he’d been short with her. And so different than he’d been, and it made her question which Red was his true self. Was it the man making the romantic gesture or the man who closed down and rushed her back to town?

And really why was he interested in her anyway? They had nothing in common. Had she really thought that this was something special?

That kiss—

No. She wasn’t going to think about that.

Lust.

That was all it had been, and she’d dealt with lust before. Well not really but sort of and well enough for her to know that she wasn’t going to let it take control of her life. Red was clearly going through something and wanted her to have no part of it. He pulled into her memaw’s driveway and she reached for the picnic basket, but he put his hand out as if to stop her.

She jerked her hand away. “Thanks for a nice afternoon.”

She opened her door and hopped down then reached back for her stuff.

“Emma—”

“Don’t. I’ll see you around,” she said, closing the door and walking away. She didn’t even look back when her grandmother opened the door and reached around her to wave at Red. Seemed to her as if Red had made the decision of whether she should get involved with him for her. And she wished she could say she was happy not to have to risk a broken heart but she knew that was a lie.
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Red drove away from Emma knowing he’d screwed up but unsure how to fix it at the moment. He had to drive all the way to Austin to talk to his attorney this afternoon and before he did that he had to check in at the shop and make sure that everything was still going smoothly.

His father had often said that regrets didn’t happen in the moment but took years to ferment and honestly most of his life Red hadn’t really understood what the old man had been trying to tell him—until January. When he’d gotten that call and everything had changed and yet nothing had.

All that changed was that he now knew something that he hadn’t before. He was still the same man as he’d been before that, and if he’d ever had any doubt about his own flaws, they’d been brought into startling view. Except now he was a father. He wanted to be a dad. He wanted to hold Molly and have her know him.

But the Odems and their attorneys had a point. He wasn’t ready to be a father. Just having provided the sperm didn’t make him qualified to be a father. He’d never felt less than anyone else even though he’d dropped out of high school. That kind of learning had never worked for him, probably because of his reading issues.

He’d always been better on his own. Even his dad was pretty much a loner. And it had never bothered him that he’d lived with his dad and only saw his mom during the summer on trips to visit her in France or California or wherever she’d been working. She’d always been home on his birthday and at Christmas and though their family wasn’t like everyone else’s he’d grown up surrounded by love.

His parents had supported him no matter what. But he had been able to own this newest change—Molly. He knew getting custody of Molly was one problem he had to sort out for himself. Not knowing about Molly, not being part of her life was a screwup that he had no idea how to fix. Every step he tried to take to fix it just seemed to make things worse. And now there was Emma.

He’d asked her out with the belief that his life was going to be getting back on track. Back to what it had been, but now there was a wrinkle. He shook his head and had to pull his truck off the road. Wrinkle. What the fuck was wrong with him?

His life was on a serious collision course and he had no idea where it would go next, which wasn’t like him. He needed to regroup and get things back on track. He’d had a setback and he’d let that set him back with Emma too. He liked her and things had been going well until the call.

He just didn’t do well when stuff didn’t go to his plan. He knew that. He had a bit of a temper and he’d worked on controlling it. Mainly by walking away, which was what he’d tried to do with Emma. Not from her, but from his anger at another setback and he’d ended up snapping at her and hurting her.

Maybe it was better this way.

But then he remembered that kiss. He couldn’t walk away from that. From her. There was so much more than just a spark between them, and he’d been waiting too long for someone like Emma to just walk away.

He needed to think, and he had nothing but highway between here and Austin to do some thinking. He put his truck in gear and pulled back onto the highway. He used the voice command on his phone to order a dozen yellow roses for Emma and he wanted to be eloquent, but he was still just Red. So, he kept it simple. Said he was sorry and asked for them to be delivered that evening.

Then he called Braden.

“Hey,” Braden said. “How’d your date with Emma go?”

“I screwed it up,” Red said.

“How? Can you fix it? Do you want to?” Braden asked.

“Got a call from the lawyer. Lori’s parents have asked the judge for an extension on their counter suit and he granted it,” Red said. “I didn’t want to talk about it with Emma and I snapped at her.”

“Damn, I’m sorry about that, Red. But on the other hand, it does give you more time to get your house finished. About Emma, did she overhear?”

“No,” he said. “She was just trying to say she’d be willing to talk to me, but really how was that going to go? I say I had a one-night stand during Mardi Gras two years ago in New Orleans and this year found out it resulted in a kid and I might never get to see her because…because I’m me.”

“Don’t do that. I hate when you do that. You’re going to win this case. Those people don’t know you any more than Lori did. You’re going to get this settled and before you know it your daughter will be here. Emma will understand.”

Red knew that Braden was right. Emma was a very compassionate woman, but he was afraid he might have ruined things already. He didn’t want to give up on her but maybe it was better until he got this all sorted out if he just let things cool down.

“I know. I’m not going to let them keep her from me,” Red said. “I’m heading to Austin now. If I have to drive all the way to Charleston and tell them in person I will.”

“That’s more like it,” Braden said. “What can I do?”

“Nothing for now. Wait, the contractor is supposed to come by this afternoon for a walk-through. Can you swing by and do that? There’s no way I’ll be back in time.”

“I’ve got you covered,” Braden said. “Just take care of things in Austin.”

“Thanks, Bray.” Braden was like a brother to him. All his life there had been two men he’d counted on: his father and Braden. They were the ones who knew the stuff he didn’t share with anyone else. Everyone saw him as big, strong, confident, and he liked that. He was that. But when he needed to let his guard down…well, he wished he could have done that with Emma but it was different with her. He was working on letting her in but after today that might never happen.
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“Memaw said you were rude to Red,” Amelia said as she and Emma were watching Lane run around the square in the middle of town. Cal was working late at Outlaw Tequila, Lea had to run over to Whiskey River for a charity she supported and Lancey was working a shift over at the police station, so Amelia was babysitting her nephew.

“I wasn’t rude,” Emma said. When her sister had called and asked if she wanted to hang out, Emma had jumped at the chance. For once books weren’t providing the distraction that they always had. She couldn’t figure Red out. She’d been testing him on their date a little bit and until he’d gotten that call…things had been, well, almost perfect. “I’d already said goodbye to him.”

“You didn’t turn and wave,” Amelia said. “Just letting you know that she came by Yippee Ki Yay after you left and told Mom and me about it. I’m pretty sure she’ll bring it up to Delilah as soon as she sees her.”

“Great. I told her I didn’t want to talk about it.”

“She knows—that’s why she’s telling everyone,” Amelia pointed out. “Memaw wants us all settled down and married. She let slip to me the other day that she’s worried about you and Dee.”

“I’m worried about her and her weird taxidermized dog collection, but you don’t see me talking behind her back about it,” Emma pointed out. “I knew I should have said no when Red asked me out. Or suggested we meet over in Austin instead of here for a date. Everyone in this town has an opinion on everything.”

“That’s part of the charm of Last Stand,” Amelia said. “I remember when I moved to New York I missed seeing the faces of people I knew, and I was so lonely there.”

Emma reached out and hugged her sister. Amelia had moved to New York when she was sixteen to start modeling after she’d learned that Jasper Corbyn wasn’t her biological father. It had been a shock to all three of the sisters but had hit Amelia understandably the hardest. Emma had never understood why their parents had kept it a secret for so long.

They’d had to tell them the truth when Amelia’s biological father—the country music star Jax Williams—had a son and needed Amelia’s bone marrow to try to save him from a medical condition. It had been a shock. Amelia had just started to forgive their mom for keeping the truth, but Emma had always thought it had been Daddy’s fault too. He’d lied as much as Mama had and though they were still a close-knit family that lie had been woven into the fabric of who they were.

Emma knew that it was something she should let go but she’d struggled with it. She suspected that Delilah did as well, which had led her to leave home and go to California to cook and then to Dallas before coming back home. Amelia’s anger had been justified and when she’d left no one had thought about how it had affected her and Dee, but they’d struggled after their sister had left.

“I missed you,” Emma said. “Delilah and I fought a lot at first. I’m glad you’re back home. I know you weren’t sure you’d be staying when you came home last year but we were all hoping you would.”

“I know you were. I just felt so…well like a sixteen-year-old instead of like a thirty-five-year-old, you know? I was stuck in those same emotions that I’d never dealt with and I think Mom was too. Did y’all ever work it out?”

“No,” Emma said. “We were here so we just went on like nothing had happened. I sort of wanted to talk but every time I tried to bring you up Mama would start crying and then Daddy would get mad—you know he hates it when we make her cry.”

“Yeah, I do. But still. I wonder if it’s too late for us to have a family therapy session?” Amelia asked.

“I don’t think Delilah will go and I’m pretty sure the folks don’t want to discuss it either. They are so happy to have you back home. I don’t imagine they want to do anything that will rock the boat.”

“But you’re not okay, are you?” Amelia asked. “I don’t think you should put yourself so low on the list.”

“I’m not doing that. I’m okay. I really am. I just think about it sometimes and now that you are home, I think things are getting much better. I’m just glad you’re back.”

“Me too,” Amelia said. “You know if you ever need to talk, I’m here.”

“Thanks,” Emma said. “When Lane’s done running around want to come to my house? I have lemon freezer pie.”

“Yes. I bet Lane will want that too,” Amelia said.

Lane tired himself out running around and they walked the few blocks back to Emma’s house. As they turned onto her road, she saw the florist van in their yard, and she felt her pulse pick up as she got closer.

Rowdy Tillman, a high school student who worked for the florist in the summer, smiled at her and handed her a bouquet. “These are for you, Miss Emma. I was going to leave them but then saw y’all walking up.”

She took the flowers from him as she fumbled in her purse for her wallet. “Thank you, Rowdy.”

She handed him a few bills as Amelia took the bouquet from her so she could unlock the door.

“Who sent you flowers, Emmy?” Lane asked.

“I’m not sure yet,” Emma said as she set them on the counter and reached for the card. She pulled it out and read the message. Simple. Succinct. And totally Red. It was all she needed, she realized, to put her fears at ease.

Red was the man she thought he was. He had to be. Yellow roses were her favorite and somehow, he’d known that.


Cut your line about a foot longer than you need.


~A Texan’s Guide to Fishing

Chapter Five

Showing up at Emma’s house two days later, Red wasn’t sure if it was a smart move or not. But he’d given her time to calm down, not that she’d been mad when he left, but he knew he’d hurt her feelings and Emma was the kind of woman who probably needed some time to figure out if she was going to give him a second chance.

He’d sent the roses and she’d texted her thanks. When he’d texted back asking could he see her again, she’d waited until today to respond. It let him know the answer might be no. He’d spent the last two days working and concentrating on the house he was building on the outskirts of Last Stand. His father had purchased the property for him when he’d been born, and it had sat there empty for years.

Red wasn’t normally a man for needing all the fixings that some people did. He preferred to sleep at his cabin next to the outfitters in town. But the best that anyone could say about that place was that it was rustic. In reality, it was a little bit on the rough and rundown side. His attorney had told him if he wanted to have a chance of getting custody of his daughter, he needed a real house with a room for her. So, he was building a great big dream house for her. The kind of house he imagined that a girl would love.

He knocked on Emma’s door and waited. It was after seven and the sun was starting to set. The heat of the day lingered and normally Red would have taken his shirt off and been sitting next to the river with a cooler of ice-cold beers next to him. But tonight, he was wearing his good jeans, a button-down shirt and had tamed his hair into his church style.

The door opened and a waft of cold air wrapped around him. He looked down into Emma’s eyes as she leaned against the door and looked over at him. Her hair was pulled back into a loose braid and she wore a pair of shorts and a T-shirt with the slogan “Also I can kill you with my brain” on it. She smiled but it didn’t reach her eyes and he knew she still wasn’t sure if she should forgive him for his behavior.

“You’re late.”

He glanced at his watch to double-check the time. It was a battered one from his dad’s days in the Marines and was good for all types of weather. “I think I have one minute and thirty seconds.”

“Let me see,” she said.

He held his wrist out to her, and she glanced down at the face of his watch. “Okay, I’ll let it slide. But, dude, use your phone as a clock—it’s more accurate.”

Dude? That wasn’t her normal way of talking to him. He had the feeling she was trying to put him back in the friend zone. He had a choice—cut his line and give up on catching her or let her run out his line and see if he could coax her back.

He’d never been a quitter, so he knew there wasn’t much of a decision to be made.

“I’ll try to remember that,” he said. “You didn’t say what we’d be doing so I brought some plums off the tree in my yard and some plum wine that I made last year for you.”

He handed them to her, and she took them before stepping back and silently inviting him to enter. He stepped inside and inhaled the smells of baking bread and maybe roasted corn. He closed the door behind him and then glanced down at the hardwood floor and his booted feet. He was wearing his dress boots, so they were clean but still.

“Want me to take my shoes off?”

“Yes, please,” she said. “Then join me in the kitchen. If you haven’t eaten, Delilah made a southwestern salad for dinner and I just finished baking the bread.”

“Sure. Is she joining us?”

“No, she’s working.”

Emma turned and walked away, and he took a seat on the padded bench next to the door and took off his boots, left his hat on the bench and then followed Emma. When he got into the kitchen, he saw she’d set the table for two and had music playing softly in the background. He didn’t recognize the artist and it sounded like pop to him, which he seldom listened to, preferring rap or old-school country.

“What can I do?”

“Want to get the drinks?” she asked not looking up from the plates she was making for them.

“Sure. What are you drinking?”

“Rosé. It’s in the door. There’s beer and iced tea if you’d prefer that,” she said.

“Beer would be great,” he said. He poured their drinks and then left them on the counter to go over to her. “Hey, about the other day. I am sorry. I just had some bad news from my attorney, and I was mad at the situation. I was trying to be cool and I didn’t mean to act the way I did.”

She turned, leaning against the counter as she faced him. She crossed her legs as she did so, and he couldn’t help but notice how long and shapely they were. He didn’t think of her as tall, but her legs were long. She cleared her throat.

He looked up and winked at her. “You’ve got great legs.”

“Thanks for noticing. Listen, you don’t have to apologize again. The flowers already told me you meant it. I just want us to go back to being friends.”

He nodded.

“Guess you can’t give a guy another chance,” he said.

She shook her head. “It’s not that. I like you, Red, but everyone in my family is talking about the fact that I didn’t wave to you when you dropped me off.”

“You were justified and who besides your grandmother saw us?” he asked. Wondering where this was leading.

“Just her. But it made me realize how…well everyone is watching us and I’m not sure I’m ready for that. I’m sure you remember how everyone talked about me and Trey when he ran off to Vegas with Peggy Tanner two days before our wedding.”
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Emma hadn’t really planned to blurt it out, but she’d known since she’d seen the flowers that she couldn’t keep on seeing Red. Not like that. They’d always been friends and that was where she felt comfortable. Listening to Memaw and Amelia discuss her date with Red had left her feeling more vulnerable than she thought she could be with another guy after Trey. She’d figured with Red maybe everyone would just look the other way.

And she liked Red. She had really liked kissing him but at the same time they lived in a small town where everyone knew them and their families. She just wasn’t ready to discuss her feelings about him with…well, anyone. Or to have everyone talking about them.

“I do remember. I didn’t pay it much mind because you seemed to be moving on,” he said. “But if you are uncomfortable with the thought of your family talking about us…I’ll leave this at the one date.”

His response surprised her. She’d never thought that Red would just let someone he wanted walk away. But maybe that meant he didn’t really want her that way. Maybe she’d enjoyed the kiss way more than he had. Maybe—

“Unless…” she said, as an idea came to her that was a bit crazy. But if he went for it…it would give them the freedom to date without everyone in town speculating on her standards and if she was going to be interesting enough for Red.

“Unless what?”

“Do you want to sneak around? Kind of keep dating on the down low?” she asked.

She knew she did. She was still interested in Red. She hadn’t stopped thinking about him since their kiss by the river and despite the fact that she knew in her heart that if she fell for him it would be more complicated than she wanted in her life, she did want to see him again. She wasn’t ready to just walk away from him.

“What do you have in mind?”

“I’m not sure,” she admitted. “Is it silly?”

“Yes. But I like it. Grab our plates and we can form a plan while we eat,” he said. He picked up her wineglass and his beer and walked over to the table she’d set earlier.

In the middle of the table she’d put a vase with the roses he’d given her. They were so bright and cheery, and she enjoyed looking at them and seeing Red sitting across from her. She knew she wanted to figure out a way to see him without her family talking about it.

“This looks really good,” he said.

“Thanks. As I said Dee made it. I don’t want to ever lie to you, Red. I’m not a good cook.”

He looked a bit uncomfortable for a moment. Then nodded. “I like that you are so honest.”

“Thanks. Have you come up with any ideas?” she asked. “Do you think you would want to do something like this?”

“I like you, Emma—I’m sure that’s not a surprise—and I really enjoyed kissing you and I’d like to do that again, but I don’t want you to feel uncomfortable with it. I don’t want you looking over your shoulder trying to avoid seeing your folks.”

“Me either. And I don’t want you to think I’m being silly but with my family they can be a bit intrusive, I guess.”

“I get it. I’ve seen your family all my life so I know how they can be. I have an idea. I’m building a house on the outskirts of town,” he said.

She’d heard he was so that wasn’t a surprise. Though she doubted he’d use it. Red liked being at the outfitters all the time or on the river fishing or kayaking.

“How’s that coming along?” she asked.

“Nicely. The house is pretty much completed. I am still working on the patio and I have no clue on the interiors. What I’m suggesting is that you help me with the interior. I really want to make my house feel more like a home and you know my idea of decorating is a nice lawn chair and Yeti cooler.”

She started laughing. “I’m not really much of an interior designer.”

“Did you decorate this place or was that Delilah?”

“It was me. She’s really only interested in the kitchen and garden. Why?” Emma asked.

“I like your house. It feels comfortable and it looks nice. Not all stuffy like the designs that I see in brochures and all that. And you know me. Plus, we can spend time at my new house without anyone talking about it since you’ll be helping me decorate it. What do you say?”

“So, would I really be helping you out?” she asked. “Or would it just be for show?”

“I’m not much on lying, but I also don’t believe that every detail of our lives is open for public consumption. I sort of prefer to have everything taken care of before it’s public knowledge,” he said. “So, I’d like you to help me out. And we can have dates out at my place.”

She took a bite of her salad to give herself some time to think. She liked the idea of helping Red decorate his home and hanging out with him away from Last Stand. Was there anything she was missing? Was there something she should be concerned about? Or was she simply looking for a reason to say no when she knew she really wanted to say yes?

“Okay. I’ll do it,” she said.

“Great. Why don’t we take a drive out there when we’re done with dinner? That way you can see the property and the empty the house. Once you see the place I think that it will help to get an idea of what kind of place it is. It’s not like the cabin,” he suggested.

“I like that. Yes. Let’s do it,” she said, then reached across the table to take his hand in hers.

He turned his hand and squeezed hers before letting it go. They talked about everything and nothing during the rest of the meal. Emma realized that she was relaxed now that Red and she had settled things. She had a chance to get to know him without feeling the pressure of her entire family on her back.

It wasn’t as if anyone other than her memaw wanted her married and her memaw made no bones about that. But this way she could just enjoy Red and see if there was more between them than friendship and the sparks of one kiss on a hot summer day.

A part of her was sure there would be. Why else would she be laughing at his story about a tourist falling in the river and imagining it was him? Coming up out of the water in a soaked T-shirt that clung to his muscly frame. There had to be more than just lust involved, right?
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Red pulled into the dirt driveway in front of his new house. He’d had electrics run so he knew it wouldn’t be too dark out here tonight. He had toyed with telling her about his daughter. About the reason why he was building the house but after what she’d said, about her family, it seemed to him that Emma needed time. He needed to run out his line as she figured out what it was she wanted from him.

And he was willing to let her do that. He wanted her. Sitting across from her tonight, turned on by the way she laughed and the way she smiled when she thought of something that amused her, had been one of the most pleasurable he’d spent in a long time. When he was with Emma, he felt like he’d checked his troubles at the door.

He knew at some point he’d have to tell her about his daughter, but tonight didn’t seem the right time. She was still figuring out what she wanted from him. He was still trying to figure out if they were going to work out. He needed some space too, he thought as he went to the electric mains box and turned on the power.

The floodlights in the front and back of the house came on just as Emma got out of her Fiat. Her car was so not sensible for Texas, but it suited her.

“Wow. This is way bigger than I was expecting,” she said. “It’s almost as big as my parents’ house.”

“Well, I figured I’d better make it something worthwhile. I mean I want it to last for generations,” he said.

She came up next to him and he noticed she tucked her car keys into her pocket. “You’re building this house for your future family?”

“Yeah, something like that. I mean who knows what the future holds, right?”

She nodded. “Yes. Show me around. Should I take notes?”

“It’s just you and me, so it’s up to you,” he said. “But you’ll get an idea of what I want as we walk around.”

“That works for me. This might be beyond my skills as a designer,” she warned him.

“I trust you. If you’re not sure you can get some help,” he said. “But you can be in charge.”

“You might regret saying that,” she warned with a laugh. “Everyone says I’m the bossy one.”

“I thought you were the smart, quiet one,” he said.

“Only in crowds. With my family and friends, I’m bossy.”

“You’ve never bossed me,” he said. “Should I be offended?”

She shook her head, her braid swinging with the motion. “I like you, Red. I didn’t want to put you off with my bossy attitude.”

“You could never put me off,” he said, but he wondered if that was true. He was saying all the right things because he knew she needed to hear them, but he also wondered if he had to say them. If he needed one thing in his life to be just perfect and easy.

But immediately he felt bad about even thinking that. She deserved more from him. After what she’d said about lying he knew he was going to have get the situation with Molly sorted out and bring her up to speed. But not yet. That part of his life was still out of his control.

“I doubt that,” she said, sardonically. “Show me this place. Two stories?”

“Two and a full attic,” he said. “I remember when you told me about sitting in the window of your attic and reading and watching the town.”

“I told you that in middle school,” she said.

“I know. I remember the important things,” he said. “Remember when you were trying to teach me to read on the down low?”

“How could I forget?” she asked, turning and putting her hand on his face, the way she did when she got real.

He was starting to realize that she was a toucher and he wouldn’t have guessed it before because Emma didn’t touch someone unless she cared.

“I don’t know. Figured it wasn’t as important to you as it was to me,” he said.

Thanks to Emma he’d managed to get some fairly decent—for him—grades that year. The next year she’d been put in the baccalaureate program and he hadn’t had any classes with her anymore. But that one year, he’d actually not minded going to school. He’d had a chance to see why other kids liked it.

“It was. I hope it helped,” she said.

“For a while,” he admitted. “But eventually it wasn’t enough. I mean I was winning fishing competitions and making money and my dad said if I didn’t want to go back I didn’t have to. My mom really wasn’t on board, but she knew how I struggled with reading, and school didn’t seem to be where my future was.”

“So, you made the choice that worked for you,” she said. “And you’re reading books when you want to and you’re very successful. I’m proud of you. Not that you need me to be.”

He might not need her to be, but it made him happy to hear she was proud of him. She’d always been important to him and he knew she would be long after this was over—if it ended. He couldn’t think beyond this moment and these few months while he was trying to win his daughter and woo Emma. He knew his timing was wrong, but he hadn’t been able to wait any longer for Emma.

She still stood close in what would be the foyer of his house when it was finished, and he couldn’t help pulling her into his arms. “I want to kiss you.”

“I’d like that,” she said, wrapping her arms around his neck.

This time was different. He wasn’t just wooing Emma anymore. This wasn’t part of his plan. This was kissing her because she’d been in his life for so long that he didn’t want to lose her. He wanted her to be by his side in this house and that might be too much to ask of her.


First impressions can be misleading.


~lesson learned from Jane Austen’s Pride & Prejudice

Chapter Six

Red’s house was progressing nicely and when he got a call from the construction manager they were ready to sign off on the house. He decided to go and check it out. He drove down Main Street and parked in front of the library. Not many people were in the library on this Wednesday afternoon in July and that suited Red just fine. He saw Joey behind the reception desk and smiled at her as he walked past toward Emma’s office.

She was on the phone when he got there so he waited. She had her head bent down and was taking notes as she listened. She had her hair down, curling around her shoulders, and he noticed the nice, neat strokes of her pen as she jotted down notes. She glanced up and saw him waiting and smiled at him.

A jolt of lust went through him. He’d stayed away. It had been ten days since he’d last seen her and that felt like a lifetime. But she’d been pretty clear when she said she didn’t want anyone in town talking about them being together and he hadn’t had a decent reason to invite her back to the property. Plus he was pretty sure if he got her alone out there again he was going to push to take the relationship to the next level and he wasn’t really sure if Emma was ready for that.

But today he had something to show her and it would hopefully provide the distraction he needed to keep his hands to himself. Or at least to himself for a little while. The woman was pure temptation drifting through his dreams every night and making him think of things that he wasn’t sure he wanted in the clear light of day. But at the same time, it felt as if the rivers of his life were converging into something bigger. Maybe the thing he’d been searching for all of his life.

And that was a lot to put on one date…well two dates if he counted dinner at her place, which he definitely wanted to.

“Sorry about that,” she said, as she hung up the phone and gestured for him to come into her office.

“That’s okay. I dropped by to tell you that cabinets and countertops are in at the house so we can go by later if you have time and I’ll tell you more about what I want in each room,” he said.

“I was thinking we should set up a Pinterest board that we share, and I can pin some ideas and you can keep them or delete them.”

“What’s that?” he asked, leaning against the wall. The library was quiet and cool and Red hadn’t spent a lot of time in it until the last few weeks when he’d been talking to Emma about his house.

“It’s this website that you have an account on that has pictures of everything on it. Just search on what you like, and it pulls up the images and then you save or ‘pin’ it to a board.”

“No,” he said. That sounded like one of the lesser rings of hell to him. He had no interest doing that.

“It would be helpful to know what you like.”

“I like the designs you sent me by email. And I did show you that magazine that had the game room I wanted,” he said.

“Yes, you did, but I’m pretty sure we are going to need more than the kind of TV you want in each bedroom to decorate them and Pinterest will let me narrow down what you like and don’t like. It’s really easy to use.”

He rubbed the back of his neck. Was this important to her? “I’m still not sure but if you think that’s best.”

She leaned back in her chair and shook her head at him. “You are such a luddite sometimes. I forgot about that. I’ve been working on an online design site as well. I’ll keep sending you the mood boards I create for the house.”

“I’m not a luddite. I use all the latest tech when it comes to fishing but frankly what you were describing sounded a bit…well not me.”

She laughed then and he had to smile at the sound of her giggling. It was such a joyous sound. “It’s okay, we’ll leave it since you’ve said that it’s definitely not you. The reason you asked for my help is that I’m good at that sort of thing.”

“You are. I’m going to owe you after this, Em. Is there something you want from me?”

She let her gaze move over his body and he felt the temperature go up about ten degrees. “Yes.”

That was it. Just one word. No qualifiers but actually they didn’t need them. He wanted the same thing she did.

“I’ve missed you,” he said, keeping his voice low so that it wouldn’t carry in the quiet of the library.

“I’ve missed you too,” she admitted. “But I think our plan is working—my grandmother actually didn’t bring you up at all this week.”

She sounded so sincere and earnest that no matter how frustrating it was to keep sneaking around with her, he was determined to suck it up. He liked seeing her happy and this was making her happy.

“Want to go antiquing on Saturday? I’ve earmarked a few places that I think will have some things you’ll love in your house.”

Antiquing sounded like shopping to him and he’d never had much use for following a woman around while she did it, but this was Emma and it was for his house. “I have a group going out at dawn so I couldn’t leave before eleven. Where would we be going?”

“Fredericksburg and we can stop for pie on the way there and back,” Emma said.

“Why would we do that?”

“Why wouldn’t we? It’s pie, Red,” she said with a grin.

“And you love pie?”

“I do.”

“Then we will stop on the way there and back. Should I bring cash, or will I be able to use my debit card?” he asked.

“Better bring both just to be safe,” she said.

“Pick you up at your place tonight?” he asked. “For the house tour?”

“I’ll meet you out there at six,” she said. “Will that work?”

She still didn’t want to be seen in his truck. A part of him wasn’t too sure if this was due to her not wanting people to talk about her love life or if she was embarrassed to be seen with him.

“Maybe,” he said.

“Maybe?”

“Yeah, are you sure this is to stop idle gossip or are you embarrassed to be seen with me?” he asked. He was in the middle of a huge lifestyle change and he didn’t want to start bringing Emma into it if he wasn’t sure of her motivation.

She came back to him, put her hands on his face and leaned up so that they were eye-to-eye. “I’m not embarrassed by you. You keep surprising me and making me wish for things…that are hard for me to trust. It’s not you. It’s what happened with Trey and how my family treats me like I’m fragile. They will make this harder and I want some time to just enjoy getting to know you.”

“I’d like that too. There are things I want to share with you, but not yet,” he said. “I guess we are both feeling our way forward.”

“Yes,” she said. “Are we okay?”

He nodded. He knew her family cared about her and would ask questions so that part made sense, but there was also a part of him that was holding back because he wasn’t sure if telling her about Molly while they were sneaking around was the right thing to do. “Sure.”
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Emma stopped by her mom’s store before heading out to Red’s house. Her mom was talking to a customer in her Texas-themed gift shop—Yippee Ki Yay—which suited Emma just fine. She waved at her mom and headed toward the storeroom where she knew Lilly Corbyn kept a couple of fabric books.

It was kind of funny to Emma that her parents had a good relationship, yet her mom would use her store as a base to redecorate the house rather than organizing everything in their home. She picked it all out and had it delivered to the shop and then would bring in one or two pieces at a time. Her dad had to notice but he never said anything, which Emma really didn’t get.

She tucked two fabric books into her large tote that had samples she thought that Red might like. One of them was sort of outdoor themed and had complimentary wallpaper designs with fish and geese on them.

She also tossed the latest edition of Texas Home into her bag and turned to walk back out and ran smack into her mom. Lilly wore her short hair in a pixie cut that framed her face. She wore heavy-rimmed dark glasses and had on a pair of chic-looking wide-leg trousers and a matching cream-colored sleeveless tank. She hugged Emma and then peeked into her tote.

“Redecorating? I get a discount with the wholesaler. We can place the order through the shop if you like,” her mom said.

“That sounds great. But it’s not for me. Red is building a house and asked me to help him come up with some ideas to decorate it. He pretty much had a high-tech media room and then a hobby room that was lined with fishing poles as his only ideas. I said I’d help.”

Her mom narrowed her eyes. “Well that’s nice of you. I guess whatever happened between y’all is done?”

“I don’t know what you’re talking about, Mama. Red and I are friends and he asked for my help. You know his other good friends are all guys or Lancey and she’s not interested, nor does she have the time to help him out with this. It’s really not a big deal.”

“Emmy, I’m not going to pry. I know after your public breakup with Trey…well you needed some space, but if you ever want to talk, I’m here.”

“I’m sure I don’t know what you’re—I don’t want to talk about it, Mama. There is nothing between Red Aldean and me.”

Her mom crossed her arms over her waist and tipped her head to the side. “If you say so.”

But Emma knew she’d come on too hard with the denials and shook her head. If she tried to explain it would just make it worse. “Do you have any other books besides these that you think would work for his place?”

She opened her bag to show her mom the books she’d grabbed. “I do have one other one. Are you going to the antique show this weekend?”

“Yes. That one dealer you mentioned to me the other day will be there,” Emma said.

Her mom went and picked out two more books and a handful of magazines. “Now those questions you were asking make more sense. I couldn’t imagine what you were going to do with an antique handle pump. It just doesn’t go with your place.”

“It doesn’t but it will be perfect for Red’s patio and outdoor dining area,” Emma said. She glanced at her watch—she needed to get going if she wasn’t going to be late to meet Red. “If you want, I can come by on my lunch break tomorrow and show you the boards I’ve put together.”

“I’d love that,” Mom said.

She hugged her mom and left, knowing that the subject of Red wasn’t dropped but for now her mom was respecting her desire not to talk about him. And that was good enough for her.

She drove her Fiat through town. It was quieter now that the rodeo wasn’t on and the tourists had gone home for the night. As much as there were times when she hated how small Last Stand was, she loved this place. She couldn’t imagine doing what Amelia had done and living somewhere like New York.

Emma had gone to school at UT Austin but that was as far as she had really ever gone. Red was more traveled than she was with his yearly trips to Alaska with his buddies and his summers growing up in California or France depending on where his mom was. She wondered if he ever thought about leaving Last Stand but honestly, she couldn’t imagine him anywhere but here.

She pulled onto the dirt driveway and drove up toward his house. His truck was already parked in front of it. The stonework on the outside was all river rock and reclaimed railroad timber. It was a big stately home, but it also felt like it was part of the land. The house was everything she liked about Red.

She parked her car and headed up to the house as he came around the side toward her. He stopped when he saw her, and she took a moment to stare at him. He’d obviously been working on something because he had his shirt off and a baseball cap on his head. His jeans were hanging on his lean hips and he looked way too good for her to remember that they were just friends.

She didn’t want to take things to the next level with him while they were still sneaking around, but honestly it was hard to stop herself from thinking of anything other than taking him by the hand and leading him into the house so she could have her way with him.
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Emma hadn’t changed from the library and still wore a dress that ended just above her knees. She had a big bag flung over her shoulder and she stopped when she saw him. She had on sunglasses so he couldn’t say for sure, but it seemed like she was staring at his bare chest.

He waited to see what she did next and she walked toward him, putting her bag down near the front door.

“Hey, you. Did you have time to eat?” he asked, trying to sound cool but his voice was hoarse just at the thought of her staring at his chest. He’d left the library earlier feeling like maybe this wasn’t a great idea.

Sneaking around wasn’t really his way and he wanted her to feel safe to explore dating him without the pressure her family would put on her, but another part of him felt like maybe she thought he wasn’t good enough.

She had a master’s degree and he’d dropped out of high school. She was high society or as close to it as Last Stand had and he was definitely more…working class. As she moved toward him though, none of that seemed to matter.

“I didn’t,” she said. “Did you?”

The conversation was so casual. Hell, he’d had similar ones with Braden and yet he’d never felt like this. His skin was too tight, and he almost was afraid to breathe because he knew the evening breeze would smell like Emma. Her lilac body spray and that other essence that was something he only associated with her. And tonight, he wasn’t sure he could ignore it. Just smile and be her nonsexual boyfriend. Not that she’d asked him to be that, but when a woman wanted to sneak around it made a man—hell it made him—overthink everything.

Red was the first to admit that thinking wasn’t where he shone. He was more a man of action and maybe that was what he needed to do tonight. Just act. Stop censoring himself and see where it led with her.

He took a step closer to her and she didn’t stop coming toward him until barely an inch separated them. She lifted her hand toward his chest but then curled her fingers together and let it drop.

Was she waiting for a sign from him? He took her hand in his and brought it to his chest. “I don’t mind if you touch me, Emma.”

“I’m not sure one touch will be enough,” she said. “You look better than any other man in town wearing just those faded jeans.”

He wasn’t sure that was accurate, but he was glad to hear she thought so. “You look better than anyone else in that dress. I thought so today when I stopped by to see you. Spent the afternoon working around this place thinking about how the color of the dress really brought out the color of your eyes.”

She blushed a little bit and smiled at him. “Thanks.”

She leaned up on her tiptoes and put her free hand on his shoulder. “I’m tired of taking things this slowly, Red. I know I’m the one who sort of put the brakes on everything after Memaw started gossiping about us. But I’m tired of not seeing you and I miss kissing you.”

He put his arm lightly around her waist, lifted her slightly off her feet and pulled her toward him. He lowered his head until the brim of his baseball cap hit the top of her head and he reached up to turn it around, so the bill didn’t get in his way.

He rested his forehead against hers and stared into those big brown eyes of hers and wondered what she was thinking. Wondered if she wanted him half as much as he wanted her. Wondered how long he could take his time and keep his cool with her in his arms and touching him.

He felt her lips part and the exhalation of her minty breath against his mouth and he closed his eyes as he brushed his mouth over hers. His lips tingled at the touch and sensation ran down his spine, making his skin feel too tight for his frame.

She tightened her hand on his shoulder as her tongue rubbed against his and she shifted in his arms. The fabric of her dress brushed against his naked chest and then he felt the softness of her breasts. Her legs tangled with his as the kiss deepened and he realized he didn’t want this to end.

Tonight, he felt like whatever was going on in his life or hers didn’t matter. All that mattered was this red-hot Texas night and the woman in his arms.

He swung her up in his arms and carried her up to his house. He opened the front door with his thumb as the house had a bio lock on it and they walked inside. The electricity had been set up and the air conditioning kept the house cool. He walked into what would be the living room where he’d been sleeping for the last few days while he worked on putting in the deck and the path to the river that ran through the bottom of his property.

He set her on her feet next to the blankets and stepped back. “I don’t want to stop tonight, Emma.”

“Me either,” she said.

He nodded. “Are you sure?”

“I just said I was. Are you?”

“I just don’t want you to regret this, Em. I’ve wanted you for what seems like forever.”

She threw herself into his arms. “I will never regret this.”

She put her arms around his neck and drew his head down to hers, kissing him with more passion than he’d expected and making him stop worrying about things that weren’t an issue.


Match your hook to your bait = use a knot that won’t slip.


~A Texan’s Guide to Fishing

Chapter Seven

Emma hadn’t intended to end up in Red’s arms. Well, that was a lie. Not a huge whopper but one that she couldn’t tell herself. She’d been thinking about kissing him again ever since he’d dropped her off at Memaw’s. Unsure of what she truly wanted out of this relationship with him she had to admit that she wasn’t averse to taking this for right now and figuring the rest out later.

His hands were big and when he slipped them underneath the skirt of her sundress, rubbing the backs of her thighs, she could tell they were calloused from a lifetime spent in the outdoors. He smelled of summer rain and the fragrant lavender that grew nearby.

She ran her hand over his chest, letting her fingers linger on the pad of muscles on his biceps and then moving higher to his neck. She loved the corded strength of him there.

She’d never been lifted or carried by a man except maybe her dad when she’d been a kid but she didn’t remember that. Red lifted her all the time. She lifted her head and touched the side of his face, looking into his blue-gray eyes. They were stormy again but this time it was with a storm she wanted to throw herself into.

“What were you working on?” she asked.

“A surprise for you…actually, dinner too. Are you hungry?” he asked.

“For you,” she said. “Honestly I don’t want anything but to stay here with you. I’ll probably be hungry…after.”

He threw his head back and laughed. “Woman, you are speaking my language. There isn’t a delicate way to ask this but are you on the pill?”

“No. I really don’t date much,” she said. “Sorry.”

“Don’t be. I have a condom. Wait here and I’ll go and get it.”

She nodded. He turned and walked toward a battered leather bag in the corner of the room. The lights were on in the kitchen area, which spilled into the living room, so it wasn’t dark. She walked over to the floor-to-ceiling glass windows that overlooked his backyard all the way down to the river. “I’m surprised you built your house this far from the water.”

“I would have built it right on the river, but flooding is an issue and I couldn’t get any kind of insurance unless I was above the flood plain,” he said. “And if you think that wasn’t a long, drawn-out conversation I’m here to tell you, you’re wrong.”

She smiled as he came up behind her. He put his arms around her waist and drew her back against him. He rested his chin on her shoulder and she felt the warmth of his breath against her neck. She let her head fall back against him and turned to look at him.

“I’m almost afraid this is a dream,” he said. His words were low and nearly whispered as if he were speaking to himself and not to her.

She felt the same way, but she’d never dreamed this intensely. The feeling of Red against her back, his arms around her and the way he was talking softly to her, these weren’t things she would have imagined coming from him. She thought he’d be a rougher…well more direct lover but there was a subtlety to him that made him hard to resist.

“It’s not a dream,” she said, turning around so that she faced him. She ran her hands up and down his torso. He had a light dusting of hair on his chest and she traced her finger over it, loving the way it felt under her fingertips. She traced her finger lower over his abs and then around his belly button.

His stomach jumped as she did so, and she noticed his erection. She moved her fingers further down, still taking her time and exploring him. But she couldn’t resist reaching for his erection and stroking it through the fabric of his jeans. He shifted his hips forward as if craving more of her touch and she continued to touch him while using her other hand to explore more of his chest.

He reached for the zipper at the back of her dress and slowly drew it down. She felt the brush of his fingers against her back as he pushed his hand under the fabric. His hand was wide and big against her. Holding her gently as he moved his fingers with featherlight strokes against her.

Goose bumps spread up her back and then down her arms and chest. Her breasts started to feel fuller and her nipples pressed against the cotton of the simple bra she wore. She held her breath as he continued touching her back, slowly moving lower until he cupped her butt and lifted her up off her feet, rubbing her against his erection. She wrapped one leg around his waist so that she could feel him on her center and he set her back on her feet, pushing the skirt of her sundress up and over her head.

He tossed it aside and then stepped back to look over at her. She had a moment’s shyness, wishing she’d worn something sexier than the plain nude-colored panties and bra, but she hadn’t been planning on this. She would have driven over to Whiskey River and gone to their exclusive lingerie boutique if she’d planned this better.

But she hadn’t. She’d just seen Red and known that she wouldn’t be able to wait another moment to be in his arms. She could tell he didn’t care that her underwear wasn’t sexy either. His pupils had dilated, and he couldn’t take his hands off of her. He kept caressing her, running his hands over her body as if she were the most beautiful woman in the world. And she knew in this moment in his eyes she was.

She reached for him, grabbing the front of his jeans and drawing him closer to her so she could undo the button and slowly lower the zipper.
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He moved around behind her, loving the slender look of her back. She had a smattering of freckles and surprisingly a strawberry birthmark on her left hip. He drew his hand slowly down her back. Feeling her muscles move beneath his touch and watching the gooseflesh spread down her back as he moved.

He leaned in, putting his hand around her shoulder and then moved closer, his mouth brushing over the nape of her neck. She smelled strongly of lilacs here and faintly of the summery day. He licked at the skin there. It tasted salty and sweet…addictive. He moved a bit lower, kissing and then licking at her skin. She stood there, her head bent forward, tendrils of her hair curling around her neck, brushing the fingers of the hand with which he kept lightly touching her shoulder.

He spread his fingers out and drew his touch down her back, heading toward that birthmark. He ran his finger around it, feeling the edges of her skin and then the different texture of the birthmark. He used his tongue next and she shivered in his arms as he moved lower.

She wore simple cotton nude-colored bikini underwear and honestly, he’d never seen anything sexier than her hips shifted to one side, her butt covered in that cotton. He ran his finger around the edge of the elastic, taking his time as he did so. She was so small compared to him…so delicate and he didn’t want to rush or overwhelm her with the passion that had been building inside of him since last summer.

He had a year’s worth of yearning inside of him and it was all he could do to stem the tide of it. He’d been crushing on Emma forever but it had been the last year or so that he’d decided to do something about it. He tried to think of different fishing lures and the complicated way to tie them as he cupped her butt through her panties and then slowly drew the fabric down her legs.

She shifted her weight from one foot to the other as she pushed her underwear down and then she stepped out of them. He was kneeling by her feet and he kissed the back of her knees as she started to turn toward him. He caught his breath as he breathed in the scent of her feminine arousal. He put his hand on her thigh and she stood there looking down at him. Her arms crossed loosely over her middle. Her breasts still covered in that nude-colored bra but she was bare and in front of him and all he could think of was that he wanted to taste her. He needed to taste her.

He looked up at her and she just kept looking down at him. As if unsure of what he wanted. He wondered how experienced Emma was. He’d slept with anyone who was interested in him since he was seventeen, but Emma had always struck him as choosier. She wasn’t someone who did this casually. And it was important to him that this night was special for her and for him. Different than just getting his rocks off with a hot girl.

This was Emma. It had to be more.

He stood up and lifted her into his arms, carrying her over to the camp bed he’d been using that was in the corner. He laid her on it and she tried to sit up, but he put his hand on her stomach, spreading his fingers wide to keep her supine.

“I want to look at you,” he said. His voice was as rough as the callouses on his hands, but he didn’t think that bothered her. And there was nothing he could do to change it. She made him forget about all the trappings of society that he put on in town.

She stripped him raw and back to the man he truly was, and he didn’t regret it. He wanted to see the woman she really was.

To bring her so much pleasure that she forgot shyness and doubts and whatever else was going on in that gorgeous head of hers. He touched her, caressing her legs and the bones of her hips before drawing closer to the flesh he longed to caress. He wanted to touch her and taste her and take everything she could give him. He brought his hand closer to her center. She parted her legs and he placed his palm over her, cupping her as he leaned over the camp bed and kissed her while he parted her.

Drawing his finger lightly over her, tapping her pleasure bud and seeing how she reacted, how she shifted her hips, and he realized she was trying to direct her touch where she needed it and he smiled to himself. Emma wasn’t as inexperienced as he’d feared, and she reached down, taking his wrist and moving the hand between her legs to where she needed it. Then she tore her mouth from his and lifted her back slightly to reach behind and undo the clasp of her bra.

He helped her pull it off and tossed it aside. She lay back on the bed and he couldn’t help but lower his head and take her nipple into his mouth as his fingers moved between her legs. He felt her hands on his side, stroking down his body until her fingers were reaching across his abdomen.

He pushed his jeans and underwear out of the way and turned so that his erection was in reach of her, she grabbed him and stroked him up and down as he pushed his fingers deeper inside of her. He could feel the frantic motions of her hips and the way her hand kept working him and knew that she was getting closer to her climax.

He lifted his mouth from her breast and shifted his hips away from her touch and then turned to part her feminine flesh and took it in his mouth. Licking at that tiny bud and tasting all of her as her hips moved more frantically against him.

Her hands grabbed at his head as her hips lifted from the bed and he heard her cry out and then say his name.
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Emma sat up, climbing off the camp bed and onto his lap. She wrapped her arms and legs around him and pulled him close as she shoved her hands into his hair and brought her mouth down hard on his. Her tongue pushed deep into his mouth and he fumbled in his pocket for the condom he’d placed there earlier, holding it with one hand while Emma moved on him. She was warm and wet, and he felt her on his cock and knew he was seconds from entering her without any protection. He tore his mouth from hers.

“What?” she asked.

“Condom,” he said. That was all he could manage. Just the one word. She took it from him, opened it and shifted back. He held his erection for her as she placed the condom on the tip and drew it down until he was covered.

He put his hands on the backs of her thighs and drew her forward until the tip of his erection was poised at the entrance of her body. Their eyes met as she shifted upward on her knees, her hands on his shoulders, their foreheads pressed together, her hair hanging around them like a curtain and then she slowly lowered herself onto him.

He let her take control, take him as slowly as she wanted to, but he wasn’t sure how much more he could take and then he was all the way inside of her. Damn. She felt so good. Her breasts were pressed against his chest, her mouth was on his jaw, his neck and then on his. She kissed him hard and deep as she started to ride him. He put his hands on her butt and tried to direct her, to keep the pace slow and steady to build her back to the edge.

His entire body was screaming for release, but he liked the feeling of being on the edge of it. Liked having her in his arms and the slow tease of her body dancing on his. He wanted more but at the same time he wanted this to last forever and it couldn’t. He knew that but he wanted—no needed—to draw out every moment.

She shifted again, starting to move more rapidly against him. Her head fell back, her breasts thrusting up toward him with each move and he leaned to capture one nipple in his mouth, sucking on it as she continued to ride him. He felt the feathering of sensation down his back and knew his orgasm was coming.

He lifted his head and put his hands on her butt, driving her harder and faster against him. She held on to his shoulders, her breathing sawing in and out and her body tightening around his, and he heard her breath catch and that long, low cry he’d heard a few minutes earlier before she called out his name.

He started pounding up into her until everything in him clenched and then the long release of his climax rushed through him. He buried his face in her shoulder and held her until his body stopped pulsing and his heartbeat slowed. She had her head on his shoulder and her hand was moving languidly up and down his back. Just the softest of touches that was so light he might almost be imagining it.

But he wasn’t imagining anything. Emma was here in his house and in his arms. And no matter what the future held, he’d always have this moment with her. He shifted around as his legs started to tingle.

She moved as well, scooting over to sit next to him. She looked over at him and he wished he could be eloquent like the men in the books she read but words weren’t his thing. He could only stare at her and hope she knew how much she meant to him. But he knew he had to say something.

“I’m not any good at this after-talk stuff,” Red said. “Damn, woman, you set my world on fire.”

“That’ll do, Red,” she said with a smile. “Should we wash up and have dinner? I want to show you some of the books I brought out here with ideas for your house.”

She stood up next to him and then offered him her hand. He took it and stood next to her. She was so blasé about this, as if making love to him hadn’t changed a thing between them. But then he noticed the slight shaking of her hands and that she kept looking at him when she thought he wasn’t looking.

He pulled her into his arms, hugging her until after a moment he felt her arms wrapped around his waist. He whispered into her ear the things he didn’t feel comfortable saying out loud.

“That was so damned good I’m almost afraid it didn’t happen. I like you, Em. I like you a lot and I don’t want to mess this up,” he said.

She turned her head and their eyes met. “I don’t want to either. I didn’t know…I want to be cool, you know?”

He shook his head. “I don’t want you to be cool. I need you to be Emma. That’s how I’ll know that everything is okay between us.”

She blinked and then nodded. “I can do that.”

She turned to look for her dress, and he caught his breath at the beauty of her. She wasn’t super skinny or toned but she was Emma and when he looked at her he knew that no one else could compare.

That should have been a warning that he was falling for her but he’d always felt different around her so he ignored it. She was different and he was moving into a new phase. It made sense that Emma would be the one rocking his world.


Romance is not enough.


~lesson learned from Jane Austen’s Pride & Prejudice

Chapter Eight

Fishing.

She couldn’t believe she’d agreed to go fishing with Red but honestly if she was going to ask him to sneak around with her, she needed to at least try to see if they could work as a couple. And he liked doing outdoor things. It had been a week since they’d made love in his house.

She’d doused herself with mosquito repellent and sunblock and was pretty sure she smelled like a tourist, but she didn’t think that Red would mind. He met her at the dock with his canoe. He had on a muscle tee that showed off his biceps and despite the fact that he was a redhead, he had a bit of a freckle-driven tan.

She smiled and waved at him awkwardly but then again this was her. She tended to be awkward when she didn’t want to be. It was as if thinking about not being awkward made her more so.

He waved back. “You look… What are you dressed for?”

“Fishing. Frankly, I’ve only gone fishing on Animal Crossing and I figured that wasn’t too realistic since I was wearing a kimono and catching everything I tapped on.”

“What’s Animal Crossing?”

“It’s a game for the Nintendo Switch but I play it on my iPad. I use it in the library when parents are late to pick up their kids. It’s a good distraction. I kind of got sucked into playing.”

“That still doesn’t explain why you are wearing waders, a fishing vest and hat,” he said. “We’re going to cast from the shore,” he said.

“Tim sold me all this gear,” she said, as she got down to the dock where he waited.

“Tim was joshing with you. You don’t need any of this. I like the vest though,” he said. “I can’t imagine you’re going to want to tie your own line or gut your catches, so you won’t need these.”

He pointed to the sharp knife that her father had loaned her. “Dad said you’d be impressed if I brought it.”

He raised one eyebrow at her. “Are you going to use it?”

“Will that impress you?” she asked. God, please let him say no, she thought. But Red was doing a lot of things that were outside his comfort zone and he was hiding their relationship as she’d asked, so if he said yes, she was going to do it.

“Yes, but I think I’d be worried about where my real Emma was,” he said.

“I can change too,” she said. “I don’t want this to be a one-sided relationship.”

“You don’t have to gut fish to convince me of that,” he said. “I brought a pole for you to use and thought we’d canoe upriver to a spot that should be good this time of day.”

It was twilight and she’d read in a fishing guide that was the better time to fish—or sunrise. “Sounds good. I can canoe. I was in Girl Scouts and earned a badge for it.”

“I’m impressed. Do you want to steer?”

“Nah, it’s been a few years since I was fourteen,” she said with a laugh.

“Yeah, me too,” he said. They got in the canoe and Red put her gear with the stuff he’d already stashed in the middle.

She followed his lead, rowing when he told her to and then resting. The Pedernales wasn’t too high, as it had been a week or so since their last rainstorm and there was a breeze on the river that cut through the lingering heat of summer. Red wasn’t a big talker normally, so she was surprised that he kept up a steady stream of information as they paddled.

He pointed out birds, flowers and different fish in the water as they moved through it.

“You should write a guide for this area, Red. You know a lot of stuff,” she said.

“Well me and writing don’t get along.”

“Then maybe do a video series. Honestly, I don’t normally like to be outside and I’m already thinking about the next time you and I will be on the river.”

“I’m thinking about it too,” he said. “I hope you like fishing.”

“I’m sure I will. I’m with you and I usually enjoy that time,” she said.

“Me too, Ems.”

He angled the canoe toward the shore and then hopped out, pulling it closer to the bank and handing her the guide rope. “Hold this and I’ll carry you to shore so you don’t get wet.”

She did as he asked, and he lifted her in his arms. Spontaneously she wrapped her arms around his shoulders and kissed him. She was afraid to let herself fall for him. Didn’t want to look the fool the way she had when Trey had left but there was no denying the way he made her feel and she was tired of pretending.

He kissed her back, long and hard, and then lifted his head. “We better stop or I’m going to scare all the fish away making love to you in this river.”

She nodded. She wouldn’t have minded that, but she wanted to fish with Red. She wanted to do this thing that he loved and maybe figure out if there was part of her that could love it too.

He baited her hook and showed her how to cast and, to be honest, once she got the rhythm of it she liked it. Red moved further down the bank and Emma snapped a photo of him with her phone. He had his head bowed as he worked on baiting his own hook. He still hadn’t donned a shirt over his muscle tee and he looked so good it hurt to breathe.

She didn’t care what she told herself, no matter how much she was trying to protect her emotions and save herself from heartbreak, she wanted Red and she was falling for him.

[image: *]*

Red was glad that Emma had suggested fishing this afternoon because his trip to Austin to visit his attorney hadn’t gone that smoothly. The house was nearing completion along but not fast enough if Red was going to push for custody before the end of summer. The Odems weren’t reassured by his building a house and were afraid, in their words, that he was just playing house and enamored with the idea of being a father since his best friend now had joint custody of his nephew.

Red rubbed the back of his neck and then shook it off. He couldn’t say they were wrong because on paper he knew it looked that way, but in his heart, he knew that he wanted to be Molly’s dad because of her. It wasn’t that he wanted what Braden had—he’d never been that kind of guy—but convincing two skeptical grandparents and a judge wouldn’t be that easy.

“Red!”

He glanced over at Emma and saw that she’d caught something. He reeled his line in and set his pole down to go and help her.

“What do I do?”

“Reel it in, nice and slow,” he said.

She started to, biting her lower lip as she did it and he moved behind her, putting his hands over hers to show her how to do it.

“Thanks.”

He stepped away once she got the hang of it and moved closer to the shore, ready to unhook her fish when she got it to the surface. It was a largemouth bass and looked like it might be big enough to keep.

“Feel like fish for dinner?” he asked.

“Oh my gosh, is it big enough to eat?”

“Yes,” he said. Just eyeballing it he guessed it was at least eighteen inches, well over the fourteen-inch minimum. He caught her line as she lifted it from the water and Emma reached out to touch the fish.

She looked in its eye and then shook her head. “I can’t keep that. I would feel bad if we ate it.”

“We could take it over to Delilah. She likes having fresh fish on the menu,” he suggested, wondering if their time dating in the dark was over.

She twisted her fingers together and looked down. “Do you mind if we just throw it back?”

Of course, she would want that. Her hesitance to go public with their relationship was what kept him from telling her about his daughter. He didn’t know what Emma wanted from them as a couple and he wasn’t going to bring his daughter to Last Stand to meet a woman who didn’t want to really be with him. Still, for right now he could respect her wishes. “That’s okay. Let me show you how to release them.”

He clipped the hook and took it from the fish’s mouth and then tossed it back in the river. “What’d you think of your first fishing experience?”

“I’m not sure I’d ever make it as a fisherperson but it’s enjoyable. I can see why you like it. Thanks for throwing it back.”

“I only keep what I can eat or if Delilah asks me to get some for the Dragonfly,” Red said. “No use taking what I can’t use.”

“I’m glad to hear that.”

They continued fishing for another hour or so, doing only catch and release, and then when he could tell she’d had enough he suggested they paddle back to his place. She nodded but had an odd look on her face.

“What is it?”

“I’ve always thought of myself as an indoors girl but now I sort of wonder if that wasn’t it at all. I’ve never really gone fishing or any of that because I was afraid of what I didn’t know, but it’s fun. I really liked the canoeing part and of course being lifted and carried by you was great.”

“I do my best,” he said. “I’m glad to hear that. I know that this kind of life isn’t for everyone, but I wouldn’t live any other way.”

“I know,” she said quietly. “That’s why I wanted to try it.”

“For me?” he asked.

“For you,” she said.

He knew then that he had to find a way to tell her about Molly. Sure everything was still up in the air and he might never be good enough for the judge to grant him custody but he felt like the more he got to know Emma the more she was going to be hurt he hadn’t said anything.

He rubbed the back of his neck before realizing what he was doing. “Say, have you ever thought about having kids?”

“Why? I’m not ready for a family,” she said. “I’ve seen Amelia and Cal and all of the Delaneys circling to raise Lane and it’s hard with the six of them. I can’t even imagine how upside down my world would be if I suddenly had a kid… Is that what you meant?”

She had no idea. He was less sure than ever if he should tell her about Molly until everything was settled. “Yeah, something like that.”

“I like us, Red. I know that we are kind of keeping everything on the down low but that doesn’t mean my feelings aren’t real,” she said.

“Mine either,” he admitted. “You know how my upbringing was. I’m not tied to whatever everyone in town thinks is normal or right, but I wish you felt confident enough in me to trust me.”

She chewed her lower lip and shook her head. “It’s not that I don’t trust you.”

“Then what is it?”

“I don’t trust my own feelings. Everyone else could see the kind of man Trey was, but I never did.”

Red shook his head. He wasn’t Trey Marcuse. The guy had been a bit showy for Red’s taste and they’d never been close. “What did you see?”

She wrapped her arms around her waist and then dropped them, reaching into her pocket to put her sunglasses back on. “I’m not sure. I guess I saw what I wanted to see. You know I made him into the hero I wanted him to be. Even though he’d shown me time and time again he wasn’t that guy.”

He didn’t know how to respond to that. What did she think he was showing her, Red wondered? He was afraid to ask and then realized that if he didn’t ask her then he’d never know. “What do you see in me?”

“Everything that I’ve wanted but been afraid to try for. You’re daring and bold and you always make my pulse race and make me look at the world in a new way.”

That didn’t sound so bad. Right?

“You do the same for me, Ems, make me stop and look at things that I normally just rush by.”

“Good,” she said. “Thanks for taking this slow.”
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She knew he was tired of hiding the fact that they were dating and appreciated him giving her the space she needed to feel more comfortable. She doubted he understood how vulnerable she felt with him. Her feelings scared her, and she wondered if that was all that was going on between them. Sometimes it almost felt like Red was hiding something too.

But as she showed him the ideas she had for the upstairs guest bedroom and he took his time looking over the different boards she’d put together. She shrugged that feeling off. After all she was the one who was pushing them to keep their relationship quiet.

“I wonder if you wouldn’t mind making this room more kid friendly. I want this house to be more than just a bachelor’s place,” he said.

This was the second time he’d brought up kids and she was starting to wonder if he thought she would feel more comfortable with him if he was committed to her. “Sure, I can do that. Amelia got some really cute design books for the Delaney Ranch and the room they are redoing for Lane now that he’s not a baby anymore. They just bought him a toddler bed.”

“Bray didn’t mention that.”

“To be fair, I’m pretty sure he has no clue that Lane moving from a crib to a toddler bed is a big deal,” Emma said. “I think it was past time for him to move according to one book that Lancey was reading. Honestly making this room kid friendly will be easy since so many of my friends are helping raise Lane. Do you want it gender neutral?”

“What’s that?”

“You know not really too girly or too boyish, somewhere in the middle,” she said.

“Yes. That would be good,” he said. “Also, I want to have something on the wall. I found this quote from Winnie-the-Pooh about the smallest things taking up the most space in your heart. I can check the exact wording for you. Can you find someone who can paint that on the wall?”

She had just the person in mind. One of the older ladies who came into the library was a children’s book illustrator and would be perfect for the job. “I love that quote, Red. You’ve obviously given this some thought.”

“Yeah,” he said, reaching up to rub his neck but then clenching his hand and dropping it instead. “I never really had a home or a room that wasn’t at the cabin and I want this place to be…everything my childhood wasn’t.”

She thought about that. The fact that his mom was a world-famous sommelier and had lived apart from Red and his dad for all of Red’s childhood was commonly known. Red had always seemed fine with it. But she sensed now that he had wanted more security. Heck, that didn’t surprise her.

Her own childhood and the secret her mother had kept was still motivating her in everything she did. She was afraid to fall for Red because in part as she’d said, she didn’t trust her own judgment when it came to love thanks to Trey, but the bigger part was that she felt that love was always lined with lies.

“I get that. I think it’s a really lovely idea. I have a thought…what if we make the entire room Winnie-the-Pooh themed? I can bring in the outdoors, so it matches your aesthetic and the rest of the house.”

“Sounds perfect,” he said. “When do you think you can have it ready?”

“I thought I’d start with the master bedroom and your living space and do this for the fall unless you want it sooner?” she asked.

“Yeah I do,” he said. “I think it will be good to have this room finished.”

She put down her notepad and walked over to him. “Red, you know you don’t have to prove anything to me, right? I’m not embarrassed to be with the Red who lives in the cabin by the outfitters.”

He crossed over to her and looked her straight in the eye. “Sometimes I’m not too sure about that. You were reluctant to take fish over to your sister with me tonight. That makes it hard to believe you aren’t embarrassed by me. I know I can’t read, and I didn’t grad—”

She put her fingers over his lips to stop him from talking. “That’s ridiculous. I’m not embarrassed by you. If you want to take fish to Delilah, then we can do that another time. I am just taking my time because I’m hoping it will give my mind the time to catch up to what my heart is starting to feel. I don’t trust my heart, Red. But I do trust you.”

He took her hand from his mouth and pulled her into his arms, kissing her deeply. “I can wait as long as I know you trust me.”

He kissed her again and then made love to her in the empty room that he wanted for his future children and she wasn’t there yet—the children part—but she was starting to feel more and more sure of Red Aldean and her feelings that continued to grow and deepen for him. Even that niggling feeling in the pit of her stomach that he was keeping something from her was quieted by his lovemaking.


Let your bobber float on the water.


~A Texan’s Guide to Fishing

Chapter Nine

The next three weeks flew by as July melted into August. Emma and Red were spending more time together and blissfully no one in her family seemed to notice. Partially because most of their dates were at his new house. She’d watched as Red’s house had taken shape.

The sweeping brick drive had finally been laid and it matched the house that Red had built. It was made of Texas limestone designed to evoke a graciously crafted two-story home with French touches. It had a chateau-like feel, which had surprised her at first, but once Red had shown her a picture of himself and his mom taken in France when he was ten, she’d understood it. The house was stately and grand, not what she’d have expected from Red.

Anyone who saw the house would be impressed. He’d spared no expense in the entry and formal rooms, which all had gleaming tile floors and floor-to-ceiling windows that overlooked the lush view of his lawn down to the river. Intricate local millwork, custom wrought-iron and hand-laid mosaic tile added to the feeling of luxury.

Downstairs the flooring was a mixture of hardwood in the den, game room and that gorgeous marble in the formal rooms. The bedrooms were all being carpeted, and in the downstairs Red had gone with a beautiful Moroccan tile that Emma had seen in a picture online and had immediately thought of him.

She wanted to believe that everything was just as peachy keen as it seemed but a part of her felt like there was something Red was hiding from her. And from the beginning of their friendship he’d never been the kind of man to lie to her. He’d told her straight up in sixth grade when they’d been paired together in science that he couldn’t read. He’d never hesitated to face his flaws with unflinching truth, but still it felt like there was something more he wasn’t sharing.

When they’d both been at the saloon on a big group night out celebrating Finn and Lancey’s baby announcement—the official one—Red had left the group early and never come back. And since no one knew they were seeing each other Emma had just kept quiet instead of going after him.

But there were other moments too. Like today when he’d shown up with a Folio Library Edition of The Blue Fairy Book for her. It was an illustrated replica of Lang’s 1889 fairy-tale book. She held it in her hands, pulling it out of the dust cover and flipping through the pages.

“Do you like it?” he asked. “There were a bunch of different colors but each one had different stories in it. This one has Beauty and the Beast, which I know is your favorite.”

“I love it. Thank you. I saw a paperback years ago but it’s nothing compared to this. This is gorgeous,” she said, leaning over to kiss him quickly since they had tile men working in the downstairs and flooring going in up in the attic. The house was swarming with people. The blinds man—Dave—was working in the kitchen fitting the custom shutters she’d ordered.

“This house is coming along. Pretty soon I won’t be needed…” she said.

“You’ll be needed, Emma. I wanted to talk to you about maybe going public,” he said, rubbing the back of his neck. “But not right now. I have to run back to town to teach water safety to a group of kids. How would you feel about having dinner on the patio tonight? The pool is finished, and the landscape gardener finished the light and outdoor dining area.”

“I’d love it. Want me to text Delilah to see if she’ll prepare something for us?”

“No. I’ll cook. I caught some trout earlier and thought I’d grill it. I have some corn that I picked up in town as well. So maybe you could pick up some bread and a salad?”

“I can do that. What time?”

“Meet back here around seven?” he asked.

“That’s perfect,” she said. “I’ll bring dessert too.”

“That’s great. Sorry to leave you with all these workers,” he said. “You sure you’ll be fine?”

“Yes. I’m going to sit on the porch swing and read this book.”

He leaned over and pulled her close for a kiss that was much deeper than her thank-you kiss had been, and she felt her entire body go on alert. She wondered when he was going to take things further with her again. She threw her arms around him and kissed him back, rubbing her tongue over his and pressing her body to him.

He lifted his head and looked down into her eyes. He hesitated and she wondered what he was thinking. He rubbed his thumb over her bottom lip. “Em, I’ve been holding back because you and I are sneaking around but I don’t want to do that anymore.”

“Me either,” she admitted.

“So, we’re on the same page?” he asked.

“Yes. Unless there is some reason we shouldn’t be,” she said. “Is there something you’re not telling me? I know you have something going on with your attorney. Is there a reason we shouldn’t be together?”

He dropped his arms and stepped back. “Is that what you think?”

“I’m not really sure what to think. You haven’t discussed whatever it is with me and I assume if a lawyer is involved it must be serious.”

“It is,” he said. “But it’s not…I just can’t talk about it now.”

Emma looked at Red and wondered what it was he couldn’t tell her. He’d been open about everything since they’d been kids. What was this? Was it his way of keeping things more sexual between them instead of developing a relationship? She wasn’t sure and she felt if she pushed he might ask her to stop dating him altogether.

“Fair enough. I just don’t know if it’s serious or not,” she said. “Is that why all we’ve done is kiss and make out lately? Is it that you’re not sure about me?”

There, she thought, she’d asked him. She hadn’t slept with that many men and she knew that for her it had to be more than a casual hookup. She’d just always been that way. She didn’t care what anyone else did but for her it had to mean something. And she had started to think that maybe there was something holding Red back from hooking up with her again. Whatever he and his attorney were dealing with.

“No, Emma. Not that,” he said. “It’s complicated and I was waiting for you to be sure you wanted to be my girl. You’re the one who wanted to keep things quiet. Now that I know that has changed, everything is different.”
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Red knew he had to come clean with Emma about everything that was going on in his world. But he’d been trying to balance her needs. She’d been pretty clear when they’d had dinner that being seen with him wasn’t something she was ready for. But here they were weeks later, and she was ready.

He was too. He’d been patient with her, giving her the time she needed to get used to him. It went against every instinct he had to take things slow, but she was different. And she hadn’t seemed to mind until this afternoon.

“I’m glad that it’s changed,” she said.

“Me too,” he admitted. He had to tell her about his daughter. But it was still up in the air. Her maternal grandparents weren’t going to give her up without a fight and at this moment he wasn’t too sure he was going to ever get custody of his daughter. Should he mention it to Emma now? It seemed a bit presumptuous to do it. They were dating but it was so casual…except it wasn’t.

“I’m not saying you have to tell me about whatever you have going on,” she said. “I’ll trust you if you say it’s nothing. I just feel like there is a part of you that you are holding back. Is it because you think you’ll overwhelm me?”

“Overwhelm you? How would I do that?” he asked.

“You’re usually so much bolder and I know you hook up a lot from gossip around town and we have only once…”

He took her hand and led her away from the men who were working downstairs and outside where they could be alone underneath the big oak tree.

“Emma, I am holding back a little bit because I don’t want to screw things up. You’re right—I do date around a bit, but those women are only interested in me for one thing. Not one of them has talked to me the way you do. To them I’m something different than I am to you and I know that.”

“Are you sure?” she asked.

He was handling Emma with care because she mattered to him and he wanted her in his life—always. Even if this relationship didn’t work out. That was why he’d secretly talked to his builder about turning the dedicated game room space into a library. He knew the Corbyn Mansion had one and Emma had admitted that she’d cultivated her love of reading while spending her afternoons in there and it had made him think of his daughter—God he hoped she didn’t have dyslexia the way he had. But if she did, he’d be more aware. He wasn’t faulting either of his parents—they’d done the best they could by him—but neither had been focused on raising him. Their careers kept them busy and his dad just figured he didn’t like reading.

“I’m not the most open person in general. I don’t like talking about myself or my problems,” he said. “I just feel like I should sort that stuff out on my own. No one likes a whiner.”

“That sounds like Mr. Aldean talking—not you, Red. You’ve never once whined,” she said. His father had been a gruff, quiet man. Emma hadn’t spoken to him more than a handful of times before he retired and moved to Seattle to live with his wife.

“Maybe. But it took. Those words of his. I do have something going on,” he said. “I will tell you about it but not yet. It’s still a big muddy mess.”

She could see on his face that he was troubled by it and he looked a bit pissed off too. “It’s okay. I just need to know that I’m not looking at you but seeing someone else, you know?”

He took a step back and looked at her with his brow furrowed. “Who else would you see?”

He wasn’t entirely sure that he could live up to an ideal she’d formed about him or about them together. He was trying but he knew he was close to the breaking point. He hadn’t had a minute out on the river fishing by himself where he wasn’t worrying about either Molly or Emma in more than a month and he was tired. Not of Emma. Never of her, but things were coming a head with the custody battle. Now that his house was almost finished and he’d proven he was a stable man, it was harder for the Odems to just write him off. And then there was Emma and his feelings for her were deepening but he was afraid to let it go any further until she committed to going out with him in public. Honestly, he was doing his level best to keep it together.

She watched him as if she weren’t sure how to word her response and he wondered if he’d moved too slow. Had he given her too much line? Was she getting away before he’d had a chance to even try to keep her?

It wouldn’t really surprise him since he’d been torn between trying to get his daughter and woo Emma. And he knew that there was going to come a time when he was going to have to choose between waiting for Molly to officially be his and telling Emma.

And if he did tell her would she think that he had asked her out because she made him seem more settled, more respectable? And he knew he hadn’t asked her out until after he’d found out about Molly… In his head these were two very different things but would she see it that way?

“Emma?” he asked, prompting her because if there was one thing Red knew it was that he hated not knowing.
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Emma wasn’t sure that she should have admitted what she had. But she knew that Red wasn’t being himself around her. Since Christmas he’d been a polished-up version of the Red that she liked but the truth was she’d started to like him as he was. That big outdoors man never hesitated but for some reason he was tentative around her.

She wanted to say that she saw him as the man she was falling for, she thought, but was smart enough not to say that out loud. She knew that it was too soon to really know but there were little things he’d done while they’d been working on his house that had made her realize that whomever Red was playing at being, she liked him. “I see a version of you. Someone who checks all my boxes.”

“I hope that is the only version of me,” he said.

“We both know it isn’t. You’re being someone else for me. You pretty much admitted it a minute ago. I know the real you is somewhere between what those women get of you at the saloon and what I get.”

He put his hands on her hips and shook his head at her. “Woman, you are making me crazy.”

He pulled her into his arms and lifted her off her feet, walking backward until he was leaning against the trunk of the oak tree. “You’re getting the real me. The only me that I want to be.”

She put her hand on his jaw. She loved the freedom to touch him when they were out here and she leaned down, brushing her lips against his. He took control of the kiss and her pulse beat so fast she was sure the workers could hear it up in the house. But she didn’t stop. She kept kissing Red until she forgot everything else except him. But in the back of her mind was the worry that he had a secret.

He wasn’t telling her something and she had no idea what that was or what impact that would have on them.

She could only hope that whatever it was, she could handle it.

His phone rang and he ignored it. It was the first time that he’d done that, and she lifted her mouth from his and opened her eyes. He was watching her with his stormy-blue-gray gaze, and she knew he was debating taking the phone call.

“You can answer your phone,” she said.

“No. I want this moment just for us,” he said.

She saw the truth of those words in his eyes and the intent in his gaze. He was doing this for her, but she had no idea of the reason why. She did know that secrets—no matter why they were being kept—had a way of hurting people and sometimes it hurt those who weren’t directly involved. “Do you know the story of why Amelia left when she was sixteen?”

“Not really,” Red said. “Something to do with a fight with your mom?”

“Yes,” Emma said. She took his hand and led him to the bench that had been placed near the tree and looked down to the river. “Please don’t mention this to anyone else, but I think you need to know why secrets bother me so much.”

“You don’t have to explain yourself.”

“I want to,” she said. “I have to. My mom was pregnant when she and my dad fell in love, but she didn’t know it. When she found out and told him it changed nothing between them: he still loved her, and she still loved him. The other man wanted nothing to do with my mom or her child and so my parents just decided that the baby was my dad’s. He raised Amelia as his own and we all lived like that until Amelia’s biological father needed her. He needed her bone marrow to save his young son and my parents had to tell us the truth. It shattered my family in a way I can’t describe to you, Red. It changed everything. From that day on my parents weren’t the same. They’d lied to us all for so long and in a way, it didn’t change the family we were, but it had.”

“Wow. That’s a lot to take in. How old were you?”

“Thirteen,” she said. “I could never just trust my parents again. Sure, they spent a lot of time trying to make up for it but a part of me has always understood why they did it. I wouldn’t have said anything either and I think all of us live in that gray area between truth and lie.”

He turned to face her, taking her hands in his and looking down at her with a very troubled look in his eyes.

“I don’t want that for us,” he said.

“I don’t think we have a choice. Something is going on in your life,” she said. “I respect that you need the space to deal with it and I get that. I just can’t help fearing the worst.”

Ugh. It sounded to her like she was trying to get him to tell her his secret, which she wasn’t. She stood up and turned to face him. “I’m just saying that’s why I’m so weird about it. I don’t need you to tell me. I’m just afraid. And that’s the fear that was born that day when I learned Amelia wasn’t who I thought she was, and our family wasn’t either. It’s not that we couldn’t be human or flawed, it was simply that we’d always felt perfect and now I knew we weren’t.”

Red got up and pulled her into his arms, hugging her close. “No one is perfect.”

“I know that. But in my mind sometimes I still try to make it seem that way. Try to smooth the rough edges… I don’t want to do that with you, Red. I want us to be real.”

“We are, Emma. I was saying to you that I want that too. I can’t…I have to get into town but tonight at dinner we will talk about everything. Will you trust me?”

She nodded but in her heart she wasn’t sure. She’d told him her deepest, darkest fear. The thing she normally kept hidden away so he’d know that she didn’t need him to be perfect, just honest.


You can judge a man by the size of his library.


~lesson learned from Jane Austen’s Pride & Prejudice

Chapter Ten

“I need a favor,” Red said as he walked into Braden’s office at Outlaw Tequila. His friend was leaning on his desk, looking at a foam core board displaying images of different wanted posters for their fall/winter promotions.

“Sure. Which do you like best?” Braden asked motioning him over and leaning over the desk.

“I think Finn looks like a bad Santa. Lea suggested we just use one of us, but I can’t decide. Cal’s left it up to me because he had to go to New York for one of his football buddy meet-ups.”

Only Braden would call Cal meeting with his former NFL teammates a football meet-up. It made Red realize how a different perspective could put things into the right view. Maybe he was overthinking everything with Emma. There was no reason to keep his daughter a secret from her. He’d known that since the night they’d slept together at his place. But he hadn’t been able to find the courage to tell her about Molly.

He’d never even met her. What if…

“I like them all,” Red said. “When I buy tequila, I don’t really care what’s on the label.”

“Great, that was really not helpful. What did you need?”

“Advice,” he said. “And do you have one of those stand-up wine ice buckets? I know Delilah has them at the Dragonfly but I’m trying to surprise Emma.”

“I don’t have one, but I’ll ask Delilah for one and tell her you are picking it up for me,” Braden said. His best friend knew he was sneaking around with Emma. Red and Braden just had never kept anything from each other.

“Thanks. Should I tell Emma about Molly?” Red asked. “I’ve gone back and forth on this and spent a good bit of time at my favorite fishing spot thinking on it and I’m still not sure.”

“Yes, you should tell her. I know all the reasons why you are hesitating but the longer you wait the more hurt she’ll be and there is a chance you’ll lose her,” Braden said. “That’s not what you want.”

“Hell. I know that. I keep running it around and around and like you said there’s risk on either side. I mean I tell her: she gets pissed and leaves me. I don’t get Molly so no one in town would ever know and I’ve lost Emma. Or I get Molly…and then what?”

“You’ll figure it out. Remember when you took me on the survivalist weekend thing in April?”

“Yeah, I saved your damn life more than once,” Red reminded him. “I’m not likely to forget that.”

“You did. And I’m grateful and so is Lea by the way. But you said to me we don’t have to worry about how we’ll drive home, remember? Just worry about surviving the next hour and then the one after that. That’s what you need to do with Emma and Molly.”

“Just tell her what I can,” Red said out loud. It made sense. In this moment his gut was telling him to talk to Emma about the daughter he’d never met because her temporary guardians and the guardian ad litem had agreed it would simply confuse Molly. But that made Red’s heart ache at what it might mean. What if he never got custody of Molly? What if telling Emma about Molly caused him to lose her? That would be two more women who walked out of his life.

The risk was so high and he prided himself on accepting the path he’d been on, the life he’d lived so not taking this risk… He had to do it.

“Thanks, Bray. Text after you’ve talked to Delilah,” Red said.

“You’re welcome. Let me know how it goes,” Braden said. “I’ll be working late. Lea is going to Whiskey River for her stepbrother Alex’s bachelor party so if you need me later…I’m here.” Lea and Alex weren’t technically related because Lea’s mom had broken up with Alex’s dad a long time ago but the two of them kept their bond.

Red nodded and walked out the door. He was a loner by nature. He didn’t have a lot of family around him, which was probably why he’d hooked up with various women over the course of his adult life and never settled down. Braden was the only one he really relied on and he felt like he could do the same with Emma but at the same time, he knew the life he’d lived was putting that at risk.

The fact that he’d never formed any bonds meant he had a daughter he’d never met and now that he was ready to put down roots with Emma that might be asking her for too much. He walked out of the Outlaw Tequila building, which had been built in the old jail, and saw the library. The library was always going to be Emma.

He realized tonight when he came clean with her—and he was going to do that—he might be putting their relationship at risk. There might come a time when he was in town and wouldn’t feel like this. Wouldn’t look at the library and have that warm, Emma-induced feeling.

Damn.

He was getting all Dr. Phil on himself and that wasn’t what he needed. He had lanterns to pick up at the antique shop in Whiskey River and a dinner to get to work on fixing. He’d focus on that. Like Braden had reminded him. One step at a time. He couldn’t predict what the next outcome would be, but he’d roll with it.

He was good at taking chances and making a spot where no fish were biting turn into a fine catch. He could do that. He would do that with Emma. And Molly when she came here. But until then he was going to just keep moving forward.

Braden texted him he could go by and get the wine cooler and he did it. Delilah was in the kitchen yelling at someone and Red hid his smile when she glanced up and saw him standing there. For such a petite woman she could really give a dressing-down. But he shouldn’t have been surprised. He’d heard his mom do the same when a novice sommelier had corked a vintage bottle of wine.

“Braden sent me to collect an ice bucket,” Red said.

“It’s right here. Does he need a bottle of wine?”

“Nah, I have a couple of cases that my parents sent me so I’m giving him one,” Red said.

“Does he need dessert?” she asked. “I mean if he was cooking fish and greens, he might want to think about something light for dessert.”

“I’ll let him know,” Red said.

“When are you and Emma going to stop sneaking around?” she asked after she’d pulled him away from the open kitchen door.

“I don’t know what you mean,” he said.

“Lea’s going to Whiskey River tonight for her stepbrother’s bachelor party. There is no way Braden needs an ice bucket tonight,” Delilah pointed out. “But Emma stopped by and had me make a salad that would go well with fish and she’s not going to be home until late tonight. Do I really have to connect the dots?”

“Did Emma say anything to you?” Red asked.

“No.”

“Then there you go,” he said. Then took the ice bucket and left.
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Emma lost herself in the fairy book that Red had given her and by the time she realized that the house had gone quiet, the workers were wrapping up for the day. She tucked the book in her bag to make sure they were all off before she locked up Red’s house and drove back into town.

She had to admit that when she’d asked Red to keep their relationship on the down low she hadn’t really thought of what that would mean for him. She’d been a bit selfish thinking of her own family and how the less time she had to spend talking about her relationship the happier she’d be. But because she had asked him to keep it a secret, she hadn’t told anyone she was seeing him and had no one to talk to about him. Her sister Amelia was in New York with Cal and Delilah was over at the Dragonfly working. She’d texted Delilah earlier to ask her to make a salad to go for her dinner date with Red. But hadn’t mentioned Red. So that would leave either Memaw, who Emma was still a little upset with for telling everyone she hadn’t waved at Red and starting this entire thing, or her mom.

Her mom sort of knew… She’d been guessing at it when Emma had scooped up the fabric books. She parked her car and walked down to her mom’s store, which was busy with the last of the day-trippers trying to shop at Yippee Ki Yay before heading back to their homes or bed-and-breakfasts. Her mom looked up from a customer and gave her a thumbs-up. It was a signal from when she was a girl and her mom wanted to know if she was okay. Emma did it back and then waved, motioning she’d text her later.

She walked down Main Street, aimlessly. Normally she’d just rush home to finish reading her book, but she couldn’t. Red was on her mind and she wanted to talk. Had she missed something? She thought he was hiding—well, he’d admitted that he wasn’t telling her everything with his attorney—but Emma wondered if she even had a right to ask about that.

Was it just because she’d decided to keep him a secret that she felt like this?

“You look like you are contemplating something heavy,” Lea Dunwoody said as she opened the door to her pet bakery, Good Boy, and came out.

“I’m not,” she said. “Sorry if my loitering was costing you customers.”

Lea laughed and glanced around. “Most people have already shopped my side of the street. You want to go grab a drink at the saloon?”

Emma glanced at her watch. She had about forty minutes until she had to get home and get changed before driving back out to Red’s for their date.

“Sure, or we could go to my place and eat brownies and have lemonade.”

“That sounds awesome except that brownies and milk go together,” Lea said. “I can only stay for about thirty minutes. I’m helping host Alex’s bachelor party tonight. Technically I’m the maid of honor but since he’s a dude I thought it would be weird to call it a bachelorette party.”

Emma laughed. “I can’t believe he finally said yes.”

“No one can. I think his mom just wants him married before he changes his mind,” Lea said. “I get it. Braden keeps saying things like how we should be married but I don’t know. I want to be sure.”

Emma hugged her friend. She got it. It was hard for Lea to trust marriage since Lea’s mom had been through so many marriages and divorces. “It’s a wonder anyone gets married anymore.”

Lea laughed at her. “Why do you say that?”

“Just that there are so many reasons not to trust it,” she said. “But I’m glad that Alex and Kevin are. Can I… I know we’re not besties or anything, but I really need to talk to someone. If I told you something would you keep it to yourself?”

“Yes,” Lea said.

“What’s up?” Lea asked five minutes later when they were sitting around her kitchen table with a pan of brownies between them.

Emma didn’t know where to begin so took a deep breath. “I’ve been sort of seeing Red for about three weeks now and I think… I can’t tell if he’s hiding something from me. I kind of made a big deal about something—”

“You’ve been seeing Red?”

“Yes,” Emma said.

“About damn time,” Lea said. “You two practically give off sparks whenever you’re together. So you’re not sure if he’s really hiding something or if it’s the sneaking around?”

“Yeah. I mean I’m the one who asked him to keep it quiet. My family is such a pain,” Emma said.

“They are sort of always around,” Lea said. “But I think it’s sweet. So you’re hiding Red from your folks?”

“Yeah,” Emma said. “I mean not really. I have no problems with them knowing I just don’t want them nibbing in my business.”

“I can understand that,” Lea said. “So what do you think he’s hiding?”

“I don’t know. But he’s been secretive about something that he’s been dealing with and it made me wonder if that’s all he’s hiding.”

“What else would he be hiding?”

“I’m not his usual kind of woman,” Emma said. Admitting what she’d secretly been fearing for so long. She was a bookish woman who was quiet and shy. Not his usual type.

Lea shook her head and then leaned in close and gestured for Emma to do the same.

“You are exactly his kind of woman, which is why you are different. If I were you, I’d stop hiding the fact that you’re dating. Then everything will come out.”
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Red pulled into the driveway of his house and sat there for a few minutes staring up at it. He’d already made a few changes to make the house more the home that Emma was helping him realize he’d always wanted. It hadn’t been until someone had asked him if he’d wanted tile or wood flooring that he actually had an opinion on it.

Of course, this had all started because of Molly. His lawyer had flown to South Carolina to meet with the grandparents and discuss a few things in person. He had told Red he’d have some news for him soon as to whether they’d be moving forward with the court or settling on rights outside of it. There were pros to either but Red still wasn’t sure. He wanted to know his daughter. Thought she should be raised by him, even though there was a part of him that could understand why someone else might not see him as a father figure. Molly was his cub, he thought. He was going to protect her and raise her…the way he wished he’d been raised.

Lately, he’d been picturing Emma with them at this big house on the river. Picturing her and Molly reading in the library he’d added to the floor plans—last minute. Picturing himself showing them both how to fish from the dock but to be fair, Red knew Emma would read while they fished. Because he hadn’t been sent a recent picture of Molly and he only had her baby picture, in his head she looked a bit like him and a bit like her mom.

Damn.

He needed to get to work setting everything up for tonight. He wanted it to be perfect when he finally came clean with Emma about Molly and about the future. She’d surprised him more than once while they’d been dating and he suspected that was because he’d set his own expectations of who she was instead of ever really seeing her.

It had been easy to see her as the pretty bookworm who was smarter than anyone else he knew…except maybe Braden, but there was a lot more to her and he hated that he’d almost missed it. But maybe that was what dating was for.

He took his time hanging the lanterns in the tree near the river. He put some citronella torches around the area where they’d be dining so they weren’t bothered by mosquitos and then went back to his truck to get the table and chairs. He set the standing ice bucket next to the table and then hauled the Yeti cooler with their food into the back patio and dining area that had been finished earlier this week. The grill was all set up and the electricity was still working. He took a quick look at his watch and realized he had just enough time to shower before Emma got here.

His phone rang as he got out of the shower and he almost slipped trying to grab it. “Aldean here.”

“Aldean here,” his dad said with a smile in his voice.

“Dad. How’s it going?”

“Good. How about you?”

He hadn’t told his parents about Molly either and he didn’t want to mention that on the phone. “Good. I’m fixing to go out though. Can we talk later?”

“Yes. Your mom and I are coming to Last Stand next week. She’s finally retired and I miss home,” Dad said.

“Good. I can’t wait to see you both. I’ve been building a house on the property you gave me. It’s not done yet but it should be in about a month or so. You and Mom can stay at the cabin.”

“We’ll sort that out when we get there. She’s been looking at real estate so we might be buying a house,” Dad said.

“Are y’all moving back here for good?” Red asked. He couldn’t believe his mom would be living in Last Stand. She’d never lived there. And he’d always understood that she was one of the few female top-tier sommeliers in the world so she couldn’t live in Texas.

“We’re thinking about it,” Dad said. “I really don’t like living in the city and since she’s retiring there’s no reason for us to stay.”

Red hadn’t realized how much he missed his dad until he heard him say that. “Dad, I would be miserable there too.”

“I know, son, that’s why I never asked you to come and live here,” he said. “So you think you could use a hand around the outfitters? I’m anxious to get back out there.”

“Yes, of course. Summer’s winding down but there will be plenty to keep us busy,” Red said, realizing he wanted to talk to his dad about Molly. He had thought mentioning it over the phone wouldn’t be right but he couldn’t wait. “Dad…there’s something else I haven’t mentioned to you and since you’re moving back maybe I should.”

“What is it?”

“I have a kid. I just found out about her and I’m trying to get custody. Her name is Molly and she’s two. I haven’t been allowed to meet her yet,” Red said. “But I’m not going to stop until I get custody of her.”

“Wow, that’s a bit of news,” Dad said. “What can we do?”

“Nothing right now. I’ve got the best family attorney in this area on it. I just wanted to give you a heads-up.”

“Thanks, son. If you need anything,” he said, “I’m here.”

“Sorry I didn’t say anything sooner,” Red added.

“Nothing to apologize for—everything happens when it’s meant to,” his dad said.

Red was still thinking about his father’s words after he’d changed for dinner and was waiting on the front porch for Emma.


Fishing takes patience!


~A Texan’s Guide to Fishing

Chapter Eleven

Emma parked her car in the front of Red’s house, took the insulated bag with the salad and dessert and went around the back. She noticed the grill was on and heating up. The oak tree under which they’d spoken earlier had been filled with lanterns. They hung from the lower branches and illuminated a table that was set for two.

She stood there for a moment and just took in the sight of it. In truth she’d read about these kinds of gestures in books and seen them in movies many times, but no man had ever done this for her. She took out her phone and snapped a picture of it to save it. Though she knew that this was something she’d never forget. She looked around for Red and saw him down at the river.

He had his hands on his hips and was looking upriver, probably watching the current or the fish, whatever it was he did. Red had the same fascination with the outdoors that she did with books. He could spend hours just being in nature. She realized she still held her phone loosely in her hand and lifted it to snap another picture. This one of the man who she knew she was falling for.

Maybe that was why she’d pushed so hard today to get him to give up his secrets. Maybe that was why this dinner under an old tree filled with lanterns meant so much to her. Maybe that was why she’d found herself awkwardly talking about him to Lea this afternoon.

She didn’t know for sure, but the truth was that her feelings for Red had been growing for a long time. She’d always been a bit afraid of actually falling in love and she knew that most of the men she dated thought her high standards for relationships came from the books she read but the truth was she knew men had feet of clay. She knew they were flawed and allowed that they weren’t perfect.

Her own father, who was the best man she knew, had lied to her and her sisters for years. A part of her expected Red to lie to her. In part because of her feelings but also because she knew that’s just how people were. Her mom had lied as well. People lied all the time, Emma had long ago realized. And she had never found a way to be at peace with it.

To her it had seemed that everyone was flawed. She knew from her own experience that she was flawed too. Most likely it came from trying to protect herself from being hurt again. So instead of being honest and allowing Red to court her and date her like a regular guy she had him sneaking around…though a part of her really enjoyed the private time they had together.

Red turned and saw her standing there and waved as he walked toward her. “Sorry. Lost track of time. I meant to be out front when you got here.”

“That’s okay. I liked seeing you communing with nature,” she said. “Should I put this on the table?”

“Yes. How do you like the setup?” he asked. “I remember when we read Because Of Winn-Dixie in school that you liked the old tree with the bottles in it.”

“I love it, Red,” she said. And it meant even more to her now that she knew he’d remembered something from so long ago. “You didn’t like the book, did you?”

“I couldn’t read it back then. But recently I ordered it and read it. Figured I should know some of the stuff you love.”

This right here was why she was so torn. He was doing stuff that just felt right in her soul. And she knew that part of Red might be doing it to woo her but there was this other part of him that was just so honest and without guile that she also had a hunch it was just who he was. If he was wooing another woman, he’d be interested in something else, not because he was fickle but because he was into her. Like he was into Emma. Impulsively she put the insulated cooler down and threw herself into his arms and hugged him.

“Thank you,” she said, into his ear. She’d never be able to ask someone for this kind of thing because it would seem silly to say out loud but bringing one of the books she loved to life was something out of a dream. She wanted it to happen but knew it never would.

Maybe she could find love without lies. Maybe with Red she had found a man who she could love and trust. She didn’t let herself dwell on it but the thought was there in the back of her mind.

“I’ve got wine and beer and whiskey and sweet tea. Want to have a drink while I cook our dinner?”

“I’d love to,” she said. “I’ll get the drinks.”

She followed him up to the outdoor kitchen that was attached to his patio with the built-in fridge and poured some wine for herself and handed him a bottle of beer. She sat down in one of the rockers that he’d purchased, watching him work.

He wore a short-sleeved golf shirt with his khaki trousers and his hair had been styled in that messy, casual way of his. He had a little bit of stubble and as she sat there watching him, she wondered how she’d ended up here. Red was the last man in town she’d ever have paired herself with and yet, he seemed perfect as he was telling her about his day and the tourist he’d had in his canoeing group earlier who had fallen into the river twice.

She listened to him talk and hoped that this night would never end. This moment with Red was as close to perfect as she’d ever experienced and she knew that if she had her way, she’d never leave.

That wasn’t realistic but as they ate their meal and twilight faded to evening and the lanterns bathed them in their magic light, Emma knew she wasn’t falling for Red. She’d fallen.

This man who she’d never expected to have more than one date with, this man who she’d asked to sneak around with her, was the man she’d given her heart to and she wasn’t sure when that had happened.
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Red expected Emma would like the lanterns in the tree, but something had changed in her after she’d seen it. He couldn’t put his finger on it but she hadn’t asked him about the lawyer anymore and though earlier she’d been keen to discuss everything now she was just more relaxed and honestly he’d never felt this comfortable in the company of anyone else except maybe Braden. But this was different.

This was Emma.

And for as long as he could remember he’d sort of had a crush on her and while he’d been younger, he’d never thought he could see a time and place where they would work this well together. It seemed like everything in his life was coming together.

There was a lull in conversation after she told him about Lea going to Alex’s bachelor party and he thought about his parents.

“My dad called today,” Red said. He realized that he wanted to talk about his parents moving back to town now, but not when he was a kid. He couldn’t discuss it with Braden because well Braden had always had it worse than Red did when it came to parents. His father had been abusive, and his mom had died when Bray was a kid.

“Yeah? Is he okay?” she asked.

“He is. He and my mom are coming back to Last Stand—they are thinking of moving back here,” Red said.

Emma took a sip of her wine. “That’s great.”

“Yeah,” he agreed. Why had he brought this up? Was there a way to get her opinion without sounding like he had issues with his parents?

The truth was he wasn’t okay with them coming back. He thought about the hoops he was jumping through in order to get to see Molly and his parents could have just seen him every day and hadn’t.

“You sound like you’re not sure. What’s up?”

Red leaned back in the chair and glanced up at the tree and the lanterns. “It sounds small when I think it, so saying it out loud will probably make me seem like a douchebag.”

She started laughing. “The man who made me a Because of Winn-Dixie tree isn’t a douchebag and parents are complicated. I told you about mine. How the couple that pretty much everyone thinks are the gold standard, in reality aren’t. You can talk to me, Red.”

“I know I can, Em. I think that’s why I brought it up to you. It just makes me so… I’m not mad so I don’t know the emotion really. Just why are they moving back here now. I mean my mom has never lived in Last Stand. Not once during my entire childhood. She was in France or in California depending on the winery she worked for but never in Texas and now she’s going to move here?” he asked.

Wow, until he started talking, he hadn’t realized how much resentment he had from all those years. He’d had a good childhood. He wasn’t going to make himself into a martyr, but he could have used his mom when he was growing up, in addition to his dad.

“I get it. I wondered why she never lived here. Or why your dad didn’t take you and go live near her. Did he ever suggest that?”

“No. I don’t know what their arrangement was. And I don’t want you to think she doesn’t love me—she does. She’s just never been a daily person. Her career was always important to her and I’m proud of her. She was one of only a handful women sommeliers who broke new ground and opened the wine world to women.”

“That is remarkable. You know our parents are flawed and it’s hard for us to sometimes reconcile those two pieces of them, but you and I are justified in our feelings. You’re allowed to be upset about the things that bother you.”

He smiled at her. “I am happy they are moving here.”

“I bet you are. As annoying as my family can be, I do love that whenever I need them, they are right here,” she said.

“Even if it means sneaking around with your boyfriend?” he asked.

“Even then. I don’t want to sneak around anymore. I know we sort of discussed it earlier and if you have time on Sunday, I’d love to bring you to brunch at my parents’ house,” she said.

“Brunch. Wow, that’s going from being your dirty little secret straight into the spotlight.”

“You were never my dirty little secret,” she said. “Did I make you feel like that?”

“No,” he said, hastening to reassure her. “I was just trying to be funny. I am a little nervous at the thought of being there as your boyfriend and not just part of a group, but what I feel for you is real and I think it’s time everyone knew it.”

She took another swallow of her wine and then leaned forward. “What do you feel for me, Red?”

What did he feel? Hell, he wasn’t sure he knew how to put it into words. He thought about how he was worried about the future and how to hold on to Emma and keep her with him while he tried hard to get Molly into his life. He wondered if there were words for that.

“I just like you and I can’t picture my life without you in it,” he admitted. “I don’t know what that looks like because there are still things…”

He had made up his mind to tell her he was a father. But he didn’t know how to gauge that the moment was here. He had to come clean and he knew that as soon as they went public with their relationship, she’d be hurt that he hadn’t told her about Molly.

But if bringing up his parents was awkward this would be even more so.
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She took a deep breath. This was the moment that she’d been thinking of since she saw the lantern tree. She had to trust Red. To believe that what they felt for each other would be enough for them. That without worrying or forcing him to tell her every detail of his life, they’d be okay. And that was harder and conversely easier than she expected.

But she’d decided that anyone who could remember a book she’d loved in middle school was a man she could trust. She didn’t need to pry his secrets from him. She doubted he had anything even a bit like her parents’ secret had been and if he had…well she’d survived learning the truth about Amelia; surely whatever Red was dealing with would be easier for her to handle.

“I want that too,” she said. “I know earlier I was pushing hard to get you to talk to me about things you’re not ready to discuss and I realize how unfair that is to you. For myself I know that I have to come to terms with the big things in my head before I can start talking about them with anyone.”

“Thanks, Em,” he said.

She smiled over at him. “I’m pretty sure that’s why I was so mad at Memaw when she told everyone I didn’t wave to you. I mean you and I were just getting to know each other like this and I wasn’t ready to talk about it. I hadn’t even figured it out in my own head yet. Then Mom was mentioning it and Amelia—and honestly I was ready to just scream. Mom and my sisters would get it but I just didn’t want to be in the spotlight with you. Not yet. I wanted you to myself.”

He laughed when she said it and then nodded. “I know the feeling. Bray has been pushing me to ask you out for months, but things had to be right. I’m not a man who just drops his line in the water and expects luck to do the rest.”

She smiled. Leave it to Red to think of dating the same way he did fishing. But honestly if she needed anything else to reassure her about him, she had her answer. He was the kind of man who was thorough in all of his endeavors because he thought them through and her pushing him to tell her whatever was going on with his lawyer had been unfair.

“You are probably the only man who would look at it that way,” she said at last.

“Are you offended? Finn said I shouldn’t mention that dating and fishing were similar.”

“Why were you talking to Finn about dating?”

“It was back at Christmas when Bray was trying to win Lea,” Red said.

“Did you give him fishing advice?” she asked, intrigued.

“Well, sort of,” Red said. “I was saving it for you.”

“For me?”

“Yes.”

“Tell me how this works,” she said. “What kind of fishing advice did you apply to me?”

“All of it,” he said. “I mean there are parts that might not seem like they’d translate too well to you but they all sort of work.”

“Like?” she asked, intrigued.

“Finding the right fishing hole, using the right bait, giving you enough line,” he said. He leaned forward and wriggled his eyebrows at her. “I don’t want you to slip away because I was too short with the line.”

She sat back in her chair. It was flattering and a little bit amusing that he’d done that, but another part of her worried he’d been manipulating her. But really it didn’t seem as if he’d done it for a bad reason. He liked her and they were very different people. She hadn’t even thought of wooing him with fishing.

“I wouldn’t want you to slip away either,” she said. “I’ve been rereading Pride and Prejudice and there are so many allegories for modern dating in that book. It’s kind of ironic to think of how much society has changed and yet how little we have.”

“I agree,” he said. “It’s ironic to think my 1950s A Texan’s Guide to Fishing is helping me figure out how to date a woman.”

She shook her head. Red’s grin said it all. He knew she wasn’t going to be upset by that because fishing and Red were pretty much synonymous in her mind. “You are something else.”

“Good. I don’t want to be like anyone else,” he said to her. “I never have wanted that.”

“You never have been. I think about other kids in school who had trouble learning and were angry or tried to hide it—you just always said I can’t read. The words make no sense on the page and then you found other ways to learn. I admire that about you, Red. You’ve always just lived your life by your own rules.”

“They aren’t my rules, Em. I can’t change the way my brain sees words and I have done a lot better with reading since I learned some techniques but it’s still hard. I can listen to audio books now and or watch a video on something, which makes learning a lot easier, but back then, I did struggle.”

She reached over and took his hand in hers. “It never seemed that way. I always admired you for the way you handled your learning disability. Also, I felt a little bad that you wouldn’t know the worlds I came to love in books.”

“I learned them through you,” he said. “You always were looking for someone to talk to about what you’d read.”

“And you always listened,” she said. She was just now realizing how much of her life had been spent with Red. They might not have been a couple but that underlying friendship was one of the cores of her life. And she hoped it had been for him too.

They ate dessert and then he suggested they go lie down on the double lounger and watch the night sky. There was a comet that he’d heard would be visible.


The best relationships balance prudence and passion.


~lesson learned from Jane Austen’s Pride & Prejudice

Chapter Twelve

Red sat down and pulled Emma onto his lap so that she sat between his spread legs. She rested against him, her long brown hair against the side of his neck. He just held her, wondering what had happened to change her mind about knowing everything that was going on with the attorney.

She rested against him, holding The Blue Fairy Book he’d given her and as she settled against him, he was more than a little turned on. She smelled of fresh lilacs and the summer breeze. For a minute, Red rested his head on the back of the lounger and closed his eyes. It was easy to believe when he held her that this was meant to be. That there was no way the universe would deny him Emma and his daughter.

But he’d never been one to put much stock in fate. He’d always been a man who made things happen with action and as she read to him, her voice soft and sweet, he knew that as tender as this moment was it wasn’t real.

Today was special for some reason he couldn’t understand but it would change. In a moment it would all be different, and he’d have to figure it out. He could enjoy this. Listening to her reading to him about Beauty and the Beast. The actual story a bit different than the Disney version of the tale. But he liked it. It made sense to him in a way. Was he the beast to her beauty?

Of course, he was. He may not actually be an animal, but he was rougher than Emma, always had been. He was someone who took what he wanted and to hell with the consequences, and as his daughter weighed heavy on his mind and the fact that he hadn’t mentioned her to Emma, he knew that he needed to. He needed to bring it up even though it might send her running from this place. But could he do it?

Could he sacrifice this almost perfect night to do what was right?

Or would he take this for himself and deal with the fallout later?

Even as he asked himself that question, he pulled Emma closer in his arms, brushing her hair to the side so he could rest his chin on her shoulder and look down at the pages of the book. Some of the words formed properly but many were just jumbled letters. As much as he wished his mind was different when it came to words, he was just as happy to sit here and let her read to him. To listen to her weaving the tale. She paused and added inflection to make the story more exciting.

“No wonder the little kids love story time at the library. You’re very good at telling them,” he said.

“Thank you. I really like the way that stories sound out loud. For me reading is like dipping into another world and when I read it’s sort of my way of trying to bring others along with me,” she said.

She did bring him along with her. So many times in his life when he was lost, it was Emma who had provided a guiding light even with just her soft smile and her kind words. Those times hadn’t been him looking for a mate or wanting her to be his girlfriend. Until now he hadn’t realized she could be that for him. She turned the page and on the right, there was a color illustration of the beast—he looked injured and maybe even dead. Beauty leaned over him, cradling him in her arms, her face sad and distressed. He didn’t want that to be a corollary for himself and Emma.

He took the book from her hands and set it aside. Turning her in his arms so that they lay facing each other on the big padded double lounger. He’d never thought of himself as a lounge-chair man but when he’d seen this in one of the catalogs that Emma had given him, he’d known he had to have it. Had imagined the two of them lying on it and in his secret, most hidden dreams, he’d imagined them with the daughter he’d yet to meet.

“Don’t like that part of the story?” she asked.

“Not really. It’s hard to look at the two of them and not see us.”

“I’ve never thought of you as a beast,” she said, putting her hand on the side of his face as she liked to do.

“You haven’t?”

“No. You’re really handsome and sexy so not scary to look at,” she said, with a smile.

“Thanks,” he said sardonically.

“No problem. Also, your personality is very take charge but not in a cruel way,” she mentioned, running her finger lightly over the stubble on his jaw and then lower toward his mouth.

Her touch set off a chain reaction in him that didn’t stop. Sensation spread down his body and he got hard just holding her. But that wasn’t surprising. Everything about her turned him on. Which was why he thought he was struggling. Lust and long-term had never gone hand-in-hand for him. But with Emma it felt…almost as if it could.

“You are a bit furry,” she said with a wink as she caressed his neck and the opening of his shirt with his skin and a bit of chest hair showing. “But I like it.”

“I’m glad. It’s just who I am,” he said.

“That’s why I like it,” she said. “You could never be the beast, Red. Though I have to admit I would love it if you gave me a huge library. But what girl wouldn’t want that?”

He had to laugh. He could think of a lot of women who wouldn’t want a library but of course they weren’t her. They weren’t this woman who was winding her way into his heart with each passing day. Making him want to be a man he knew he couldn’t be. Making him want to share the secrets that he wasn’t ready to divulge. Making him want to never let her go.
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Tonight was like something out of one of her dreams. She knew that every day with Red couldn’t be like this, but she was truly living in her perfect world. A dinner setting that was out of one of her favorite childhood books, reading while Red held her and with the evening sky clear above them.

It felt like they were the only two people in the world. She had always loved the story of Beauty and the Beast and honestly had never thought of Red as the beast. He was too much a part of Last Stand and for all his alpha-man qualities there was a kindness to him that belied any beastliness.

Lying on her side facing him she could see how intense his blue-gray eyes were and that his eyebrows weren’t just red but also gold, and white blond. His nose was strong, almost Roman in appearance, his eyelashes thick. His mouth. She had avoided touching it earlier but it was strong and firm—the perfect mouth for kissing, she thought.

He had one of his arms underneath her and his hand was in the center of her back. His other arm rested loosely on her waist, and she felt the heat of his body all around her. The evening was warm. It was Texas summer after all, but she liked feeling Red’s heat. Liked the way he held her as if he had all the time in the world to listen to her enumerate his qualities.

“Wouldn’t having a library at home be a little bit like work?” he asked. “Nah, scratch that. I know that I wanted this house on the river so I could fish whenever I wanted.”

“Yes. That’s what I’d like—just endless shelves of books that I could go and sit with. I love the smell of the library. All the paper and binding…I really can’t describe it but it’s one of my favorite smells.”

“I feel that way about the river in the morning. The water has a clean scent.”

“What other smells do you like?” she asked.

“Lilacs,” he admitted. “You always smell of lilacs.”

She flushed a little as he said it. “It’s my favorite scent too. I also like your aftershave.”

“You do?” he asked. “It’s a new one to me. It was on sale when I was picking up my groceries last week.”

She laughed. That was so Red. He wasn’t a man who bothered with those kinds of things. “I’m glad it was on sale then.”

“Me too,” he said. His hand was languidly stroking her arm and tiny goose bumps spread out from where he was touching.

He followed them up her arm and over her collarbone where the scoop neck of her top left the top of her chest bare.

His finger moved along her skin, his touch so gentle and soft that she could almost believe she was imagining it. He slipped the tip of his finger beneath the ruched neckline and she felt him slowly stretching his finger further under her top until he touched the lace of her bra.

She had made an effort for this date tonight. Had taken her time getting ready and had decided this time she would wear something sexier than her comfy cotton underwear and bra. She’d gone over to Whiskey River a few days ago and went into Fallen Angel’s to buy a matching lace bra and panty set. It was strangely enough lilac colored. She wondered if Red would like it.

“Take your shirt off?” she asked.

He sat up and whipped it over his head and tossed it aside. “This summer you’ve been shirtless so often…I have definitely enjoyed the view.”

“It’s been hot, but if I realized you liked it, I would have done it sooner,” he admitted. “You’ve been wearing a lot of skirts that show off your legs. You have great legs.”

She had ordinary legs. She appreciated that he thought they were great, but they weren’t long and slim like her supermodel sister Amelia’s. She’d also noticed her hips were getting a bit…well curvier was the nice word for it, from all those hours of sitting and reading. She had not a bit of regret about that though.

“Thank you. It’s the heat. I guess we can thank summer for our romance,” she said.

Red shook his head. “Summer is nice, and I like seeing your legs but this has been growing for a while. At least for me.”

She nodded and then realized that she had been falling for Red long before he’d asked her out. Maybe it was his fishing guide tips that had planted the seed of attraction long before he’d asked her out. How he’d been doing little things that she couldn’t help but notice for a while now. At Christmas he’d talked to her about Pride and Prejudice, which had both surprised her and delighted her. Gavin had talked to her about it too but wanted to talk about the implications of a society that was forced to marry well. Red had just let her discuss the romantic parts that she loved.

It had made her realize that she had been looking for someone like Red without realizing it. She needed someone who would let her talk and not interject his opinion every other sentence.

“For me too,” she admitted. “I think it was Christmas when you were at our movie night…I really enjoyed that and started to think, well, maybe you were going to ask me out. But then you hesitated, and I figured I’d read you wrong. What happened?” she asked. “Or was that when you decided you had to check your fishing guide?”

“I did check my fishing guide because you were too important to risk losing. I couldn’t ask you out and not have a plan. That’s not my way,” he admitted.

“Why did you need a plan?” she asked.
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Red took a deep breath. This wasn’t really what he wanted to talk about, but he knew better than to ignore this. He had to give her the truth where he could. And as much as he was afraid of appearing vulnerable to her, everyone who knew him knew he liked her.

“I figured you weren’t the type of woman to give a guy a second chance if he screwed up big-time,” Red said. He’d thought about Emma a lot when he’d been fishing and canoeing and when he’d gone camping last fall. She’d just been on his mind all the time and that rarely happened.

He freely admitted that was because he was at the saloon drinking and hooking up with the women he normally met. But with Emma it was different. He started seeing more of her after Amelia and Cal began dating. Red hung out with Braden pretty much all the time and he’d just been around her more. He remembered her from grade school and middle school. She’d been a bookworm and had always helped him when they’d been paired together for activities, but he wouldn’t have said she was his type until they were in each other’s company…all the time.

Suddenly he couldn’t stop thinking about her. And he’d had no idea how to move things forward. She did come into the saloon with her sisters and friends, but he’d always been a few beers in by the time she did and had been eyeing a woman he wanted to take home. It had made him realize that if he wanted Emma in his life he was going to have to make a few changes.

And if the changes hadn’t set right with him, he wouldn’t have done it. But then everything with Molly started to happen and making the changes seemed like the way his river was flowing. So here he was, holding Emma Corbyn in his arms and admitting he hadn’t wanted to screw things up.

“I hope I would have given you a second chance,” she said.

“Not if I’d asked you out after I’d been at the saloon for a bit,” he said, wryly.

“No, probably not. You get a little…cocky when you drink, Red,” she said. “That sounded judgey but I don’t mean it that way.”

“It’s fine. I do get cocky. I’ve done some crazy shit when I’ve been drinking. Of course, I won’t do that now that I’m with you.”

She didn’t say anything, which made him wonder if they weren’t a couple. “Right?”

“Yeah. I’m sorry, I was just thinking that I don’t want to change you or make you into someone you’re not.”

“You aren’t. I just was doing my single guy thing and that’s fine if I want my life to stay that way forever, but you make a man—me—think of other things. Like maybe staying home instead of going to the saloon every night. Building a house instead of living in that cabin by the outfitters. Stuff like that.”

“I’m glad. I want that too,” she said. “Every time I come out to your house, I feel a little bit more like it’s a home. A place I want to spend more of my time at.”

“That was my plan,” he said. “Of course, I figured we’d be dating in town more than we have been but I like this too. Having time alone means I don’t have to deal with anyone else, I can just concentrate on you.”

“I like that,” she said, shifting around in his arms and brushing her lips over his. “I like it a lot.”

She put her hand in the center of his chest and he felt her weight shift to her hand as she bent to kiss him. Her lips were soft, her mouth sweet and luscious-tasting. He could never regret any changes he made as long as she was in his arms. He knew that now.

He pulled her more firmly against him. Felt her legs shift against his as she settled over him. She pushed her hands into his hair, and he liked the feel of her fingers on his head. She always held his head when she kissed him. He didn’t know why but he liked it. It made him feel as if her entire being was focused on him, on their kiss. As if at the moment he was the only important thing in her world.

He wrapped his arms around her hugged her tight. She was so precious to him. He’d had so few things in his life that he was afraid to lose. He knew that a man’s life was like nature—constantly changing—and that he should roll with the seasons and accept them, but he wanted to anchor Emma to him.

Find a way to lash them both together so that when the storms passed, she’d still be right here in his arms. Holding his head and kissing him with that intensity that never failed to turn him on.

He’d been enjoying holding her and talking but now he needed more. He needed to make her his and reinforce that she belonged here in his arms. He swept his hands up under the skirt of the dress she wore and pulled her panties down her legs. She reached between their bodies and undid his pants and freed him. He pulled the condom from his pocket and put it on then pulled her over his lap and she settled on top of him. He sat up so he could get deep inside of her and wrapped his arms around her.

She held his face and kissed him as she rocked against him. He wanted to take things slow but not tonight when he’d realized that he never wanted to let her go. That he needed her in his arms forever. He rolled them over, so she was under him, and drove into her until they both cried out together and then he collapsed on top of her, holding her in his arms.

Neither of them said a word and as he looked up at the night sky, he was glad. Words would have spoiled this night and this moment where everything seemed perfect in his head. He knew once he told her about Molly the dynamic would change. She’d have questions. He’d have answers she may or may not like and accept. And he wanted this one perfect night for himself in case it didn’t work out and tonight was the last one he had with Emma. He’d wanted to be with her for so long, but he knew there were risks. He was willing to take them, but it wasn’t easy to let go, to trust.


Handle with care—fish have teeth.


~A Texan’s Guide to Fishing

Chapter Thirteen

Emma was nervous, which was silly since it was just brunch with her parents. But she knew it was so much more than that. This was it, the moment she went public with Red and from this moment on everyone would know about them. He was the first man she’d been serious about since Trey had broke her heart and left town.

Amelia, Cal and Lane would be there and since Cal was coming her mom had gone ahead and invited his brothers, so Finn, Lancey, Braden and Lea were coming as well as Finn’s NASCAR friend and replacement driver Zim. So for a first-time date with Red they were going straight into it with all the people in her life who mattered to her.

She took a deep breath as she pulled up to the cabin next to the outfitters. Red had been out of town since their magical night at his new house. She had been busy at the library, but she couldn’t read The Blue Fairy Book that Red had given her without blushing. She was ready for this brunch. Ready for him to meet her family and for them to see the two of them as a couple.

She wore a new dress she’d gotten in Austin when she’d driven over to pick up some items she’d ordered for Red’s place. She had the afternoon off and had decided she could use the drive and some shopping.

She parked her car even though she could have walked over to the outfitters from her house and really her parents’ mansion wasn’t that far either but August was so hot it almost hurt to breathe and the thought of doing anything outside made her want to crank the air conditioning up on high. She left the car running and started to get out and go let Red know she was there. But he saw her and waved from the porch as he came toward her. He held a bottle of wine in one hand and a bunch of flowers in the other. He opened the passenger door and climbed in.

He smelled of that aftershave she’d mentioned she liked, which made her smile at him. He was so cute, she thought. “How’ve you been?”

“Good. I got these for your mom and dad,” he said, flipping down the vanity mirror and checking out his hair. “I probably should have gotten a haircut before this.”

She shook her head. “No, you shouldn’t have. I was wondering if I should have gotten a manicure. I guess we are both nervous.”

“Why are you nervous? It’s your family.”

She smiled over at him after she braked to a stop at the four-way stop. “Mom invited the Delaneys too, so we have a full house for brunch. Everyone we know is going to be there.”

“Hoo boy. That is not what we were expecting is it? You okay?”

“Yes. I’m not going to go back to sneaking around. I’m past that. I don’t mind if Mama invited the entire town.”

“Say it enough times and maybe we’ll both believe it,” he said, reaching over and squeezing her shoulder. “But at least we’re together.”

“That’s what I was thinking. Doesn’t matter if everyone knows because we are both pretty sure of this, right?”

He hesitated for a minute and she looked over at him. “Red, right?”

“Yeah. But we have to talk later. It’s all good but some things changed while I was out of town.”

“What things?”

“Just things,” he said.

He wasn’t going to say anything else and because Last Stand was so small they were already at her parents’ house. She parked around back by the garage but wanted to demand that Red tell her whatever it was he had to tell her. She didn’t want to smile and pretend that everything was okay with everyone when he had to talk to her.

But Red reached for the door handle before he glanced back at her. She was pretty sure everything that was on her mind was written on her face and he leaned over and kissed her. It was a solid kiss. She took it to mean that things were okay, and they would be okay. She turned the car off and got out.

He took her hand and they walked up to the house together. Her mom opened the door as they approached, a big smile on her face and her arms open. “Sundays are my favorite because all my chickadees are home.”

Her mom hugged and Emma hugged her back. She was so lucky to have this kind of family. She realized that Red probably envied her parents and she had complained about them. Complained about the lie and the secret that had shaken her own security as a child when he’d never had any.

“Red, it’s so nice to see you,” her mom said as she turned and hugged Red.

He hugged her back and then handed her the wine and the flowers, which she thanked him for, before telling them to come inside and get out of the heat. She went in first vaguely listening to her mom asking after Red’s family.

She tried to tell herself that she had nothing to worry about. Red had pretty much said it was nothing bad, but still there was a knot in the pit of her stomach that made her feel sick. She hated this kind of thing. She went into the bathroom for a minute to get her head straight. She pulled out her phone and looked at the photo she’d taken of Red looking at the river that night when he’d made her the special dinner.

The love she felt for him overflowed, filling her with confidence. She could handle whatever his news was, because as he’d said earlier, they had each other. That was one of the nice things about the way they’d dated before going public. They were sure of each other. They didn’t have to be perfect. She could handle anything that came up because Red was by her side.

And having him with her was all she wanted. She’d had a few days to really think about falling for him and she realized that she’d found the kind of man she’d always wanted. She just needed to stop worrying and enjoy it.

[image: *]*

Red watched Emma’s family and tried to act all cool, but deep inside he knew that he wanted this for himself and Emma and Molly. He’d gotten word that Molly’s maternal grandparents had dropped their custody suit after they had received the affidavit on him. He’d flown to Charleston to meet with them and to meet his daughter for the first time. She was so precious and adorable and everything that he’d never realized he’d wanted until he saw her. She had his red hair, but it was soft curls all around her cherubic face. She was two and spoke quite well for her age and from Red’s own interactions with Lane, he had known how to deal with her.

He hadn’t had a chance to talk to Braden or his parents or anyone about him getting custody of Molly. He was flying back to Charleston the coming weekend to bring her home. Molly’s grandparents were going to come to Last Stand and stay in town for a few weeks while she transitioned to living with him. But they had gotten along well and Red now couldn’t believe the gut punch he’d felt when he realized he had a daughter.

He had wanted to just start telling Emma about Molly as soon as he got in her car but he could tell she was nervous about today and he was too. He wanted everything to be perfect. He wanted the moment when he told the woman he loved—and he did love her—that he had a daughter to be just right. There hadn’t been time to plan for it the way he had his wooing plan of Emma. He was going to have to go with his gut and that had made him a bit unsure.

“Hey, buddy,” Braden said as he plopped down next to him on the couch in the den.

Mr. Corbyn had ESPN on, and the men had gravitated to the room while the women and Lane were in the kitchen talking. The Corbyns’ housekeeper had prepared the brunch so he knew they weren’t cooking.

“Hey. How’s it been?”

“Good. What about you?” Braden asked. “How’d things go…out of town?”

“Very good. I’ll catch you up later, but things are definitely going to be changing for me soon,” Red said. Luckily Braden knew what was going on so he was following along. Finn who’d come in and sat down on his other side gave him a quizzical look.

“Still trying the fishing method with Emma?”

“As a matter of fact, I am. And for your information, it’s been working,” Red said.

“Yeah? I’ll be damned.”

“You probably will be but I wouldn’t brag about it,” Cal said as he came in. He sat in one of the armchairs facing the TV. “Is it just me or does this feel strange? I mean I love that we’re all settled down but there are times when I feel like I’ve stepped into the twilight zone.”

“Agree,” Finn said. “I wouldn’t give up Lancey for anything even if it meant I could drive again but it still makes me shake my head when I think about going to brunch.”

Red laughed at Finn. But he totally got where the dude was coming from. Brunch wasn’t something that any of them had attended before…before Amelia and Cal had gotten together and things had started to change. He liked the way life was settling down for all of them.

“How’s Lancey doing?” he asked Finn.

“Good. She about chewed my head off for suggesting that she take some extra time off at work. You know Highwater would have given her the time off,” he said. “She’s had morning sickness real bad.”

“I should know something about that soon,” Cal said.

“What?”

“Don’t say anything until Amelia tells her folks but…we are expecting,” Cal said.

“Congratulations!”

Red and Braden said it at the same time and Finn let out a rebel yell as he got up and hugged his brother. Red joined in the bro hugs and he realized how much their lives were changing, and he was so glad he was going to be bringing Molly here to grow up with the Delaneys. These men had become his family and he wanted his daughter to be a part of it.

“Now we need Braden and Lea—”

“Don’t even start. I have to find the right time to ask her to marry me and get her to the altar before we talk about kids,” Braden said. “But I have to admit I do think about some kiddos running around a lot. Maybe we should try to think of a way to branch into something more family-friendly.”

“Never,” Finn said. “We’re still outlaws.”

“Ha,” Red said. “Y’all are tame now.”

“Not just us,” Finn pointed out. “I heard you making conversation with Mrs. Corbyn and Memaw. Did you really ask her for tips on making moonshine?”

“I did. I want her to know that I’m not just here for the summer,” Red said.

“Was that in the fishing guide?” Finn asked.

Red shot him the bird. “No, dumbass. It’s called being polite. Try it.”

“Nah, I’m an outlaw.”

That made them all howl with laughter until Mr. Corbyn came in.

“What’s so funny?”

“Finn trying to convince us he’s still an outlaw, sir,” Cal said.

“Ah, yes, the dichotomy of having the woman you love in your life and wishing you were still the badass you always thought you were,” Mr. Corbyn said.

“Sir, it’s hard to imagine you as a badass,” Red said.

“The same will be said of y’all one day,” Mr. Corbyn said. “Don’t think on it. Better to drink and enjoy this Sunday instead.”

“Probably a good idea,” Braden said.

They all lifted their glasses in toast and as Red sat there with the family he’d found for himself and thought about how his life had once been, he realized that he’d found happiness in Last Stand.
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Emma heard the sounds of laughter coming from the den and smiled to herself. Today was going well. “You look happy.”

She glanced over at Amelia who looked paler than usual but happiness seemed to radiate from her. Lane was sitting at the table helping to check the food was “okay” for the rest of them. Something Lancey assured them he’d learned from his uncle Finn. Lane had really grown into their hearts over the last year. Emma remembered sitting with him the day of the accident when he’d lost both his parents and reading to the little boy. She knew he’d always miss his mom and dad, but he’d been surrounded by so much family that hopefully that would help.

“I am,” she said to her sister, thinking that her parents had probably meant for their love to insulate her and her sisters from their secret. “You look…extra happy. What’s going on?”

Amelia shook her head. “I promised I wouldn’t say anything until everyone is together.”

“What is it?”

Amelia grabbed her hand and pulled her toward the walk-in pantry and then closed the door behind them. But before she could say anything the door opened, and Delilah walked in.

“I still hate it when you two sneak off and leave me out,” Delilah said.

With an odd number of kids there had always been one of them left out when they’d been growing up. They seemed to rotate between two of them getting on real well. Sometimes Emma had been the one left out. But as adults that never really happened.

“We weren’t leaving you out,” Amelia said. “I just don’t want anyone else to overhear yet. I’m pregnant. We’re going to tell everyone at brunch today, but I really couldn’t wait another minute to tell you two. I’m going to be a mommy!”

Emma was so excited for her sister she almost wanted to cry. They both hugged Amelia and were dancing around in the sister dance when the pantry door opened. They turned to see who it was.

“Mama. We were looking for the peaches that Memaw put up,” Delilah said.

“I already got them,” their mom said. “I know you three are up to something, but I’ll let you keep it for now. It’s time to eat.”

They filed out of the pantry and her mom caught her hand and stopped her. “What is it?”

“I just wanted to let you know that I’m glad you brought Red with you today. I had a feeling there was more than you just helping him out with decorating his house going on with y’all.”

“There has been. But we needed some time for ourselves to sort it out,” she said.

“I get it. It was like that with your daddy and me. Especially after I found out I was pregnant. We needed some time to get everything settled between us. Memaw was…well I want to say understanding but you wouldn’t believe me. She wanted us to get together and couldn’t understand why I was dragging my heels. My parents were always more relaxed about that sort of thing.”

“What did you do?”

“I ran away, Emmy. I got in my car and drove to Oklahoma and didn’t look back,” she said. “I felt like if I had some space away from your daddy, I’d be able to make the right decision.”

“And you did,” Emma said. “I’m surprised you ran away from him.”

“Are you? I was in love with one man and pregnant with another man’s baby,” her mom said. “I was caught between what I thought was the right thing to do and what I wanted to do.”

“I can see that,” Emma said. “I’ve been torn…everyone I love has lied to me at some point in their life and not for a malicious reason. I’ve always believed that love should be above that…”

“That’s a girl’s view of love,” her mom said. “Some secrets aren’t meant for everyone.”

She nodded. “I didn’t mean that in a bad way, Mama. You know I love you and Daddy so much but that was a shock and it changed how I viewed everything.”

Her mom hugged her close. “I know. I wish it could have gone another way, but we made the best decisions we could at all times.”

Her mom linked their arms together and led them into the large patio dining area. There were large fans over the table blowing cool air to combat the Texas heat. Her mom moved over to lead everyone to the buffet and Emma stood where she was, seeing her mother through adult eyes for the first time.

It had been too easy to judge her when she’d been a girl. No matter how much she wanted to claim to have been mature she knew it had been a child who’d been hurt by learning the truth about her sister. And now she knew that no matter what sort of biology made up Amelia they were all Corbyns through and through.

Red came over to her and took her hand, holding it lightly in his. “You okay?”

“Yeah, just chatting with Mom. She likes you, you know?”

“I didn’t know,” he said. “But I’m glad. Hey, do you mind slipping away so we can talk?”

“Not at all,” she said.

But before she could Amelia and Cal stood up. Cal clinked his fork against his water glass. “We have an announcement.”

“You’re expecting,” Mom and Dad said at the same time.

“We are!”

There was applause all around and Red just nodded that they should stay for now. But she knew something was on his mind. Like the other night at dinner she let the love she felt for Red flow through her and knew whatever he had to say to her, it would be okay.

They were a couple now and they would weather these things like her mom and dad had.


Missed communication is miscommunication.


~lesson learned from Jane Austen’s Pride & Prejudice

Chapter Fourteen

Emma tossed him her car keys when it was time to leave her parents’ house. They’d ended up staying all afternoon, celebrating Amelia and Cal’s pregnancy as well as Lancey and Finn’s. Red could tell that Braden was happy for his brothers and in a quiet moment had confessed that he wasn’t sure he was ready to join them as a dad. Being an uncle to Lane was all that he and Lea were ready for right now.

Red nodded and came close to telling Braden that he’d gotten custody of Molly but decided that the first person he wanted to tell was Emma. A part of him knew that it might have been better to have had her along on the entire journey, but he didn’t regret waiting until now.

“Do you want to come out to my house and spend the night there?” he asked.

“Sure. I have an overnight bag packed in the trunk since we started dating,” she said. “That way I’ll be prepared.”

“I am glad to hear that,” Red said. “Your mom and dad seem very excited about having their first grandchild and your grandmother—she was over the moon.”

“Yes. A lot of her friends already have great-grandchildren and she’s been about out of patience with me and my sisters for making her wait so long. And my cousins are younger than we are so there’s not a chance of great-grands from them yet as they are still in college and high school.”

“I guess the pressure is on you and your sisters,” Red said. He knew this was the perfect moment to segue the conversation into him having a daughter. But as he glanced over at Emma who had her head resting on the back of the seat and her eyes closed…he chickened out.

She was at peace and he wanted to let her have this moment. He’d noticed her hanging back and talking to her mom earlier and he wondered if whatever unresolved issues she had with her parents had been taken care of. He knew for himself when his folks got to town he was going to sit down and tell them how happy he was they were here and how he wished they’d come a long time ago. He was ready to be the kind of family that the Corbyns were. Not the Corbyn way because the Aldeans weren’t like that but in their own way. To find their own happiness together.

“It is. But now that Amelia’s pregnant the pressure is off,” Emma said. “At least for a little while…Red?”

“Hmm?” he asked glancing over at her and noticing she’d turned her head and was looking at him.

“How do you feel about kids?”

The million-dollar question that he knew would bite him in the ass if he answered it wrong. He had no plan for this, he thought again, wishing he did. But he didn’t. So, he had one choice and that was to speak honestly and from the heart. “I’d love them.”

“Yeah?”

“Uh-huh. I’ve been thinking about it more and more since Bray started watching Lane more and I’ve been taking him out fishing and in the canoe. Lane says the craziest things and he sees the world differently…just got me thinking about kids.”

“I think Lane has got all of us thinking about being parents. I’ll tell you when Rose and TJ first said they were having a baby, I did think they were too young,” Emma admitted. “But Rose was so determined, I knew she’d be a good mom.”

“Yeah, me too. She’d been mothering her brothers all her life. I think she would be happy to know that Lane brought them all home,” Red said.

“Me too,” Emma agreed. “I miss her laughter. She used to stop by my office in the library every time she came in to check out books and tell me some funny thing that was going on. I know her life wasn’t all that easy or sunny, but she always had the best attitude.”

“I miss her too. She knew how to keep Braden from taking himself too seriously. I feel like that burden falls to me now,” Red admitted. He and Rose had sort of tag-teamed Braden to keep him from losing himself in the darkness that was inside of him. And he had never minded cheering his friend up but the last year had been extra hard as he’d missed Bray’s little sister too.

“Dang, didn’t mean to bring us down,” Emma said.

“You didn’t. In fact, I think we should celebrate all that Rose and TJ brought into the world with Lane.”

“I agree,” she said.

He pulled into the driveway of his new house, which still wasn’t finished but should be next week. He had his landscaper coming back to finish up the front and then the house would be something to drive up to. Right now, it was finished brick and the landscape had been added. He came around to open Emma’s door, but she was already getting out when he got there. She smiled over at him.

“This place is really coming along. It looks like a fine home for a family,” she said.

“That’s exactly what I wanted it to be. Emma, you’ve helped me make this into more than I imagined it could be. Thank you,” he said.

“You’re very welcome,” she said. “So, show me what rooms they’ve finished. I’m anxious to see if everything I picked out works well together.”

“Well I think you’ll like it. The king-sized bed is very comfortable, and I really like the sheets and all that you got. They are nice and soft…you’ll like them,” he said.

“I can’t wait to find out for myself,” she admitted.

He took her hand in his and led her up to the house. He knew he needed to tell her about Molly and as soon as they were inside, he was going to. Really.
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“Close your eyes,” he said as soon as they were in the foyer.

“Why?”

“Trust me,” he said.

She closed her eyes and held her hand out to him and Red led her across the tile floors, which she had barely had a glimpse of. But from what she’d seen they had turned out even better than she’d imagined. She couldn’t wait to see the entire house.

He opened a door that she thought was the game room on the first floor. The blueprints for the house were in her mind since she’d sent them out just yesterday to a friend in Dallas who made art prints from house blueprints. She’d sent some pictures as well so that the artwork would be complete when she gifted it to Red for his den. She had a place in mind for it already.

As soon as she stepped into the room, she felt thick carpet under her feet and the room smelled of new books and old wood. She opened her eyes and caught her breath. The room was all floor-to-ceiling bookshelves. Only two of the shelves had any books on them and there was a window seat built-in at the far end as well as two long sofas that sat facing each other and an armchair that was begging for her to curl up in it and read.

“Red! This is fabulous. I love this room,” she said.

“I’m glad. This room is yours,” he said. “I figured it was my duty as your beast to give you a library.”

She threw herself into his arms and knew without a doubt that she loved this man. All of the tiny doubts and worries that she had allowed into her mind and heart were silenced in this moment. It wasn’t the gift that made her love him, but it was the thought behind it. Like the Because of Winn-Dixie dinner he’d made for her and The Blue Fairy Book, Red had taken the time to make her a priority and give her things that she truly wanted.

“I love you,” she said. “You know that, right?”

He kissed her hard and deep. And lifted his head. She looked into those blue-gray eyes of his. Saw his thick curly red-gold hair and the stubble on his face and she knew that she’d found something with Red that she’d never expected to find outside of the pages of the books she loved so much. This was a man who made her feel like all her odd parts were okay. That the quirks of her personality were the things that made her important to him.

“I love you, too,” he said. “And there is a lot we need to talk about. Let’s sit down.”

“What do we need to talk about? I hope you’re not going to propose—I’m not ready for that,” she said with a laugh.

He laughed too. “Not yet. But I’m going to so start thinking about it.”

She tried not to give that too much thought. Getting married wasn’t something she’d envisioned for herself but now she couldn’t help but think of her and Red saying their vows in a big open field somewhere.

“What do you want to talk about?” she asked as she was seated next to him. Behind them were empty shelves and she already had some ideas of books she would order to fill it. And she had boxes of books at her house that she hadn’t had room to put on her shelves. But the bookcases should reflect not just her but also Red’s likes.

“There are a few things that have come up,” he started, then stopped. Ran his hands through his hair and then turned to face her. Took her hands in his. “Emma, when I first started to think about dating you, my focus was on that. On you. I want you to know that I was interested in you for a long time before I finally made my move.”

“Okay,” she said. “You already told me that. Mentioned your fishing guide and all that.”

“Yes,” he said. “The fishing guide…there is nothing in there to help me prepare for this.”

He was starting to worry her. The more he hemmed and hawed about what he was trying to tell her. The more she started to realize that it wasn’t something that she was expecting to hear.

“Just tell me.”

“You know that I have been working with an attorney in Austin on something,” he started again.

“Yes.”

“It was a family lawyer. I have been trying to get custody of my daughter,” he said. “I didn’t know that Molly existed until January when her mom died. I was informed then and I immediately tried to get custody but her maternal grandparents blocked me from even seeing her. I had to go through the courts.”

She just stared at him not sure what she was hearing. How could Red have a kid? Surely they’d all know if he’d gotten someone pregnant in Last Stand. Or heck even Whiskey River. The gossip mill was strong in this part of Texas. How could she have not heard anything about this? “Who’s the mom?”

“Lori Odem,” he said. “I met her during Mardi Gras in New Orleans a few years ago. We just both went our own ways and she had our daughter and was raising her before she was in a fatal car crash.”

Emma nodded. Red had a daughter from a one-night stand. That she could believe. “How old is your daughter?”

“Molly is two. She’s cute as a button and I just saw her last week. She’s going to come here and live with me,” he said.

“Good. She should,” Emma said, and she meant it. She was still dealing with the shock of learning that Red had a daughter. That he’d lied to her about something huge. He could say he was trying to sort it out, but they’d been dating for a while now and he should have mentioned it.
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He wasn’t always the most in touch with Emma’s emotions, but he knew she was upset about the fact that he hadn’t mentioned Molly. It didn’t take a rocket scientist to figure out that probable thought… “Sorry I didn’t say anything sooner. There was a real chance I might not get custody of her. And you wanted us to take things slow. I just was giving you the space you asked for and waiting for the courts to do their thing with the custody.”

“That’s okay. It was your business not mine,” she said, but her attitude said she didn’t think it was okay.

“Don’t do that,” he said. He knew she wasn’t fine. He had lied to her about something big. Of course, he’d done it because he’d been afraid to lose her and now it seemed that he was going to lose her anyway. He had never been the kind of man to talk about his problems until he’d solved them. And Molly—his daughter—she wasn’t a problem, but he’d known she’d cause a wrinkle with Emma.

“Do what?” she asked, and he could tell she was fighting back tears.

“Pretend this is fine when I know it’s not. I’m saying this was an easy thing to share with you, Emma, but I couldn’t just blurt it out.”

She nodded, chewing her lower lip and wrapping her arms around her waist. “I can see that. I mean how do you even bring it up? Like maybe when we were discussing all the bedrooms in this house. Or maybe when I asked why you were building a house now… It seems pretty clear to me that you were thinking of bringing your daughter here. Was I part of it?”

He rubbed the back of his neck. He could tell he’d made her mad and he’d never realized how much of a temper she had because Emma was always in a good mood. Or had been up until this moment.

“Part of what?” he asked.

“The makeover of Red Aldean…or are you going to be William now that you have to impress your daughter’s grandparents?”

“I’m never going to be William to anyone,” Red said. “What’s got into you? I had this land forever. Since Braden is living out on the Delaney ranch now, I figured it was time I built myself a house like an adult.”

“That’s good. You should be an adult if you’re going to be a dad.”

“What’s got you so angry? The fact that I have a daughter or the fact that I didn’t tell you?” he asked. Once he sorted that out maybe he could figure out how to deal with Emma. “I’m not Trey Marcuse sneaking around behind your back all over town.”

“Of course, you’re not. It’s the fact that you lied.”

“I never lied to you. You’re calling me dishonest because of an omission, but I didn’t have enough of a hold on the situation to share it,” he said. She was a stickler for that and had told him from the beginning that she didn’t like lying. “I just didn’t bring up Molly because I wasn’t sure I’d ever get to bring her here. And I mentioned kids a couple of times and you completely shut that down. You know they wouldn’t even let me see her until last week. I had an undated baby photo that the lawyer sent me—that was all.”

He saw her face soften for a moment. “That’s not fair. And I do understand your reasoning and it was your secret, but once we slept together, you had to know I wasn’t thinking of this as casual. I wish you’d mentioned her.”

Red did too but saying that now was only going to wind Emma up even more. She stood up and walked to the end of the library and looked out the window as the afternoon shadows were lengthening into evening. Seeing her standing in the window made his heart ache because he wasn’t sure he had the words to fix this.

He knew he needed to say the right thing but for the life of him he had no idea what that was. She expected to be lied to by someone she loved. She’d admitted that so he guessed he’d fulfilled that in her mind. But he wasn’t like her parents. He hadn’t kept something vital about her from her.

“You know this isn’t like your mom and dad.”

“I know that, Red,” she said, turning around and he thought it looked like she might have been crying but the closer she got to him the less sure he was of that.

“I’m sorry.”

“Sorry that I’m mad or sorry you didn’t tell me sooner?” she asked.

“That you’re mad. I didn’t lie to you. I didn’t know how to talk to you about it. I don’t have a big family that I can discuss issues like this with. You’re used to going to your mom and dad with your problems. I’m not. My dad is more the kind of guy who doesn’t like to talk. I have Braden who’s like a brother and that’s it. I can’t change who I am and fit into the mold of the man you want me to be,” he said. “I’m never going to do that.”

“Fair enough,” she said. “And for the record I never asked you to be anything other than honest.”

He stood up facing her. “For the record I have been.”

“I guess you have,” she said.

“I tried to tell you when we had dinner down by the river, but you said you didn’t need to know what I was discussing with the lawyer, remember?”

“Don’t throw that back in my face. You had given me something—never mind—that doesn’t matter. You’re right, I stopped you, but to be fair I had no clue you had a daughter. Do you have more kids?”

“Hell.”

“Exactly. Are there more surprises? You don’t know and neither do I,” she said. “I’m going to go home. The house is gorgeous, Red. I’m sure you and your daughter will be very happy here.”

“Emma.”

She just brushed past him and kept on walking. He was tempted to let her go but he loved her. And she loved him. She’d said it. And Emma didn’t lie.

He caught her arm gently and stopped her. “I’m sorry. For all of it. I love you and I’m not ready to let you go.”

“I love you too,” she said, crying. “But I can’t live with this—I don’t know how. It’s not just you who has flaws, Red. I have them too.”

She tugged her arm free and walked out of the library and his house. He stood there in the room he’d built for her, feeling the emptiness of her, as he heard her car start and she drove away.

He wanted to go after her, but he needed time and so did she. He hoped that time would show him how to find a way back to Emma. But she’d hurt him too by leaving. She’d admitted she had flaws. So did he. He’d thought about telling her so many times but in the end he’d done what he thought was right—waiting to tell her about Molly until Molly was his.

He understood why she was mad. He’d cast his line and come up empty. He wished he was a different man. A better man. But he knew who he was. He’d wanted to change so he’d be the perfect man for Emma. Maybe he was meant to be alone.


Fishing Takes Patience!


~A Texan’s Guide to Fishing

Chapter Fifteen

Emma drove straight past her parents’ house to the Dragonfly where she knew Delilah would be. She didn’t want to bring Amelia down and to be honest she and Cal were probably still celebrating the news of their baby. Emma hated that she was crying but there was a part of her that had built Red up the last few weeks to where he had seemed…

Perfect.

She knew that no one was perfect. Hell, she wasn’t perfect herself but in her mind, he’d taken on epic proportions with his muscular build, easy smile and sexy way of moving. He just seemed to have everything going for him.

She knew in the rational part of her mind that he hadn’t needed to tell her he had a daughter until today. But oh, sweet Jesus, he had a daughter. She pulled her car into one of the empty parking spaces on Main Street.

Red had a little girl.

If ever there was a man who would be a good father, it was Red. He’d always been taking care of everyone and everything. He was just that kind of guy. Probably Emma guessed because his own family had left him to raise himself. She knew he hadn’t minded; he was so well adjusted and there were many who wouldn’t have been. But this was Red.

And he had a daughter.

She hated that her reaction had made him doubt that she wasn’t overjoyed that he had a child. That news must have knocked him on his ass. It sure had her. She took a deep breath and then pulled her phone out.

Emma: I just want to say I’m so happy you have found your daughter and that you will get the chance to raise her. This wasn’t about her.

She tossed her phone in her bag and didn’t look at it when it pinged because she was still mad at Red. Later when she calmed down, she’d be able to read whatever it was he texted her but right now she needed her anger to keep her from really breaking down. She noticed Lancey and Finn walking toward her car and she definitely didn’t want to talk to them, so she gestured to her wrist and waved, as she put the car in reverse.

She hoped they thought she had to be someplace else as she carefully backed onto Main Street and then drove over to the Dragonfly. The parking lot was almost full and as soon as she opened her door to walk up to the restaurant, she could hear the sound of live music from the large porch seating area that was built up over the river. The fairy lights in the trees back there twinkled as well.

All of it just made Emma a little bit sadder. She should go home and leave Delilah to her busy dinner service. She knew how much work her sister had going during service but at the same time she needed her sister. She walked around to the kitchen door that opened to the back of the restaurant and two of Delilah’s staff were having a smoke break on the path that led up there. They waved to her and she waved back, realizing that for everyone life was still normal.

She had to remember that she’d had a cosmic shift when she’d realized that Red had been hiding something so huge from her. But to everyone else it was Sunday evening. A little bit of perspective might help her, she thought. But her heart still hurt.

She got as far as the back door and saw Delilah chewing out one of the line cooks and Emma thought maybe tonight wasn’t a good time for her to be coming to Dee with her problems, but her sister saw and waved her into the kitchen.

“Don’t do it again,” she said to the man she’d been talking to and then turned to walk over to Emma.

“Red texted me,” she said. “I really am slammed tonight but I have my assistant coming in and she’s going to take over the line.”

“You don’t have to,” Emma said, surprised Red had texted Delilah. How had he known she’d come here?

“I do have to,” Delilah said, giving her a big hug. “I’m sorry. I know you are hurting, and I will do whatever I can to help you.”

“What did Red tell you?” she asked.

“Just that he screwed up and you needed someone to talk to,” Delilah said. “Go sit out back by the river at our table. I’ll send down some food and is it wine or moonshine tonight?”

“Moonshine,” Emma said.

“I’ve got a bottle of Memaw’s in the freezer just for a night like this. And we’re closed tomorrow so as soon as Hannah gets here I’m off the clock.”

“Are you sure? I don’t want to put you out,” Emma said.

Delilah punched her in the shoulder. “Stop. Of course, I’m sure. Didn’t you drive all the way to Dallas for me? Sit in my apartment with me for three days when I was too humiliated to leave it?”

“I did,” Emma said. “That’s what sisters do.”

“That’s right. All sisters, Em. Even the baby of the family,” Delilah said, hugging her close.

Emma went down to the table and a few minutes later Delilah showed with drinks, food and ready to listen. But once her sister was seated across from her Emma realized she didn’t know what to say.

“Red’s an ass,” Delilah said. “Am I right?”

Emma nodded. But Red wasn’t an ass. He was a man. Flaws, she thought, trying to remind herself that flaws were what had attracted her to him in the first place. He wasn’t like everyone else.

“No. I don’t know. It might be me. Red has a kid. He just found out about her in January and didn’t say anything until tonight. He’s getting custody of her and she’s moving here,” Emma said.

“Well, that wasn’t what I was expecting. Why didn’t he say anything before now?”

She didn’t know for sure. “I guess he didn’t trust me.”
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Red wasn’t the kind of man to chase after a woman. He never had been. He’d seen his mom leave too many times. He knew when a woman made up her mind to go…she was leaving. He’d run through the options of where Emma might go when she left his house and the only person he could think of was Delilah.

She wouldn’t want to go to Amelia who was celebrating her pregnancy or her friends. And he’d been fairly certain she wouldn’t go to her parents. So, he’d texted Delilah and gave her a heads-up so that if Emma didn’t show up, Delilah would go to her.

He knew there wasn’t a physical pain associated with a broken heart, but he was in pain. He left his house and walked down to the river. He stood there on the dock he’d built and watched the water flowing. Remembered his father’s advice from when he could first remember his mom leaving them. That certain women were like the river, always flowing and changing and a man had to enjoy the beauty while he could.

Red bent his head down and felt tears burning in his eyes. This day…he’d come so close to having everything. To having the secret dream of his heart and then he’d lost it.

Had he been too cautious? He really couldn’t say. What if he’d lost Molly and had been banned from ever seeing her? How would telling Emma have helped that?

He heard a truck in the driveway. One thing about being out this far was that there were no other buildings and sound really carried. He walked back up to the house, half hoping it was Emma coming back to give him a second chance. To give their love a second chance, but he doubted that.

She’d been hurt, deeply hurt, and he had known she would be. He’d messed up big-time and he knew it. But he hadn’t figured out any other way to deal with the situation.

He walked around the side of his house and saw that it was Braden. He was leaning against the side of his truck, just waiting.

“So…”

“So?”

“Delilah texted me and told me to get out here. You needed me,” Braden said.

Small-town living.

“Emma and I broke up,” Red said.

“Didn’t y’all just get together?” Braden asked. “I mean I know you’ve been seeing each other in secret but was it going public?”

“No. Got time for some tequila?”

“Yes. I’m staying the night and I brought the tequila. Do you have beds or do I need to bring my sleeping bag?”

“I’ve got beds and a bunch of furniture.”

“Good. Let’s get to it,” Braden said. “I’m sorry, Red. I thought you two were going to be solid.”

“Me too,” Red said. “But I didn’t plan for all contingencies.”

“I’m not going to even pretend I know what that means,” Braden said.

They settled on the back porch under the big ceiling fans with the bottle and two shot glasses.

“What spooked her?” Braden asked after fifteen minutes of drinking and not talking.

“I got custody of Molly,” Red said. “I didn’t tell you because I wanted to let Emma know first.”

“Congratulations, bro. You shouldn’t have had to jump through that many hoops, but I guess it just proved to her grandparents how serious you were about being a father,” Braden said. “So, Emma didn’t think you’d get her?”

“I hadn’t mentioned Molly to her until today,” Red said.

“Dude.”

“I know. But what if I never got custody of Molly? The truth is I had a one-night stand with a woman whose last name I didn’t know, and she had a kid. I just couldn’t figure out how bringing that up was going to make me fit into the guy I was trying to be for her,” Red said. Hearing it out loud made him realize that there might have been a part of him that hadn’t felt like he deserved Emma.

Which ticked him off because he’d been sure he was fishing for her. That he was the one on the shore casting his line, finding the right bait and the right spot, but in reality, he might have been the fish. Swimming around trying to tempt someone into wanting him.

He knew it might have been the tequila and just his own depression from having her leave the way she had. Until Emma he’d always been the one to leave. He liked that—it gave him a feeling of being in control even though he was still alone. He controlled why he was alone. He knew that a lot of that had to do with his mom. He’d had to figure out how to adjust to her being gone.

She’d left to do something that mattered to her. She’d even explained to him that when he cried it made it harder for her to go and do a job that very few women in the world were able to do. She’d been one of the first women Michelin-starred sommeliers.

“It’s okay. You were trying to do the best you could. Emma will see that when she has time to cool down,” Braden said. “She’s got a good heart.”

A good heart that had been broken by a family secret and the lies her parents had kept. He understood them and he knew that Emma had as well, but she’d built a barrier about these kinds of things and he’d broken her rule.

She didn’t have too many standards that she wanted in a man, he realized. She’d tolerate anything but a person she loved lying to her. Red had his own rule: don’t give a woman you love a reason to leave. Yet he’d broken that one.

“I built her a library, Bray. And she still left,” Red said at last, taking another shot of tequila and trying to pretend that it didn’t matter.

But they both knew it did. Braden asked him about Molly and Red showed his friend the pictures he’d taken of her.

Red knew his life wasn’t over, that he wasn’t going to be alone again now that he had Molly, but his heart would always miss Emma and think of her as the one who got away.

He couldn’t shake that thought for the rest of the night.
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“I can’t believe he has a kid,” Emma said. Two weeks later at breakfast Red had texted her and said that he was meeting Molly in Whiskey River. Did she want to go? He’d reached out to her. It was an olive branch and she knew she should take it, but she was still hurt. And a little mad at herself for being hurt.

She was a little afraid that she might have had a knee-jerk reaction to Red that stemmed from her childhood. A part of her felt like the girl who had found comfort and escape in the pages of books where every story worked out. She felt melodramatic even thinking that, but it was true.

But this time was different. She hadn’t been able to lose herself in her beloved books—not with Red. She thought about him all the time. Remembered him as the only kid sitting alone at the Mother’s Day tea in third grade until Braden’s mom had invited him over to sit with them.

Remembered how he’d been plain about his flaws from the beginning and how he’d built that gorgeous house for a daughter that the courts might not have allowed him to have.

How he’d remembered her love of Because of Winn-Dixie and he’d re-created a scene from it for her.

She loved him.

And for the first time she saw the line between lies or imperfections and love. It wasn’t that people in love lied, it was that they lied to protect the ones they loved. Red wasn’t lying to make himself seem like a better man but to protect himself from being hurt. It wasn’t hard for her to see now that she’d had a few weeks to mull everything over that he hadn’t been as strong about his mom leaving as he’d always acted. And maybe her leaving…had hurt him deeply?

“I have been thinking about it at odd moments. What does she look like?”

“I don’t know. I didn’t even ask. I was too busy being hurt and making it all about me,” Emma said.

“It was all about you,” Delilah said. “He should have told you but being Red he probably wasn’t sure what to say or how to say it.”

“You might be right,” she said out loud.

“I am. Also…Lea said that she heard from Alex that an older couple named Odem checked into the Harwood House with their granddaughter last night and she’s totally adorable. Word around Whiskey River is that her dad is from around here.”

“So?”

“So the father has to be Red. Want to drive over to the Harwood House and have lunch? I’m working the dinner shift so I’m totally available,” Delilah said.

Of course she wanted to see Molly but the timing wasn’t right. She needed to fix things with Red before she met his little girl.

“I can’t,” she said. Sneaking over to see her felt wrong. He’d invited her to meet his daughter, and Emma had said no. She couldn’t figure out why he’d chosen to keep Molly to himself unless he didn’t trust her.

Which was totally within his rights because she’d asked him to sneak around town. But he had to know she wasn’t just toying with him. Didn’t he?

She was trying to marry the two things she believed deep in her soul together. He’d lied to her. No matter what her parents had said or how they’d justified it there was a part of her that couldn’t understand the need to ever do that. Then there was the other side. She loved him. He’d seen parts of her she’d never whispered a word about out loud and he’d made them come alive. It wasn’t just the sex, she thought sternly. Though the sex was incredible. It was the knowing her. No one had ever made her feel like she mattered more than Red did.

She knew that outweighed him not telling her about Molly but she hadn’t figured out how to get herself back to him. How to go from feeling that she might have overreacted in the moment to the hurt and shock of learning Red had a kid with another woman and let that hurt her. But she hadn’t let it hurt her. It had really hurt her. She wanted to pretend that if he’d told her that first day when they had picnicked by the river, she would have been all understanding, but the truth was she wasn’t sure.

She might have just read that as Red being the kind of man who was careless with the women he slept with. Though as conscientious as he’d been about wearing a condom every time with her, she didn’t know what to believe.

“Em? Yes or no?”

“No,” she said. “First I have to figure out how to win Red back. I think I hurt him by leaving the way I did.”

“I’m sure you did. But he hurt you too. It’s okay for you to be upset that he lied to you,” Delilah said.

Emma loved her sister. She knew that Delilah would defend her even if everyone else in the world had said she was wrong. That’s what sisters did. She had Dee’s back and Dee had always had hers. “I know. But now I have to make it up to him. I didn’t tell you, but he built me a library in his house.”

“He did? Emma, he really loves you. You have to forgive him,” Delilah said. “You’ll always regret it if you don’t.”

“I know. I just have to figure it out,” Emma said. Then remembered how Red had used the 1950s Texas fishing guide to woo her. She wondered if she could use it to woo him. Surely the same techniques would work on him. But he’d set the bar pretty high. How was she going to be able to match it?

“So we’re definitely not going to Whiskey River?”

“No. I need to make a plan,” Emma said.

“Do you need me for that?”

“Maybe to fix some food later,” Emma said. “Why?”

“I am curious about Red’s kid. I might go over and check her out on my own,” Delilah said. “I wish you’d come too.”

Should she? She debated it for a minute and then decided she’d made the right choice not to go. “No. I’m not going to do anything dishonest when it comes to Molly and Red. I want to meet him in the open. I think my asking him to sneak around set the tone for our relationship and I want to fix it.”

“Okay, what are you going to do?”

“Find the right kind of bait,” Emma said.

“What? You are talking crazy.”

“I know it. Red won my heart by finding the right kind of bait to lure me to his line and reel me in, but I slipped away and now I’m going to have to lure him back,” Emma said.

“You know because I know Red that makes perfect sense. But you’re not a fisherman, Em.”

“I know, but I love one so there’s no other way I can win him back but to use these techniques. I don’t know how else to do it.”

Delilah nodded. “Okay. Well he really likes lemon freezer pie. He stops by the Dragonfly once a week and orders two of them.”

Emma jotted that down. He also really liked being on the water and she wondered if there was something, she could get him for his dock. She knew he had all the gear he could ever need, and she didn’t have the expertise to buy that for him. But she needed something he wanted for himself but wouldn’t ask for.

She was doodling ideas when she thought about his parents. He’d never had his mom in his life except on her turf. Was there some way she could bring him his parents? Give him something from them he wouldn’t ask for?

She also realized that him telling her he loved her and her leaving had to remind him of his mom. She hoped she hadn’t hurt him too deeply and maybe lost him forever.

She decided she wouldn’t let that happen. She hadn’t waited a lifetime for the man of her dreams to come into her life only to lose him.


A good marriage/relationship challenges both partners to grow.


~lesson learned from Jane Austen’s Pride & Prejudice

Chapter Sixteen

Red hadn’t slept at all since Emma had left. He worked outside and took tours out but it wasn’t the same. He’d lost his love of the outdoors…well it had dimmed. Everything was different without Emma. But he was going to see his daughter tomorrow in Whiskey River. He couldn’t wait. He had wanted to go to South Carolina to get her but the Odems had made a good point that if they brought her it might be easier on them.

He heard a car in the driveway and hurried to the foyer, seeing his own reflection in the highly polished marble. Was it Emma? Had she come back?

He opened the door and saw an old Chevy pickup like his dad’s. Then he realized it was his dad. As soon as the engine shut off his mom jumped out of the passenger side and ran over to him. She pulled him into her arms and hugged him tight. “Will, we got here as soon as we could.”

He hugged her back, breathing in the scent of Chanel No. 5 and the warmth of her hug. His mom was one of the best huggers. Red always cherished them.

“Thanks. I’m glad y’all are here,” he said, waving to his dad who was looking up at the house.

“This is nice,” his dad said. “I guess you built it for your daughter.”

“Yeah, I did. I wanted her to have a nice home to come to,” Red said.

“I like it,” his father said, clapping him on the shoulder. “I’m going to look around.”

His mom linked her arm through his, but didn’t walk; she just looked at the house. “Is this the home you wanted?”

He thought about just keeping his feelings to himself as he always did with his parents but remembered what Emma had said about lying to protect those he loved. That sometimes the lie hurt more than the truth. “Maybe not this grand, but yes.”

She turned to face him. “You were always so strong I think I treated you like an adult instead of a child. I should have stayed home more.”

He’d longed to hear those words more times than he cared to admit when he’d been a kid, but he knew that he wouldn’t be the man he was today if she had stayed. “Mom, when I was little, I didn’t get it, but as I got older, I understood how rare it was for you to achieve the level of acclaim you did. It meant something to me that you were my mom and so successful.”

“It means more to me that you know I love you. If I could—”

“Don’t wish for a different life. I like the life I have, and I love you, Mom.”

“I love you too,” she said, hugging him again. She moved to his side and looked up at the house. “Is this based on the chateau we stayed at that summer you were ten?”

“It sure is. I loved that place. We had a good summer. Dad and I fished all day and we saw you every night. I wanted that kind of love to surround Molly when I brought her here.”

“Oh, Will, me too,” she said. “Tell me all about your daughter. Do you have a room ready for her?”

“I do,” he said. He brought his mom into the house and she remarked on the décor and the luxury that had been seamlessly woven into the design along with a natural and relaxed feeling.

“This place is special. Did you do all the interiors?”

“No. A friend helped me,” he said. It was hard to be in the house and not see Emma in every part of it. Not remember all the discussions they’d had about each of the rooms.

“She did a very good job. Is she just a friend?” his mom asked.

“She’s more, but it’s complicated,” he said.

“Want to talk about it? I might be able to help,” she said.

It was the first time she’d ever offered and Red realized he did want to talk. He wanted a woman’s opinion on the entire thing. He and his mom went down to the patio and she picked out a bottle of rosé and poured them both a glass.

Red told her all the details of the relationship. How Emma had wanted to keep things quiet and how he’d done everything he could to respect that, to be a better man for her, but hadn’t felt secure enough to share his feelings.

“I miss her, Mom. I don’t know how to undo this and get her to trust me again. And do I even have a right to ask her to trust me?”

“Tell her that. Like you told me, we can’t undo the past but sometimes we can use that hindsight to find a new way forward. And, kiddo, the woman who decorated this house for you isn’t going to fall out of love with you that easily. Every part of this house feels like a love letter.”

Red wasn’t sure he saw it the way his mom did, but she made him feel better about Emma. He had to figure out how to win her back, but he needed time. And he was slowly realizing as he spent the evening with his parents talking about Molly and his future that he had plenty of time to get the woman he loved back in his life.
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Braden had offered to come with him to meet Molly for the first time at the Harwood House in Whiskey River, but Red had declined. He had hoped maybe Emma would come but the hurt he’d caused her ran too deep and she’d said no. Which was fine, he thought running his hands over his hair.

“You look good, William,” his mom said. “They are going to love you as soon as they get to know you.”

“Thanks, Mom,” he said. He hadn’t asked his parents to come but when he’d gotten downstairs his dad had simply said they were going with him.

“We’ll wait in the lobby until you’ve talked to her first,” his dad said.

Both of his parents hugged him and Red realized how lucky he was to have them as his parents. He’d never felt left out…maybe a time or two on mother-son events at school but the both of them had always loved him and always encouraged him to be true to who he was. Had he forgotten that with Emma?

He’d been so busy trying to impress her he’d forgotten who he really was.

The Odems were waiting in the garden of the Harwood House. He’d video-chatted with them a day earlier to just let them know when he’d be there and to talk to Molly.

They waved at him when they saw him and then Molly noticed and turned to face him. She had red curls and an easy smile, and she was holding a stuffed animal in one hand and was sucking her thumb.

He walked over to them and then dropped down to her level. His heart was beating so loudly he thought it was going to burst. God, he loved this little girl. “Hey, Molly. Remember me? I’m your dad.”

“Hi,” she said, around her thumb.

Oh, God. Please don’t let him screw this up. He loved his daughter so much he wanted to be the best dad in the world, could he? She held her stuffed armadillo.

“This is Dilly. Dilly, this is my papa,” she said, then threw herself into his arms. He scooped her up and hugged her close.

They spent the rest of the afternoon talking and playing. She chatted a lot and Red had to admit he didn’t understand everything she said but she kept smiling at him and didn’t want to let go of her hand. His heart was so full. He’d never wanted to be a father, hadn’t thought of having children but somehow his life seemed brighter now that she was in it.
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Red’s parents had asked him if they could take him and Molly to Austin for the day and though Red had wanted to stay in Last Stand and try again to get Molly to meet Emma, he’d agreed. His parents and the Odems had both gotten along well and he and Molly were bonding as father and daughter. She’d crawled into his lap at lunch and had fallen asleep against his chest. Every day she was inching herself into more of his heart and the only thing that was tingeing his happiness was the fact that Emma wasn’t here to share it.

He’d been busy getting to know his daughter and setting up her bedroom. Which she’d sort of helped with, but two-year-old Molly didn’t have a lot of preferences. Surprisingly his mom and Mrs. Odem had gone shopping and come back with furniture and décor that not only suited his house but pleased both his daughter and him.

He’d enjoyed the day fishing with his dad, Mr. Odem and Molly. His daughter really liked the toy fishing pole he’d given her, and she looked adorable in her waders. His phone had a dozen new photos of her every time they tried something new. And it was all new. He’d sent a bunch of photos to Braden and his friend was just as excited to be a new uncle.

His life was falling into place in a way he’d always wanted as a child.

“I hope you don’t mind but we are heading back to town early,” Mr. Odem said. “Why don’t you and Molly enjoy the ride back together? I have to say we weren’t sure what kind of man you would turn out to be. Lori didn’t remember much of the night y’all were together other than your name and that you were from Last Stand or maybe she didn’t want to tell us much, but you are more than we could have hoped for.”

“Thank you, sir. I’m sorry I wasn’t there before this.”

“Honestly, son, I don’t think she wanted you to be,” Mr. Odem said. “But Molly needs a dad not just grandparents.”

Red agreed. He was going to be sorry when the Odems went back to Charleston, but they promised to visit once a month and Red was already talking to his builder about adding on a guest house that would suit them when they visited.

His folks drove the Odems back to their hotel.

“Looks like it’s just you and me, Molls. You ready to go home?” he asked her. She’d been playing on the big Stevie Ray Vaughan statue and he’d played her some of his music on the ride over. She was a happy child with big eyes and large curls. Every time he looked at her, he wanted to apologize for not having been in her life for so long. He would make up for it so she’d never feel that emptiness he’d felt when his mom had been gone.

He wanted to give her all the things he’d never had, which Cal said was what parents did. He’d spent a lot of time with the Delaneys. They’d sort of circled around him and shown him that they thought of him as a brother the same way he considered them.

He drove back to Last Stand listening to Paw Patrol—Molly’s favorite show—and trying to figure out if it was too soon to go back to Emma. To try some different bait and maybe start trying to win her back. But a part of him knew that he couldn’t do it again. He didn’t know what he’d do if he lost her once again. He needed to win this time. He needed her to come back to him.

And Emma wasn’t going to do that. He’d lied to her. She’d said herself that lying was the one thing she couldn’t forgive so it wasn’t like he blamed her, but he missed her. He hadn’t slept right since she was gone and he wanted to share his daughter with her. His daughter who was always holding the book that he’d given her when he’d visited her in Charleston. That small hard-bound book of Beauty and the Beast because Red figured that every girl should grow up knowing that beauty was more than skin deep and that sometimes the monster didn’t always look like one.

Just as he got to the outskirts of Last Stand, he got a text from Braden asking him to stop by the Corbyns’ for dinner.

He used the voice command to text back that he wasn’t sure he’d be welcome.

Braden texted back just to get there.

Red looked in the back seat and noticed his daughter was watching him. “You okay, Papa?”

“Yeah, angel, why’d you ask?”

“You were loud,” she said.

“I was loud. Sorry sometimes I forget how loud I can be,” he said. “We’re good. We are going to see Uncle Bray and Lane.”

“Yay. Whoz Lane?” she asked, lifting her feet up and kicking her legs.

“Uncle Bray’s nephew,” Red said. He smiled at his daughter before turning his attention back to the road.

He wasn’t sure that going to the Corbyns’ house was a good idea. In fact, he’d just decided that wooing Emma back into his life was something that he wasn’t going to do and he was pretty sure she’d be at her parents’ house.

He was just going to be chill.

Except he’d never been good at playing it cool around her. This summer had been so damned hot and not just because of the temperature. It had been down to Emma Corbyn and he wasn’t sure that he was going to deal well with seeing her again.

It had been hard to avoid her in the small town they lived in and he’d known they’d run into each other. It was bound to happen but he’d been hoping to have a bit more time… Maybe in a dozen years or so he wouldn’t still be so in love with her.


Take a photo of your catch and put the fish back in the water.


~A Texan’s Guide to Fishing

Chapter Seventeen

Emma had the idea for what she wanted to do to show Red that she wanted him back. She’d had to put aside her fear of everyone talking about them and reach out to what had felt like the entire town of Last Stand but in reality was just her family and the Delaneys and Red’s parents.

Red’s dad she’d known from growing up and she’d had a nice lunch with him and his wife. They loved her idea and were on board to help her with whatever they could do. She’d spent a lot of time talking to them and had come to realize that Red had a lot of his mom in him. She might not have been a part of his everyday life, but Emma could see the influence she’d had on her son. She was funny and kind and had a way of listening that made Emma feel like everything she had to say was important. She also spent every moment she could telling Emma about Red’s best qualities and taking the blame for him keeping Molly a secret.

But Emma and Mrs. Aldean had quickly bonded over their love for Red. Both women wanted him happy and Mrs. Aldean was sure that Emma was the woman who could make him that way.

Braden wasn’t as easy. “I’m not sure I should help you out. You hurt Red. I don’t know why you couldn’t see that he was doing what was best for you. I think you should know he was trying to find his way.”

“Because I love him and I made a mistake, Braden Delaney. Something that you of all people should understand. You’ve made mistakes too,” Emma said.

“I have. Which is why I’m willing to listen to you,” Braden said. “Plus we’re sort of related now that your sister is married to my brother.”

“Exactly. I’m family now.”

“So, what do you want me to do?” Braden asked.

Emma outlined her plan and Braden just nodded and then stood up and hugged her. “I think you’ve come up with a really good plan. I’m in. Don’t tell Lea I was mean to you when you first got here. She said that I shouldn’t interfere with you and Red.”

“I won’t mention it and technically I came to you, so you didn’t interfere.”

“That’s right,” Braden said.

Her parents were the hardest conversation she had. But it needed doing. She asked them to come to her house for dinner and they were both happy to oblige. They ate a meal that Emma had cooked with precise directions from Delilah and then afterward her mom and dad just waited.

“Sorry to be so mysterious but Red and I broke up because…well I reacted badly to some news he had.”

“What can we do?” Dad asked. “I assume you want to fix this?”

“Yes, Daddy, I do. The thing is I have never been able to reconcile the fact that you and Mama loved us but never told us about Amelia. Mama and I talked about it not too long ago and I’m getting better about that but when Red told me about Molly, it seemed like the past and I just felt like love had let me down.”

“Oh, sweetie, love didn’t let you down,” her mom said, taking her hand. Her dad put his hands on the table and then leaned toward her.

“Em, these things…kids and custody, they aren’t easy issues to discuss. I imagine Red must have been feeling unsure or he would have told you. But you shouldn’t ever think that keeping that secret dimmed his love for you or our love for you.”

She nodded. “I know. I think I knew it as soon as I drove away from Red’s house. I just needed time to get my head around it. I think I hurt Red really bad and I want to show him how much he means to me. Would you guys help me do that?”

“You know we will,” her mom said. “What do you need from us?”

She told them what she needed and they both agreed to help her. She had everything in place except Red. His parents had promised to keep him out of town so she could start putting her plan into action.

The Delaneys and her sisters, as well as Joey and Lea and Lancey all helped her get everything together. She spent the afternoon when Red was in Austin with Molly and all of Molly’s grandparents putting up all of her bait and then she had to do the worst thing ever. She had to go back to her fishing hole and just wait.

She had to hope he’d take the bait and come to her. Of course, she’d seeded the water a bit by enlisting the help of his family and friends. But in the end, she knew that it was going to be all down to her. Could she convince Red that her love was true and that she’d never leave him again?

She was betting everything she had on the chance she was taking. There was no way she could ever deny that she loved Red Aldean. She’d pretty much chosen the most public way she could to show him what he meant to her.

She hated being so exposed, hated the memories that it stirred from the last time she’d been in love and it had burned her. Yet at the same time, Red meant more to her than a little bit of embarrassment and truly loving him was the best thing she’d ever experienced. She’d do whatever she had to in order to win him back.

Her dad had been helpful, digging into his Founder’s Day costume trunk and helping her to make their front yard look exactly like she wanted it to. But sitting in front of the mansion she’d grown up in, waiting for Red, was the hardest thing she’d ever done.
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Red hit the brakes as he turned onto Main Street and saw the large sign in front of Good Boy! Lea Dunwoody’s shop. There was a cutout standee of Emma propped up next to it.

The sign read:

I could read books for days and never find the heart you gave me.

He continued driving and in front of Yippee Ki Yay—her mom’s shop—there was a second sign and another Emma cutout.

This one said:

You could bet I’d be practicing making lemon box pie if I could reel you in.

He just shook his head and started laughing.

“What’s funny, Papa?” Molly asked, chewing on the ear of her stuffed armadillo.

“A friend of mine is making me laugh,” he said. Not sure how to explain to his daughter what Emma had done.

This was as public as she could get and after weeks of sneaking around so that no one would talk about them she was putting her love on display for the entire town to see. He told himself this had to be a good thing. He knew that it wouldn’t be this easy to sort it all out, but this was the kind of sign he’d never expected to see.

He realized that though he hadn’t wanted to go back to the same fishing spot to try to win her again, Emma had definitely returned.

He drove a little further and at the People’s Bank of Last Stand—the town bank that the Corbyns had run since the town started—he saw one more sign.

Bait, tackle and the right spot, there is one man for Emma Corbyn and that is Red Aldean if he’ll still have her.

Red looked around for Emma but then noticed that there was a line of Emma and Red standees leading to her parents’ house and when he got there she sat on her front yard wearing a pair of denim shorts, her cowboy boots and hat and a scoop-neck top that made his heart beat a bit faster. He parked his truck and went around to get Molly out of her car seat. He held his daughter loosely in his arms as he walked over to where Emma was sitting and waiting for him.

She had her fingers twisted together and he knew she had to be nervous. She was sitting out here for everyone to see, just waiting for him. Molly squirmed to get down and he let her out of his arms. She took a step and then stopped, reaching back for his hand. He took her little hand in his and turned to Emma.

“Molly, this is my friend Miss Emma. Emma, this is my daughter Molly,” Red said.

Emma smiled over at his daughter and got up to walk over to them. She stooped down to be on Molly’s level. “Hello, Molly. I’ve been waiting to meet you. Who’s that?”

“Hi,” Molly said. “This is Dilly.”

She held up her stuffed armadillo and Molly patted it on the head. He heard Emma talking to Molly, but he could only watch the two of them and wonder if he was imagining this. He’d never expected Emma to make a big gesture like this. No one had ever done anything like this for him.

Finally, he just couldn’t wait any longer—he stooped down to the same level as Molly and Emma.

“What does this mean?” he asked Emma.

“I’ve put out some bait and figured I’d better do it publicly so that you’d know I was serious. Not just some day-tripper looking for any old Texan but a serious fisherwoman looking for the one.”

“Papa fishes,” Molly said.

“That’s right I do,” Red said. “But I think Miss Emma was fishing for someone in particular.”

“Who?” Molly asked.

“The both of you,” Emma said.

Red nodded at her as their eyes met. “I guess you didn’t slip my line after all.”

“No, I didn’t. I’m sorry but something spooked me, and I had to go a little deeper to regain my perspective,” Emma said.

“I might have jerked the line too quickly,” he said, going with her metaphor. Molly saw Lane as Braden and his brothers showed up and she darted over to him.

“I’m sorry, Red. I think I might have overreacted,” she said.

But he stopped her before she could say anything else. “I’m sorry too. I should have trusted you…I did trust you. I guess I didn’t trust myself.”

“I love you so much. I’ve missed you and I don’t want to spend the rest of my life without you,” she said. “I know that we have to still figure a lot of things out, but I don’t want to spend any more time apart. I want you for my own, Red Aldean.”

“I love you too and that suits me just fine. I have wanted to reach out to you since the moment you left but I wasn’t sure how to fix this. And you’ve always been the kind of woman who doesn’t give second chances.”

“I guess I wasn’t before you. But if ever there was a man I wanted to give all my chances to it’s you, Red.”

He pulled her into his arms and kissed her because he couldn’t wait another moment. He heard the sound of applause and when he lifted his head from their kiss and they stood up, he realized that his entire family was here. The Delaneys and their women, the Corbyns, his parents and the Odems. Molly and Lane were busy talking and playing but the adults were all smiling at them. Red realized that he had the family he’d always wanted and secretly craved right here.

Red had once thought he’d never met a river he couldn’t fish, a rapid he couldn’t expertly navigate through or a problem he couldn’t solve. At least that was what he’d thought before he’d started falling for Emma Corbyn. But now he knew with her by his side he would be able to handle whatever life threw his way.
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Molly was exhausted after a long day and Emma followed Red up the stairs as he carried her to her room. They placed her in her toddler bed and she realized for the first time that Red had been giving her clues about Molly all along; she just hadn’t seen them.

“This room seems to suit her,” Emma said quietly.

“It does. She loves it. Would you get her pajamas out of the top drawer?” Red asked.

Emma brought the pajamas over to Red and helped him get her ready for sleep. She was soon tucked under the covers with Dilly cuddled under one arm.

Red pulled Emma into his arms and looked down into her face. She remembered this room when it was empty and now it was full of love, Emma thought.

He took her hand and led her out of the room and down to the patio, carrying the baby monitor in one hand.

“Thank you for doing that today. For showing me that you accept me as I am,” he said.

“I always did, Red,” she admitted. “I was just afraid to let myself love you.”

“I wanted to be a better man for you, a different man, but when I talked to Mom I realized that was where I messed up. I should have been myself all along. I’m not good at pretending.”

“I’m glad,” she said. “I love you just the way you are.”

“I love you too, Emma. Forever and always. I want to make this permanent. I want Molly to have brothers and sisters—when you are ready—but I want a big family with you.”

“I want that too, Red,” she said. He pulled her into his arms and they made love on the double lounger they were sitting on and then afterward he held her close. They talked about their dreams for the future and the life they both wanted with each other.

The End
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Memaw Corbyn’s Lavender Lemonade


The sugar/lemon balance will depend on what types of lemons you are using (Meyer lemons are less tart than regular lemons), and your own preference for sweetness.

While all varieties of lavender are edible, English lavender and Provence lavender are most often used for culinary purposes.

If you use fresh, garden flowers, make sure they have not been sprayed with pesticides. Do not use florist flowers.

INGREDIENTS

•    A small handful of freshly picked and rinsed lavender flowers or a tablespoon of dried lavender flowers

•    1 cup white, granulated sugar

•    2 cups of boiling water for the infusion

•    1 1/2 cups freshly squeezed lemon juice

•    2 cups or more of cold water

•    Ice

Delilah Corbyn’s Lemon Icebox pie

INGREDIENTS

1.   For the crust:

•    14 whole graham crackers or digestive biscuits

•    1/4 cup sugar

•    1/4 teaspoon salt

•    6 tablespoons unsalted butter, melted and still warm

2.   For the filling:

•    2 (14-ounce) cans condensed milk

•    1 1/4 cups strained lemon juice (from the 2 zested lemons below plus an additional 4–6)

•    Zest of 2 lemons

•    8 large egg yolks

3.   For the chantilly cream:

•    2 cups heavy cream

•    1/2 teaspoon vanilla extract

•    1/4 cup confectioners’ sugar

PREPARATION

1.   To make the crust:

1.   Heat the oven to 325°F/170C. Break the graham crackers into small pieces and place in the bowl of a food processor along with the sugar and salt. Pulse 8 times, until the cracker crumbs are semi-fine (they shouldn’t be powdery but not in large shards either) and the crackers and sugar are combined. Pour in the butter and pulse until the butter is blended in and the mixture isn’t crumbly and holds its shape when you squeeze it, about twelve 1-second pulses. Transfer the crust to a 9-inch springform pan and push and press the crumb mixture into the bottom and two-thirds of the way up the sides of the pan. Use the bottom of a measuring cup to press the crust into place. Set aside.

2.   To make the filling:

1.   Whisk the condensed milk with the lemon juice and set aside. Whisk the zest with the egg yolks in a medium bowl until pale, 30 to 60 seconds, and then whisk in the lemon juice-condensed milk mixture.

2.   Place the springform pan on a rimmed baking sheet, pour the mixture into the crust, and carefully transfer the baking sheet to the oven. Bake until the center jiggles slightly, like a soft-setting custard, about 25 minutes. Remove from the oven and cool for 1 hour on a cooling rack. Loosely cover the pan with plastic wrap (be careful not to let the plastic wrap touch the top of the pie) and freeze for at least 6 hours or overnight.

3.   To make the chantilly cream:

1.   Pour the heavy cream into the bowl of a stand mixer (or in a large bowl if using a hand mixer). Add the vanilla and sift in the confectioners’ sugar. Whip on low speed to combine and then increase the speed to medium-high and whip until medium-stiff peaks form, about 1 1/2 minutes.

2.   Before serving, wrap a wet, warm kitchen towel around the edges of the springform pan to release the pie from the pan’s sides. Unclasp the pan and remove the pie. Fill a pitcher with hot water, dunk your knife in, wipe off the blade, and slice. Top with a dollop of chantilly cream and serve immediately, or keep in the freezer for up to 1 week.


If you enjoyed Red Hot Texan, you’ll love the next books in….


The Corbyn Sisters of Last Stand series

Book 1: Red Hot Texan

View the series here!

Book 2: Texas Christmas Baby

Coming November 2020!

Book 3: Texan for the Taking

Coming January 2021!


More books by Katherine Garbera


The Dangerous Delaneys series

Book 1: Her Texas Ex

Buy now!

Book 2: Full Texas Throttle

Buy now!

Book 3: Texas Christmas Tycoon

Buy now!

The Scott Brothers of Montana series

Book 1: A Cowboy for Christmas

Buy now!

Book 2: The Cowboy’s Reluctant Bride

Buy now!

Book 3: Her Summer Cowboy

Buy now!

Book 4: Cowboy, It’s Cold Outside

Buy now!

Book 5: Her Christmas Cowboy

Buy now!


Keep Up with your Favorite Authors and their New Releases

For the latest news from Tule Publishing authors, sign up for our newsletter here or check out our website at TulePublishing.com

Stay social! For new release updates, behind-the-scenes sneak peeks, and reader giveaways:

Like us on

[image: Facebook Button]

Follow us on

[image: Twitter Button]

Follow us on

[image: Instragram Button]

See you online!

[image: Tule Publishing Logo]


About the Author


[image: Author]

USA Today bestselling author Katherine Garbera is a two-time Maggie winner who has written more than 60 books. A Florida native who grew up to travel the globe, Katherine now makes her home in the Midlands of the UK with her husband, two children and a very spoiled miniature dachshund.

For more from Katherine, visit KatherineGarbera.com

Join her mailing list here

Follow her on Facebook and Twitter@katheringarbera
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For the latest news from Tule Publishing, visit our website at TulePublishing.com and sign up for our newsletter here!
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