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			CHAPTER ONE

			Jessica...

			Rain pounds on my window, the wipers on my windshield working fervently to clear the glass and my view. The huge droplets of water from the fierce Texas-style summer thunderstorm seem to mock me with every smack against my windshield, and I’m pretty sure it’s because I just ate an entire jumbo-sized bag of Reese’s Peanut Butter Cups after saying I was on a diet. Of course, there is much to mock right now, such as the debacle that is my life a few hundred miles back in Dallas.

			Most people would think it’s crazy to leave everything (newly defined as “nothing”) behind to live in a cottage that I’ve never seen outside of a few Zillow photos. And yes, it’s a decision I admittedly made rather spontaneously, and from a hotel room, but desperate times demand desperate decisions. I need to breathe air that my ex isn’t breathing and, even more so, sleep in a bed that his secretary hasn’t been rolling around in with him.

			My fingers clutch the steering wheel, and I force myself to remember the events that got me here on this dark, rainy highway, and then I focus on the bright side. It’s true that my ex hijacked my bank account. It’s true that I told the largest corporate client of my firm, my client, that he’s a loser and a cheater and did so while in divorce court. Of course, in my defense, that was a mere hour after finding out I was almost engaged to a man who is nicknamed “Oh God” by his secretary. Despite said good reason, that outburst ensured I’m no longer about to be the twenty-eight-year-old youngest partner in my firm but rather on a forced leave of absence. I do however have an offer to write A Girl’s Guide to Divorce, and it comes with a healthy advance. Thank God I got the publisher making the offer a heck of a divorce settlement last year. 

			And so here I am, on my way to a cottage retreat to write my book, so darn eager to get started that I’m driving in a storm in the middle of the night. The rain keeps falling, but at least my wipers keep wiping. The rain is never ending, though, as I reach for my bag of peanut butter cups to find it empty. Terrific. I need more candy. Thankfully, my GPS chooses that cheerful moment to alert me to my upcoming exit, and I slow to a crawl while my gaze cuts through the haze of the downpour, seeking my destination in earnest. I’m nervous in this weather, and I manage to hydroplane by the time I spy the turn, which, with a slow maneuver, I discover is—oh God—a really dark, spooky country road. Apparently, I’m auditioning for the role of the stupid girl in a horror flick who gets killed before everyone else, the one no one remembers. Lord, help me. Just let me get to my little cottage safe and well. 

			As if assuring me that’s not going to happen, the rain continues splattering and pounding my windows. It’s like someone is throwing buckets on top of my car. I’m already out of my element, I decide, as I hit a pothole and then bump my way down a muddy path while the sexy voice of my GPS says, “Travel approximately one mile, then turn right.” I don’t know why the GPS voice has to be so very blonde and beautiful-sounding, but she reminds me of the “other” blonde. I don’t approve. She also has me driving a very long, winding road. 

			I check my locks, thinking of a horror movie again, certain that this is where the girl’s car breaks down and a crazy monster stabs her to death. It’s right in that moment, with that thought, that I hit another pothole and yelp. My hands momentarily lift from the steering wheel and I quickly grab it, slam on the brakes, and halt, which probably isn’t smart on this dark road. I panic. I hit the accelerator and my tires spin. I accelerate again, which goes as well as the first attempt. It doesn’t go at all. 

			I hold down the brake, grab my phone to call for help, but I have no idea who to call. I shift the car into park and try to look up AAA, only my phone says I have no service. Okay, think. Think. 911. This is an emergency of sorts. I might be close to being stabbed to death. I dial 911 and eye my phone, which still has no bars. It’s right then that truck lights flicker in my direction and travel toward me at a rapid pace. The truck cuts to the side of the road right in front of me. It’s official. I’m about to die and I can do nothing but sit here and wait for the end. And watch it coming, watch him coming.

			A big man exits the truck and starts walking in my direction, a raincoat lifting behind him with a gust of wind, boots splattering in puddles of water and mud. In the romance novel I just read, this man would be a hot hero who would never in a million years stab me to death. He’d kiss me crazy. He’d make me crazy, in all the right ways. I’d like to linger on that fantasy, but unfortunately, I did just watch the Ted Bundy documentary on Netflix, which makes me consider another option. Instead of kissing me crazy, this man could be crazy. He could charm me, kiss me, and then kill me. I jolt as the would-be killer, who could be a hero, knocks on my window. 

			He’s right here, right by my side. I have to make a decision. My options are either ignore him or beg for help, but my heart beats to a song that has only two lyrics—run. Run fast. Only there’s nowhere to run. He knocks again, escalating my need for a decision, which comes quickly, considering the weather. I can’t leave him in the rain. I roll down the window, but not far enough for him to yank me through it.

			“Hi,” I say, taking in his black cowboy hat pushed back from his thirty-something handsome face. Check. He has the looks to be a killer or a hero. He’s actually vaguely familiar, which is silly. We’re on a country road, hours from Dallas. I don’t know him unless—did I handle his divorce? 

			“You need help?” he asks, his voice this raspy, low, masculine tone that could seduce me right to death. 

			“Hi,” I say in a brilliantly formed sentence, because you know, despite years of law school, apparently the storm killed my brain cells. “I—ah. I don’t know you.” 

			He arches a dark brow, his lips—quite full, firm lips with droplets of rain clinging to them—flatten. “Your point?” 

			“We’re on a dark road and—”

			“All right, then,” he says and just walks away. Cranky. So very cranky, and this doesn’t seem to fit my romance hero or Bundy killer theories. 

			I roll down the window, and thankfully, the rain has eased. “No!” I call out. “Wait. I need help.” 

			He doesn’t stop walking. Crap. I get out of the car. “Wait.”

			Thankfully, he does. Or really, he just chooses to halt in front of my car where he inspects my tire. I rush to meet him, but only a few steps from reaching his side, one of my high-heeled boots lands wrong. I wobble, my ankle turning left, and panic rises inside me as I desperately try to stop what happens next. I fail. My heel has sunk deep in the mud and I start to fall. I try to balance, but it’s just not happening. I don’t even know how it happens, but I go down, my attempt to catch myself with my hands making things worse. The next few seconds are a blur that land me in a puddle of mud, the lights of the cowboy’s truck smacking me in the eyes as thick, wet goop slips and slides all around me, all over me. 

			And good lord, I’ve known Texas mud, of course I have; in a parking lot, when my family dog got out in the rain, or at a ballgame, but those things are expected. This—this is not. Not here. Not on the side of a road I shouldn’t be on. Stupid heels I wore for a meeting with my stupid ex right before leaving town. 

			The cowboy steps to the edge of the puddle, his big body blocking the sharp ray of headlights, shadows masking his entire face, and he stares down at me. He could be laughing. God. I bet he’s laughing. How can he not be laughing? 

			I lift a dripping, muddy hand. “I guess you now know that I’m having a really bad night?” 

			He doesn’t reply. Clearly he’s not a man of many words. Instead, he simply rounds the puddle and squats to offer me his hand. I consider how dangerous touching him might be. Maybe this is when he grabs me and stabs me. Maybe this is where I dream of a romance hero and he dreams of a blonde that says “oh God” as low and raspy as my GPS says “turn right,” but I forget that thought as I start to sink. Do we have quicksand in Texas? Oh crap. I’m sinking and I have only one option. I grab the cowboy and hold on for dear life.

			 “I’m sinking!” I cry out, a plea to be saved. “Help. I’m sinking! Oh God. I’m—” 

			He stands and takes me with him, and yep, of course, I manage to trip again and land smack against him, which might seem romantic except I now have mud all over me, meaning he and all of his many muscles  now do as well. 

			“Sorry,” I say, gripping his raincoat. “Sorry. I’m unsteady and—”

			His big, strong hands come down on my waist, and he lifts me out of the puddle and sets me firmly on the ground. He doesn’t immediately release me; he just stands there, towering over me, a good six feet four inches to my five feet four, a dark ringlet of hair on his brow. His eyes are hooded in that cowboy way—I don’t know how else to describe it—for a moment that seems to stretch forever before he abruptly drops his hands. “Don’t move.”

			It’s an order, which I’d take exception to if I wasn’t A) trying to recover from his hands being on and now off my body, and B) afraid to move and end up in that puddle again. In other words, I do as I’m told. I don’t move. Now, I’m the one just standing here, attempting to master that skill as he has, and watch as he walks to my car to do something inside. Considering he grabs the roof and door then rocks the car forward and out of the hole, I assume he placed the gear in neutral. 

			Relief washes over me. My car is free. I’m free. The cowboy, my cowboy now, I decide, parks my car again, and then saunters back toward me, somehow missing every puddle and hole in his path, of which there are many, without ever looking down. He stops in front of me. Close. Really close. This is where my mind goes crazy. I need romance. I need a kiss. I need an escape that makes me forget what I left in Dallas. Maybe a man isn’t the right escape, but this man, this cowboy, is rugged country hotness, while my ex was such an arrogant pretty boy. 

			“What’s a city girl doing on a country road in the middle of the night?” he asks, but his tone isn’t seduction like it would be if it matched the fantasy in my mind right now. No. Not all. It’s more of an accusation.

			Brows furrowing, my defenses prickle. “It’s nine o’clock, which is hardly a time that qualifies as ‘the middle of the night,’ and how do you know I’m a city girl?”

			“The BMW.” He eyes my boots. “The heels. No one from around these parts wears high-heeled boots. They know they’ll land them in a puddle of mud or worse.”

			“Worse?”

			“Worse,” he confirms, but he offers no further details. If only my clients would do the same in a courtroom or mediation room, but they never do. 

			I don’t want to know what he means anyway, and I’m certainly not going to defend my heels that my ex didn’t deserve in the first place. Proven by the fact that he didn’t show up to actually notice the boots. He stood me up, because why wouldn’t he cut me one last time? “Are you always judgmental of people who are wet and clearly alone and—” I can feel the blood run from my face. “Can we forget I just said those words?”

			He gives me a three-second deadpan stare before he says, “I think that’s a good idea.” And while his tone might be dry, even removed, I know that tone means he’s laughing inside. I know. I feel it.

			“You’re laughing at me now?” I accuse.

			“I didn’t laugh.”

			“You laughed.” 

			“I don’t laugh.”

			“You don’t laugh? As in ever?”

			“It’s not my thing.”

			“Everyone laughs,” I argue. “I know some real assholes and even they—”

			“And to answer your question,” he says, cutting me off, “yes. I do judge everyone wet and alone in high-heeled boots on this particular road, at this time of night, which has happened all of one time. Now. So that means you. Where are you going anyways?”

			I bristle all over again. “Why should I tell you where I’m going? What if you’re a serial killer?”

			“Because even if I were a serial killer, I’m the only person you have right now. And if I know where you’re going, I can make sure you get there safely. And despite the boots and the mud puddle, I think you’re smart enough to know why you need me.”

			I don’t know how he thinks he knows anything about me, but I’m done arguing. Safe sounds good. “Sweetwater,” I say. “I’m staying there for a few months.”

			“Are you now?”

			I frown at the odd reply that says a million words and yet says nothing. “Yes,” I confirm, giving him as little as he’s giving me. 

			“Who are you staying with?”

			“Why do you assume I’m staying with anyone?”

			“It’s a small town.”

			“I rented a place.”

			“For what?”

			“To live,” I say. “Why else?”

			“Huh. Okay. It’s a mile up the road. I’ll follow you to the edge of town.” 

			 I frown. “What does ‘huh’ mean?” 

			“It means I’ll follow you.” He eyes my boots. “Need help to your car?”

			“You’re an asshole, cowboy.”

			“Yes, ma’am,” he says, and I swear the corners of his lips just barely hint at a smile. His voice, however, is as dry and irritated as ever. “Need help or not?”

			“No, I do not need help walking to my car”—I point—“that’s right there.”

			“Suit yourself.”

			I’m no longer fantasizing about a kiss but rather a stomp on his toe or a kick to his shin, which would most likely be more about my ex than him, and a bad idea. I charge toward my car and do so without falling, thank God. I open the door and turn to him. “Thank you very much for your help, because despite you being a judgmental asshole, cowboy, you saved me and didn’t kill me, and that makes you all right in my book.” I don’t wait for a reply. I climb into my car, and good grief, I splatter mud everywhere. The cream-colored leather seat is now a mess, as is my floorboard. 

			The cowboy, whose name I never got, is already in his truck. I pull out onto the road, and he follows behind me. With the rain in check, the drive is fast and easy. I reach the town’s welcome sign almost immediately, and just as immediately, the truck lights behind me cut around me and fade away. Gone. I sigh, a little disappointed for no good reason. I turn onto the country road that my GPS orders me to and drive down another winding road that is rough and bumpy but thankfully without holes. 

			Finally, I’m parked in front of a cottage in the middle of nowhere with no cowboy to save me this time, but that’s okay. I’m saving myself. I’m climbing out of my own mud puddles, and I can do it without a cowboy with an attitude. 

			In fact, if I never see him again, it will be just fine with me. 

			Why did I even want that man to kiss me? I don’t know him. Then again, I didn’t even know the man who was in my bed for three years. 

			I may not kiss another man ever again. Nope. Never kissing a man again. 

			Decision made, I open my door and step into the darkness, rain beginning to fall once more, and I pretend that it’s the only reason my cheeks are wet. I’m not crying. I don’t cry, but if I did, at least no one would know. Not here, not alone in the middle of Nowhere, Texas. 


		


		
			CHAPTER TWO

			Jessica…

			What could go wrong?

			Those had been my words when I booked the Zillow rental. After all, I was chatting with the sweetest old lady ever, and she was renting me the home her husband had built for her fifty years before—remodeled, of course, she assured me. Famous last words, I think now, considering all that has gone wrong. I mean, I’m homeless for God’s sake, if not for a cottage in the middle of nowhere, otherwise known as Sweetwater, Texas. Otherwise known as the place where I’m presently standing in ankle-deep mud. No more crying into chocolate martinis with the internet and Zillow nearby for me. Apparently, that’s dangerous.

			Yes.

			What.

			Could.

			Go. 

			Wrong?

			I walk to my trunk, pop it open with the clicker, and grab one of my suitcases, a puddle forming inside the interior before I can shut it again. I love a Texas rainstorm, but this is nuts. Then again, so was coming here without ever seeing the cottage first. Committed—because what else am I going to be right now?—I start trudging toward the said unseen cottage that is my temporary home. The one I can barely make out. I can’t even see the porch through the downpour. What I do manage to spy is my tire that I’m pretty sure is once again stuck in a hole in the dirt road that is my new driveway. So are the wheels of my suitcase. 

			My God, what is happening to me? Did I sin in another life? Probably. Apparently. 

			But sinner that I am, I can’t leave it here, in the drive, in the rain. It’s a hard-shelled case, but much more of this, and it will be a mess. I’m a mess. 

			Awkwardly, I lift my suitcase into the air and stomp my way toward the porch, panting as I hike up to the first step. Trying not to think about the panting of that woman while she rode my fiancé. Those sounds she made, those moans. His groans. Oh God. Why did I go there again? 

			Why?

			I continue tugging the case upward, but I stop before I reach the dark porch. The really dark porch. A good reason to hurry inside, which is why I waste no time climbing the remaining stairs. Once I’m there, I look under the mat, where Martha, my new landlord, directed me to look, and bingo. I have an open door. I reach for the light, find the switch, but the bulb burns out immediately, the crackling sound jolts me, my fist balling at my chest. Good grief, I’m on edge. It’s a blown bulb. I’ll take the dark cottage over the dark porch any day. Hurrying inside, I drag my bag behind me and shut the door, immediately suffocating in darkness. I open the door again. That does nothing. I reach for the wall, find the second switch I remember feeling before, and thankfully, the porch light floods the exterior of the cottage and overflows into the foyer. 

			I scan what I can see of the living room, find a lamp, and flip it on, giving me a brief glimpse of a floral couch in rose colors with two matching chairs on my way back to the door. I seal it shut, eye the small space that is rustic and, well, rustic. That’s all I can say about it. I’m not going to think about just how rustic yet, not with water pooling at my feet. I’m soaked and I pull off my boots, dash toward the one doorway I spy to my right, and into what I hope is a bedroom. I flip on the light to scan the giant sleigh bed with not much more in the room. A wooden nightstand. A dresser. No TV, but I have a book to write anyway.

			I dart toward the door in the far right corner and enter the bathroom, where I find a giant old-fashioned, barrel-style tub. I open one of the white cabinet doors and also find a towel, but I’m just too wet for it to help. Like that woman was for Craig. Oh God. There I go again. No. No. No. I will not think those thoughts. No more. I’m done. With him. With her. I strip down naked, wrap the towel around me, and hunt for my suitcase, which I hope like heck has the other bag of chocolate I packed. 

			Naked might get a girl in trouble, but I’m alone and it’s not like anyone is going to see me naked anytime soon. I can go right ahead and happily pack a few pounds of chocolate weight on a petite frame that can’t handle a few extra anything. There will be no more men for me. Therefore, there will be no trouble to be found. It’s a great plan and on this one, really truly, I dare to say, what could go wrong? I exit the bathroom into the bedroom and scream at the sight of a man standing there.


		


		
			CHAPTER THREE

			Jessica…

			The cowboy who saved me on the side of the road is not only here, minus his trench coat and wearing a snug black T-shirt, he’s bigger and broader than I remember. The bedroom shrinks. My heart races.

			“I was right,” I accuse, clutching at my towel, the only thing between me and him besides footsteps. “You are a serial killer.” I search for a weapon and I don’t know why there’s a giant flashlight on the nightstand, but it’s long and strong, and I grab it, my new prize. I also manage to drop my towel. Oh my God, I’ve dropped my towel. Goose bumps lift on my naked body and, Lord help me, my nipples pucker. 

			I try to grab my towel and almost drop the flashlight, which is a better weapon than terry cloth. I commit to the flashlight and my state of undress. “I will hit you if you come near me,” I warn. “I mean, kill you.” That sounds unrealistic and therefore lacks the bite I intend. “I will hurt you.” 

			He arches a brow and, to my shock and his credit, he doesn’t so much as blink at anything below my neck. I don’t know if I should be appreciative or offended. Am I not distracting? Am I not worthy of a look? Obviously, my ex didn’t think so and—

			The cowboy starts walking toward me.

			“What are you doing? Stay back.” I hold up the flashlight, but I’m the one backing up, hitting the wall with a hard thud. He snatches up my towel and hands it to me, his hand brushing my nipple in the process. I suck in a breath, even as the flashlight is removed from my hand and tossed on the bed. “The game is over. Getting naked won’t stop me from calling the police.”

			“I’ll knee you. I’ll scream. I’ll—”

			“You’re standing in my property, sweetheart.” 

			“This is not—”

			“And yet it is. You picked the wrong house to squat in and the wrong town. I saw where you turned off. I knew where you were headed. Wrong choice, sweetheart.” 

			“Stop calling me sweetheart. And what the hell are you talking about? Squatter? What is a—” A bad feeling hits me. “You think I’m freeloading by sneaking in here and now I’m trying to buy a bed with my naked body? Really?”

			“If the shoe fits, sweetheart.”

			I scowl. “Stop calling me sweetheart. Since when do women seducing men try to hit them with a flashlight? Then again, we are talking about you here. I’m pretty sure you could make anyone want to hit you. Maybe that’s the only foreplay you know. A flashlight and a—”

			“Stop,” he orders, his hands pressing to the wall on either side of me, his big body framing my naked body. The brim of his damn hat hits me in the face. I knock it off his head, a mass of wavy dark hair springing from beneath. “That hurt,” I growl, my anger winning over fear and embarrassment. “Back off. Let me off the wall.” 

			“Not a chance in hell,” he bites out. His voice is low, taut, anger in the words. “You know why? Because I don’t like getting scammed.” 

			“Scammed? You’re getting scammed? Are you freaking kidding me?” I shove his hard chest. “Get off. Get off of me. I rented this on Zillow and you’re a knee away from that hurting I promised you.”

			He pushes off the wall. “Get dressed. Now.” He grabs his hat and places it back on top of all that wavy black hair. 

			I wrap my towel around me front to back, in an awkward move that at least covers my most intimate parts. “I need my suitcase. My clothes are inside.”

			“Where are the clothes you took off?”

			“Dripping wet. I’ll never get them back on. I need my suitcase and I’m not walking out to the living room in this towel. Not unless you leave first.”

			His hands settle on his hips. “You want me to get your suitcase for you? Are you serious?”

			“I didn’t say that, but if you’re not a serial killer, fetching my case and offering me privacy to dress would be quite gentlemanly. Isn’t that the cowboy way? To be a gentleman?”

			His lips purse and he makes a grunting noise before he turns and strides out the door. I run to the bathroom and grab my phone. That’s when I realize I didn’t shut the door. I rush that way, slam it shut, and lock it. I fit the towel around me more fully, knotting it this time, and when I turn my attention back to my phone, I discover that I have no bars. How do I still have no bars? How do people live like this?

			A heavy hand knocks on the door. “Hiding in the bathroom won’t make me leave,” the cowboy announces. 

			“I’m not hiding.” Okay, I’m hiding, but it’s because I’m wearing only a towel, and I’m not reminding him of that fact. “Leave my bag and I’ll happily get dressed.”

			He’s silent for several beats before he grumbles, “You have five minutes exactly, starting now.” Footsteps sound and then the exterior door thumps shut, and with it, he’s passed the serial killer test. He’s not going to hurt me or kill me. Just kick me out. I got scammed by a little old lady, and it’s painfully obvious that my unlucky streak is not over. I need to get dressed before I end up homeless in a towel. 

			I roll my case into the bathroom, shut the door, and quickly pull on leggings, a T-shirt, and dry sneakers. Once I’m dressed, I use my towel to dry my hair, brush it out, and then check my phone again and confirm there is still no signal. Another knock sounds on the door. “Time’s up,” the cowboy bellows. “Open up.”

			A moment of worry hits me. What if I’m letting down my guard and accepting defeat too easily? This man, whose name I don’t even know, could be a brilliant serial killer like Bundy. Reel me in. Make me trust him. Hurt me. Kill me.

			I eye my useless phone, then the high, tiny window above the tub, just as a deafening crash of thunder rocks the wooden structure around me. I can’t leave. I’m not getting out of here. I look for a weapon and end up with a plunger in my hand. What am I going to do, suction his face off? I toss it aside and walk to the door. I don’t cower in the courtroom. I’m not cowering now. If he’s a killer, I’ll have to fight and the sooner, the better. 

			I open the door and charge forward, smacking into a hard chest, hard enough that I gasp and then catch myself on a solid wall of muscle. Thankfully, he’s not armed, unless you count his striking blue eyes. Eyes that stare down at me with steely cold precision. And his mouth, that mouth, sets in a hard line that earns way too much of my attention for my own good. It’s hard. He’s hard. So very hard while my own mouth is so very dry. Wait. He’s dry. “Did you change clothes?”

			“Yes.”

			I push away from him, take a step backward. “How? How did you—” 

			“I keep a change of clothes here. I own this place.” 

			It’s official. I’ve been scammed. Or I’m being scammed. “I don’t know what to say to you right now.”

			“Now? Now, you confess your scam and I then have to decide what to do with you.”

			I bristle, anger coming hard and fast. I can give him the benefit of the doubt, but this is what he gives me? I’m trapped in a tiny bathroom and I don’t care. I’ll push my way out if I have to. “I rented this place. I paid for three months.” 

			“And who exactly did you rent it from? I own this cottage. I didn’t rent it out.” 

			“I swear to you, I answered a Zillow posting. I paid to stay here.”

			“Right. Why would a city girl answer a Zillow post for a cottage on a ranch?”

			“It’s complicated,” I say. “And I didn’t know it was on a ranch. Why does that matter?”

			“Because we’re ranchers here. Not rental agents.”

			I believe him. Oh my God, I believe him. He owns this place. “I’m not a squatter.”

			“You didn’t rent this place.” He steps closer, once again towering over me, his hands on his lean hips

			I refuse to cower. That’s not who I am. I need to remember that and so does he. “Not from you,” I snap, “but I rented it. Maybe someone that works with you—”

			“No.”

			“Yes.”

			“No,” he bites out. “Stop already.”

			My jaw sets hard, teeth clenching. “I can prove it.” I turn away from him, daring to offer him my back to walk several steps, where I dig into my suitcase. I locate my paperwork and stomp back to him, shoving the documents at his chest. “My proof, including a copy of the Zillow listing. Despite your accusations, I don’t think you got scammed. I think we got scammed.” 

			He takes the envelope from me and I step back, sitting on the edge of the tub. “I should have known when the old lady who rented it to me was so damn sweet. Too sweet. No one is that nice.” 

			He opens the flap and pulls out the papers, as I add, “Martha. Her name was Martha.” I laugh bitterly. “Even her name was too sweet and perfect. It was all just too perfect to be true, but then that’s so very appropriate for my life right now. Not that you care. You just want me out and—”

			“Martha?” the cowboy demands.

			“Yes. Martha.” I tilt my head. “You know who she is?”

			His jaw clenches and he looks inside the envelope, grimaces, and then walks out of the room. Just walks out, leaving me staring after him.


		


		
			CHAPTER FOUR

			Jessica…

			What just happened? 

			I don’t know that answer, but I need to know. I double-step, hurrying through the bedroom and into the living room to find him standing in the kitchen. Not just standing; he’s making coffee. “What are you doing?” I step to the stone island across from him, speaking to his back. His shoulders bunch up. 

			He pours water in the pot and then turns to face me, both of us flattening our hands on the island. “It’s going to be a long night. I need coffee.” 

			There’s something familiar about him again, but I shove that idea aside and focus on the topic at hand. Coffee. That he just made. “You knew where the coffee supply was because you own this place.”

			“Yes. I own this place. I’ve been saying that. I own the entire ranch that this cottage sits on. This is the Flying J Ranch. The main house is a few miles west.”

			“And you own it?”

			“Yes.”

			I crinkle my nose. “But you live here?”

			“No. I use this place, which I own, for an office. An office I have no intention of giving up.”

			In other words, I’m on the street. “Martha doesn’t own this cabin at all, does she?”

			“No, she doesn’t.”

			“But she leased it anyway,” I say. 

			“Yes, she did.”

			His voice is familiar. His face is familiar. It’s bugging the heck out of me. Did I somehow manage to help someone divorce someone he knows and he hates me? Is that what this is? Oh God, did I handle his divorce? Surely I’d remember this man and all his brooding good looks if I did. “Why do I feel like I know you?”

			His expression tightens, a flicker in his eyes of something that I can’t quite name and never get the chance to. His lashes lower, and when they lift again, it’s gone, and he’s right back to batting balls with me. “I’m the guy who saved you on the side of the road, remember?”

			“Ah, right. How did I forget the asshole standing in front of me?” I don’t wait for his smart-ass reply. “I didn’t invade your space on purpose, but I did pay. I need a place to stay.”

			Some sort of walkie-talkie beeps on his waistband before a voice crackles through a speaker. “Boss. We have flood waters encroaching on embankment A.”

			“Boss” scowls, grabs the walkie-talkie from his belt, and replies, “I’m on my way,” before he reattaches it to his belt, focused on me. “You can stay the night. I’ll be back in the morning when the rain is over to make sure you’re gone.”

			He rounds the island and strides toward the door.

			“I can’t just leave!” I call out. “I paid rent.”

			He pulls on his coat, turns to look at me, and tips back his hat. “You can’t stay. I’ll be back in the morning with a full refund. You need to leave right after.” 

			“Why are you so against me being here?”

			“My grandmother means well, but this was a mistake. You know it. I know it.”

			“I don’t know what that means. I know it? Why do I know?”

			His expression tightens. “This is my office,” he repeats, offering nothing more. “You can’t stay.” 

			He opens the door and leaves. I scowl after him, and if I had something to throw at him, I’d throw it. Thunder roars overhead, shaking the walls, and as cranky as my cowboy might be, I wish he were back here right now, while he simply wishes I was gone. Why? What was that I saw in his eyes? It’s almost as if he’s afraid of me, like he thinks I’m here for a reason, like I’m not a squatter, but like I really am using his grandmother in some way. I discard that idea immediately. That’s silly. What in the world could he think I’m after? 

			I walk to the coffee pot and pour a cup before I glance at the door. God. I really want him to come back right now. Rain pitter-patters on the roof and I glance around the cottage. It’s not fancy like my apartment in Dallas, but it’s cozy. Mug in hand, I walk to the couch and sit down, listening to the thrum of rain on the windows, the drumming on the cottage roof. My mind travels to the past, to the tiny duplex where I grew up, where my mother would leave me alone while she ran around with different flavors of men more often than she stayed home. Those men paid for our home. They paid for my clothes. At times, I didn’t want her to come home. I was comfortable being alone and yet I hated being alone. Until that time she didn’t come home.

			Oh good lord, why am I going there? She was fine. She just—didn’t come home until she was ready. It was her choice, and I had to live with it.

			I shake myself and snap back to the tiny cottage, the soft velour of the rosy couch comfy beneath me. It’s lonely here, but I’m not crying, made easier by the fact that this place is somehow forgiving in ways Dallas is not. The rain was never judging me. I was. I am, and I’d rather face that judgment here, alone. I am alone and the cold, hard reality hits me. I never liked being alone. I just preferred it to my mother and her many men. I need to find peace with being with me, only me, then maybe I won’t surround myself with the wrong people to avoid empty space. 

			I need to be here. I need to stay. Now if I can just figure out how to convince a certain asshole cowboy of that fact.

			…

			I wake to bright lights and a ringing sound that has me shooting to a sitting position. I scan my surroundings, and the previous night comes back to me. The cowboy. The storm. The cowboy. Correction. The asshole cowboy telling me to be gone by morning. That ringing sounds again. Phone. My phone. Cell service is back. I grab my cell phone from the rustic wooden coffee table next to my computer, both of which had no internet service when I finally fell asleep. 

			I glance at the caller ID to find Martha calling. Martha. The woman who rented me this place. “Martha?!”

			“Jessica. Hi, honey. I was worried about you with the storm. Did you get in safely? Are you here?”

			“Here? Are you here?”

			“Sweetwater, yes. I’m here. Are you?”

			“Yes. Yes, I am. I got in last night. The storm was brutal. I was stranded and—there was a man here who said he owns this place. He said I have to leave.”

			“Oh, Lord have mercy. I should have told him sooner.”

			“Told him? Martha, you’re scaring me.”

			“Don’t be scared, honey. Jason’s bark is worse than his bite.”

			“Jason? Who is Jason?”

			“My grandson. I meant to tell him, but he’s been in the city for a few days and this all happened so quickly. You responded the same night I listed the cottage. I didn’t even know he was back.”

			“He doesn’t want me here, Martha. He thought I was a scammer. I thought I’d been scammed.”

			“I’m so sorry,” she says. “I am. I— Oh dear. I’ve really made a mess of this now, haven’t I?”

			“He says he owns the cottage.”

			“I told you, my husband built me that cottage. It was there before the main house even existed. Once you get settled in, you come up to the house for cookies and coffee, and I’ll tell you the story.”

			“How am I going to settle in? Jason says he owns the cottage. He’s coming here today to ensure I’m gone.”

			She makes a puffing sound. “You just let me take care of that boy. He’ll be fine.”

			“Does he own the cottage?”

			“Technically, yes, but—”

			“Martha. My God. You can’t rent me what you don’t own.”

			“My grandson will do as I tell him to do. I promise, honey. I told you, I’m going to have a talking to with him. It’s fine. And I’m so very excited to meet you. I’ll have him come bring you up for supper instead, if you like?”

			“No. No. That’s okay. I don’t need him to do that. Just—can you let me know when you talk to him? Can you—”

			“Jason! Honey, you’re home. I hear you met Jessica.” There is a rough, guttural response I can’t make out, then muffled, tense conversation before Martha chides, “You behave yourself,” followed by a long pause in which I almost laugh. I mean, that big gruff cowboy just had his grandma tell him to behave himself. It’s pretty priceless. 

			“Jessica,” Martha says, returning to the call. “Jason will bring you up here for cookies later today. I’m making a fresh batch. And coffee, of course. How about four o’clock?”

			I open my mouth to object but change my mind. I need to feel good about my living situation, secure, and I don’t right now. “Yes,” I agree. “Great. Cookies are great, but Jason doesn’t have to pick me up. I’ll find you.”

			“Nonsense. I’ll send him to fetch you. See you soon.” She disconnects. 

			I sigh. One way or another, I have to make peace with her grandson, and apparently, that’s going to be over cookies and coffee after he “fetches” me.


		


		
			CHAPTER FIVE

			Jessica…

			After hanging up with Martha, I give my surroundings a quick inspection. In the morning light, the cottage is as first assessed, more rustic cabin than city slicker romance, but I don’t have any regrets. I want to fade into the basics of life rather than fight for every morsel of success and let go of the pressure to live up to flashy partnership status expectations. I don’t need more than this. I just need to settle in and get my head on straight, do some thinking. Write the book I’m contracted to write. By the time I get my money back from Craig, I’ll be ready for what comes next, whatever that might be. I’ll figure it out. Right now, I just want to settle down before Jason tries to stop me. 

			Fetching my bags from the car like a proper Texas gal, however, does not go properly at all. I end up in ankle-deep mud and my tire even deeper in a hole. One attempt to drive it out fails. I’m going to have to get help and that won’t be from Jason. There has to be some kind of service I can call, because I need to get groceries. I have nothing to eat but a stash of junk food. For now, though, I settle for getting my bags to the porch. A sloppy, messy task, but once I’m there, with the bags sitting by the door, the new problem is getting muddy me inside without making a muddy mess. I toe off my sneakers and consider pulling off my pants. I’ve been caught naked and off guard once in twenty-four hours, though, and I think I’ll stick to cleaning up mud if necessary. A few minutes later, it’s necessary. 

			I drip mud on the floor, but the cleanup is fast and easy. I unpack to stay a while. I shower, and unfortunately, I have no sneakers to put on. I have only high-heeled boots, which in hindsight could have stayed in storage. I need practical boots and a new pair of sneakers. Mine are ruined. I settle on jeans, a Rangers T-shirt, and my stocking feet for now, but my grumbling stomach leads me to the kitchen I assume will be all bare cabinets and my starvation. Instead, I find peanut butter, crackers, and Kraft mac and cheese. I even find butter and milk. I know this is all Jason’s food, but I’ll replace it. Surely he won’t even notice. I mix up my food, and it’s already one in the afternoon as I settle at the island on a stool to eat. I’ve downed half the pan when my phone rings with my best friend Shelley’s number.

			“I thought you were going to come and stay with me,” she says. “No you. No call. Please tell me you didn’t make up with Craig. He’s a lousy loser, cheater, bastard, little bitch of a prick.”

			“No, I didn’t make up with Craig, because you’re right. He’s a lousy loser, cheater, bastard, little bitch of a prick.” I say those words all light and filled with laughter, but they hurt. I’m objective enough to know that man wasn’t the love of my life, but he was my fiancé. We were committed.

			“I left.”

			“Left? What the heck does ‘I left’ mean?”

			“I needed to get out of town. I went on Zillow and found a little cottage a few hours away, and here I am. In the cabin. Living life the country way.”

			“You—what? You’re joking, right? What happened to staying with me? What happened to your career? You can’t really be taking a leave of absence?”

			“What choice did I have? They told me—”

			“You’re letting Craig take your career along with your dignity. Don’t do that.”

			Knots tighten in my belly. “I’m not letting him do anything. I accepted that book deal I kept turning down. I need a break from divorce.”

			“Wait. The book that client of yours bugged you to write forever?”

			“Yes.”

			“Isn’t that book about divorce?”

			I bristle. “Yes, but—”

			“That’s how you’re getting a break from divorce?”

			“Shelley—”

			“Jessica.”

			“I need this escape.”

			“By writing a divorce guide. No. Just no. You should have stayed with me and we could have talked this out.”

			“Your hot stockbroker boyfriend from New York City was in town when all this went down. I wasn’t going to invade your space.”

			“Tommy understands. He loves you and me.”

			He does love her. I see it in his blue eyes every time he looks at her. I saw the difference in him with her and Craig with me, but I ignored it. I saw the difference in me, too. I didn’t love Craig. I was in love with the idea of him. That’s why I’m not in the fetal position and bawling. “Look—”

			“I’m coming to see you,” Shelley says. “I have things to talk about. Text me the address.”

			“When?”

			“I’ll let you know. Soon. It’s Wednesday, so. Friday or Saturday.”

			It’s Wednesday? God. I don’t even know what day of the week it is right now. “You don’t need to come all the way out here for me.”

			“Yes, I do. I love you, babe. You’re my girl. I’m coming. I’ll see you soon, because you might be talking all happy and chipper, but we both know you don’t do drastic things like run off to hide in a small town.”

			“I didn’t run and I’m not hiding.”

			She continues as if I haven’t replied. “You’re all about stability. You’re the queen of habits. You like the norm. You’re freaking out inside. That’s what this means.”

			“I’m fine,” I say, and I try to mean it. I do mean it. I need to mean it. 

			“Liar. I’ll see you soon.” She hangs up. 

			Sighing, I set my phone down. She’s coming. I don’t want her to come. Maybe I am hiding. Maybe for the first time in my life I do need to be alone. Maybe I do need to cry, because I never cry. Not since—not since a long damn time ago.

			I bury that thought before devouring the rest of the mac and cheese, then conclude that I’m eating like crap. I’m taking horrible care of myself, because Craig took horrible care of me. I need to respect me more than he did. I need to find a way to workout here. Though I’m not sure how I do that besides jogging, and in the current muddy situation, that’s not happening.

			Heading to the bedroom, I pull on my boots and then defy everything I just decided about being better to myself. I do what feels right in the moment. I arm myself with my backup bag of chocolate and my computer before heading to the swing on the front porch. As I sit down, a cool spring breeze lifts in the air, the wind chimes of roses dangling from the ceiling singing for me. 

			It’s time to work. It’s time to make this book happen, to have a purpose. I pull up a blank page on my screen and type: Goodbye and Hello: A Girl’s Guide to Divorce. Find a new, happier, empowered version of you. God. I need to read this book. Can someone write it so I can read it? 

			I think about my muddy clothes and go put them in the washer I found in the laundry room, but there’s no detergent. Apparently, asshole cowboy needed to eat, not wash, while he was here. I head back outside, and it’s right about then that the sound of a vehicle approaching draws my attention. A familiar black truck pulls up in the drive just beyond the mud. 

			Jason gets out from the driver’s side, pulls off his hat, and runs his fingers through his loose, wavy dark hair before sauntering toward the cottage. Powerful thighs flex beneath denim while long, measured strides lead him across the muddy terrain, and Lord help me, he might be a jerk, but he’s a Wrangler commercial come to life, and I need a cold drink right now. 

			This is the kind of man that women fantasize about. The kind that makes you sink into a hot bubble bath and touch yourself when he’s gone, because you wish he was touching you. Craig’s the suited version of this cowboy, a popsicle you want to lick until they open their mouth and speak, only to ruin the fantasy. 

			Exactly why I don’t move or smile or drool. 

			Jason eyes me and trudges up the porch, and even then he’s all kinds of lethal, athletic grace.

			“I thought I told you to be ready to leave when I came back?”

			I set my computer aside and dart to my feet. “Your grandmother overruled you.” 

			“You don’t get to take advantage of my grandmother.”

			“Take advantage of her? I paid to stay here.”

			He reaches in his pocket and holds up a check. “Your refund.”

			“I don’t want it. I have a lease, and just to be clear, I’m a divorce attorney. I know how to read a lease and a contract. I also know how to enforce those documents.”

			“Is that so?”

			“Yes. That is so.”

			“Then tell me. Is a lease with someone who doesn’t own the property binding?”

			“She was representing you,” I hedge.

			“That’s a no. Why would you want to be somewhere you’re not wanted?”

			He hits a nerve and I cut my stare, but even as I do, his voice, his accent, hits me with realization. I forget his jab. I forget the pain it creates. My gaze shoots to his, eyes going wide with understanding. I know why he doesn’t trust me. I know why he thinks I’m after something. “You’re Jason Jenks. You’re the Flying J. The best pitcher the Yankees ever had and lost.” I grab my shirt. “I love the Rangers. I hated when a Texas pitcher ended up in New York. You have mad skills. I loved you.”

			Oh God, did I just tell the man I loved him? “Loved to hate you,” I amend. “That’s a real emotion.” Emotion. God. His parents died in a plane crash right before he retired. “And—and we were all sorry when—”

			“You’ve been cut, Jessica,” he snaps, proving he not only now knows my name, he has a precise way of using it, all low, rough, and cranky. “Time to pack up and leave.” He turns and starts walking down the stairs, shutting me out, shutting me down. 

			Stupid, stupid, Jessica. Why did you bring up his parents? I was afraid when my mother came home late. His parents never came home.

			“Jason!” I run to the railing. “Jason, I won’t talk about—baseball. I won’t talk about baseball!” He doesn’t turn around. “And I can’t leave. My tire is stuck.”

			That gets his attention. He stops at his truck door and eyes me over the hood. “And I suppose you want me to get it out? Again?”

			“No. Well, yes, but first, I want you to take me to have cookies with your grandmother.”


		


		
			CHAPTER SIX

			Jason…

			The last thing I need right before the anniversary of my parents’ plane crash and while battling with the bank to keep this damn struggling ranch alive, that no one but me knows is struggling, is trouble. Yet trouble is most certainly standing on the porch of the cottage. Trouble in the form of a pretty, pushy, out-of-her element woman who has taken over my life, and my office, in a span of twelve hours. Trouble that now knows who I am, but what did she know before she showed up here last night? 

			“How about those cookies?” she calls out, leaning over the railing. 

			She wants cookies, I’ll give her cookies, because not only do I want to please my grandmother, but also there is no better way to get a person to talk than putting them in a room with my grandmother and her baked goods. “Come on,” I order and open my truck door. 

			“I’ll be right there!” she calls out as she turns away. 

			“Now or never, sweetheart,” I say. “Once I leave, you and your tire are on your own.” I climb into the truck behind the wheel and eye her on the porch, where she’s presently looking like a doe in headlights, not certain what to do now. Or rather, a city girl in the country, wearing those damn high-heeled boots again.

			I start the truck engine. Her big blue eyes go wide and she grabs her laptop, shuts it, and starts down the stairs, intending to bring it with her. She can think again. That piece of electronics is not coming with us, but then, that might not be an issue. At the rate she’s going, it may end up as buried in mud as she was last night. 

			At present, she’s balancing on one brick at a time to track a path through the swampland of the yard, with more success than I would have given her credit for, considering last night’s mud bath. But then, last night was treacherous and she is one of those pretty city girls I left behind, right along with baseball. In other words, she probably took ballet and wears a silk eye mask to sleep at night. 

			Proving what I can assume to be right, she arrives at my truck nice and clean, yanking open the door. “I’m here,” she announces. 

			Yes. Yes. She is. 

			“Here” isn’t enough, though. “Inside with me” comes next. She climbs into my truck, filling it with the scent of flowers and sunshine, and it pisses me off. I don’t need her bouncing around the ranch, trying to convince everyone she’s a sweet thing when she’s already trouble.

			“Just for the record,” she says, shutting her door and setting her laptop between us. “I’m only playing this game with you for one reason. We both know who’s in charge.”

			“I am,” I say. “Which is why you’re playing my game.”

			“Your grandmother’s the one in charge, or I wouldn’t even be in this truck right now.”

			“You think you have this all figured out,” I state. “You don’t.” I eye that damn computer and it tells a story, the story of a woman who wants a damn story. I reach for it, fully intending to ensure I don’t become fodder for her keyboard. 

			“What are you doing?” she demands, rotating and catching it with both hands, her fingers touching my fingers, and holy fuck, my cock twitches. “Let go,” she orders, all fierce and lowered voice, her blue eyes blasting me with wicked-hot fire.

			“Why do you need this to see my grandmother?” I demand. 

			“Why are you touching it? You don’t just touch people or—people’s electronics.”

			“Why do you need it?” I narrow my eyes on her. “What do you really want?”

			She scowls at me, and damn it’s an adorable scowl. How is it adorable? “Want?” she asks. “Cookies. I was promised cookies and I want cookies. Cookies matter. Food matters. I can’t exactly get to a grocery store right now, and furthermore, I don’t have a grandmother to bake for me. I’m borrowing yours. I like her. She’s lovely to chat with.”

			“Cut the crap.”

			Another scowl. “You cut the crap, Jason Jenks. Are all pitchers this full of crap?”

			“No one takes a computer for a cookie.”

			“I was afraid you’d leave while I put it inside, and I wasn’t going to let it get stolen.”

			“You think a bird’s going to fly up and snatch it away?”

			“No, smart-ass, I don’t think a bird is going to fly up and snatch it away. A person might, though. I’m not leaving it sitting out.” She yanks at it, and I let it go.

			“Because you think you’re in the city where you belong,” I murmur, facing forward, and placing the truck in gear. 

			“Spoken by the man who was all about the big city when he pitched for the Yankees. Weren’t you engaged to a model or something?”

			Actress, I think, but that’s not a topic I’m entertaining. “What does a big city attorney need with our little town anyway?” I ask. 

			“Peace,” she says, “I need what everyone who leaves the city needs. Peace.”

			“What about your job? Surely you can’t divorce people remotely.”

			She cuts her stare, her jaw flexing as she says, “I’m writing a book.” She turns back to me, raising a finger. “And before you start thinking it’s about an arrogant ex-Yankees pitcher with an attitude, it’s not. Well, then again, maybe it is. It’s A Girl’s Guide to Divorce. Tip number one will be don’t marry an asshole, especially if he’s a cowboy and an ex-athlete.”

			“Aren’t you funny?” I ask, turning us toward the ranch. 

			“No, actually. That’s not something I’m accused of. At least, not intentionally. My jokes are flat. My skill with contracts and inside courtrooms quite good. My loyalty to my friends complete. My house messy. My feet clumsy”—she glances at me—“as you noticed last night.” She laughs. “You got lucky. I didn’t pull you into the mud puddle with me.”

			She’s mocking herself, and while she does it with laughter, there’s a raw, real quality beneath the surface I know a little too well. Like maybe, just maybe, the peace she seeks has something to do with recovering from a mistake. Something else I know all too well. “Did you intend to pull me into the mud puddle with you?” I challenge. 

			“No, but that’s usually when I’m most dangerous. You know, when I’m not aiming for you, but you somehow end up exactly where I aimed. It seems that’s where we’ve found ourselves these past twelve hours. I’m not here for you. That’s what you think, isn’t it?”

			What I think is that there are about ten reasons I can’t risk bad press right now. In other words, I’m not letting she who has a book deal and publisher stick around. “You’re clumsy and you just thought the country was the place to go?”

			“And this seems illogical, why? Because I’m more likely to get hit by a horse here than a car and several million people there?”

			“Where is there?”

			“Dallas.”

			“Then the drive home won’t be long,” I comment, turning us down the path to the main ranch house. 

			“Especially since home is here now,” she quips, eyeing the sign arching over the gate we’re about to pass through. “The Flying J Ranch,” she says, giving me a sideways look. “That’s how you got your nickname on the mound.”

			I have a cutting flashback to my father and me hanging that sign on my tenth birthday. Damn it, I still can’t believe he’s gone. I still can’t believe he left the ranch, and all the families here, this exposed. What was he thinking?

			“Jason?”

			“No,” I say to Jessica’s prod. “The J is for the Jenks family and my father was the Flying J.”

			“He played ball?”

			“Yes.” I don’t offer anything more. I don’t talk about my father. I don’t talk to outsiders. I learned that lesson the hard way, the lesson delivered by a pretty city girl that came before her.

			“Yes?” she asks, not willing to let this go.

			“Yes.”

			“Then a crazy-fast pitch must run in the family.” 

			Right along with letting this ranch run our lives, I add silently. “Let’s talk about my grandmother,” I say, changing the topic as the main house, a sprawling white ranch-style property with a giant red barn and a horse stable to the left, comes into view. 

			“What about Martha?”

			“I don’t want her hurt. That cottage—”

			“Is special. I know. She and I talked for like two hours before I rented it. It’s the place your grandfather built for her. Is she your grandmother on your mother or father’s side?”

			“My mother’s.”

			“So your father’s family owned the ranch, but your grandparents from your mom’s side lived here?”

			“Without making it a complicated family tree, my grandfather on my mother’s side died when I was very young. My grandmother married the foreman of the ranch, who became a grandfather to me. They were very much in love.” My fingers tighten on the steering wheel and I glance over at her. “Which is why my grandmother doesn’t need to be renting out the cottage he built for her.” 

			“Which is why she wants it rented out. She wants it to have life again.”

			“No,” I say, as my grandmother’s evil plan starts to take shape in my mind. “You talked to her for two hours you say?”

			“Maybe longer. Why?”

			“I know my grandmother. Holy crap, grandma.” I scrub my jaw. “That two-hour conversation you had with her was an interview and not to rent. She knew she couldn’t rent that place without asking me. She’s trying to fix me up.”

			“And I’m the prospect.” She laughs. “Oh my. Okay. This is rather comical, isn’t it? I mean, poor Martha. She had no idea we’d clash like fire and ice.” She twists around to face me. “But all is not lost. I do have a friend that I could contact. She might hate you less than I do.”

			My lips quirk despite myself. “Hate is a throwaway word. Surely an author can do better than that.”

			“How about this?” She turns to look at me. “Last night’s storm has nothing on you. You are the perfect storm of manhood in your snug jeans and cowboy hat. Just the kind I’m in the mood for, in fact. The kind of storm that provides unadulterated inspiration for my A Girl’s Guide to Divorce book. Jason Jenks. You might not be a pitcher anymore, but you’re the rock star of literary motivation. I do believe this is going to work out just the way we both need it to.” With that, she gets out of the truck and starts walking toward the steps, a woman on a mission not to get a story on me, but to eat cookies and stay a while. But will that mission change if someone offers her money in place of cookies and a cottage?

			My grandmother walks out onto the porch and smiles at Jessica. The two women are embracing before I get out of the truck. I’m in trouble, the kind only a woman can bring with her. In this case, two women. And yet, fuck, I laugh. The rock star of literary motivation. A guy does have to set his goals high.


		


		
			CHAPTER SEVEN

			Jessica…

			Martha is a good two inches shorter than my five feet four and young-looking for her seventy years, in jeans and a T-shirt, her thin, sturdy body defying her age. Her gray hair is sleek and long. She also smells like cookies and hugs like an old friend. No, she hugs like everyone else’s mom. 

			“You are adorable,” she declares, giving me a once-over before wagging a finger at my high heels. “Though those boots have to go.”

			“My sneakers are covered in mud,” I say. “Both pairs that I brought with me.” I sigh. “And my tire is buried in the same mud.”

			“Oh goodness, honey. We’ll get your tire out of the mud and you into a pair of proper boots. There are snakes and bugs out here. You need your ankles protected.”

			I can feel the blood run out of my face. “Snakes?”

			She laughs. “Yes, snakes. This is Texas. You act like you don’t live here.”

			“I’m a city girl. High rises and downtown shopping, with concrete that attacks my high heels, not mud.”

			“Right. Of course. Well, rattlers call this place home just like we do. What size boot do you wear?”

			“Seven.”

			“Me, too. You’ll leave properly. Now”—she laces her fingers with mine—“how about those cookies?”

			“Yes, please, but only if they’re as good as you smell. Like sugar and spice and everything nice.”

			She laughs a low, raspy laugh that is warm and wonderful. “Sugar and spice and everything nice coming right up.” She opens the screen door and motions to the truck, where Jason remains. “Get in here, boy!” She eyes me. “I take it you two haven’t learned to play nice yet?”

			“We basically hate each other.” My eyes go wide with the realization that I just said that to the man’s grandmother. “Sorry. I know he’s your grandson. We just didn’t get off on the right foot. More like a muddy foot. Literally. You see—” 

			She laughs and waves off my worries. “Stop trying to explain. I hated his grandfather something fierce when we met. The men in this family have a knack for coming out of the gate with a bang.” 

			I swallow back a promise that we won’t end as pleasantly, but decide that if I want to stay here, and I do, I need to bite my tongue. 

			She motions me forward. I eagerly step around this topic and inside to find myself standing on the edge of a big cozy living area. The distinct scent of cigars laces the air, reminding me of Jason, though I can’t say why, while overstuffed brown furnishings, a large stone fireplace, and big wonderful throw blankets scream of masculinity. The bookshelves on either side of the fireplace scream of temptation and the perfect reading escape for a rainy day or cold night. 

			“This way, honey,” Martha instructs, guiding me down a hallway. 

			“Do you live here with Jason?”

			“No, he inherited it from his father, my son-in-law, and tried to move me in here, but I wanted him to have a little privacy and I like mine as well. I have my own little cottage right behind the main house. Jason wants me close, or I’d be in your place where I was before.” She cuts her stare and then looks at me. “Before he took over the ranch.” I can almost see her shove aside a storm of emotions before she forces a lighter tone. “He’s very protective.”

			“Boy, is he,” I grumble, and Martha’s darker mood fades into more laughter. 

			“He’ll take to you, honey. I should have handled this before you got here. I’m sorry. I’ll make it right.” 

			There’s fretting in her voice and something about Martha that makes you want to stop her fretting. I open my mouth to do just that but gape as we enter a square-shaped kitchen that smells like all that sugar and spice and everything nice she promised me.

			“If I knew how to cook, I’d want this amazing kitchen,” I murmur, taking in the centerpiece of the room, a giant island with fancy pans hanging from above navy blue counters. 

			She giggles. “If you knew how to cook?”

			“I microwave very well.”

			She smiles. “We can fix that.”

			“Oh no,” I say, waving off the offer. “Let’s not try to fix what can’t be fixed. That said, I’m excellent at sampling if you need any sampling done.”

			She laughs bigger and deeper this time. “So is Jason.” She motions to a stool by the island. “Get comfy.” 

			I gladly take her up on the offer, settling onto a cushy stool while she leans on the counter at the endcap of the island. “When we upgraded to a bigger house, the kitchen was my focus. It’s where I do my part of helping around here. I cook for a few of the crew and bake for a whole lot more.”

			I never really thought about what it takes to run a ranch, but now I’m curious. “How many people?” 

			“Seven for meals. About fifty when I’m baking.” The buzzer on the stainless steel oven on the far wall goes off. 

			“Hot cookies just in time,” Martha announces, rushing toward it and glancing over her shoulder. “Do you want coffee? Grab a cup if you’d like.”

			“I’d love one,” I say, heading to the counter to her left and grabbing a cup off a cup stand. A sturdy blue mug that matches the counters. “Fifty. That’s such a big number.”

			“It depends on the season,” she says, pulling the cookie sheet out from the oven. 

			“And Jason runs the show here?”

			“Yes. Jason runs the show here.”

			At the sound of Jason’s voice, my skin prickles and warms, and I whirl around to find him hanging his hat on some sort of hook on the wall. His eyes meet mine, his alight with arrogance. Eyes that say he runs the show—he can make me leave, but I’m not going to. I want to stay. I want to know things. Things about him I don’t think he wants me to know. Like why he’s not pitching. He makes me want to know and damn it, I want him to stop making me want to know. I don’t even like him. I shouldn’t care why he’s here and not there.

			“Here to ensure I don’t corrupt your grandmother?” I ask, taunting him because I can’t seem to help myself. 

			“You need inspiration,” he says dryly, referencing my earlier comment. “I need cookies.” 

			Martha sets a tray of delicious-looking cookies on the top of the stove. “Corrupt me?” Martha snorts. “Boy. If anyone corrupted me, it was your grandfather. He wasn’t an angel any more than you are.”

			“I’m a perfect angel,” Jason declares before he snatches a cookie that has to burn his fingers, but he’s without a flinch. He manhandles that cookie and takes a bite. It’s a skill I have to admire. Manhandling a cookie and eating it hot is admirable. I wonder how he admirably might manhandle a willing woman. How easily he might put his mouth on her as he is that cookie. 

			His eyes meet mine, an arch to his brow, his eyes glinting with awareness. Oh God. He knows what I’m thinking. I turn away and pour creamer into my coffee, heat searing my back. He saw the look on my face. Damn it. “What inspiration do you need, Jessica?” Martha asks.

			I inhale and turn back to the room as Mr. Inspiration himself finishes off his cookie. “She’s writing some kind of how-to happy divorce book,” he supplies, dusting off his hands. “Her first tip: don’t marry an asshole cowboy.”

			I glare at the asshole cowboy himself, who is clearly trying to get me in trouble with his grandmother, holding my breath for her reply. For all I know, I may be about to get kicked to the mud and the rattlesnakes in my high-heeled boots. 


		


		
			CHAPTER EIGHT

			Jessica…

			I’m still holding my breath when Martha bursts out laughing. “Very good tip, Jessica. Indeed. Don’t marry an asshole cowboy. My friend Linda did and it took her twenty years to get the nerve to divorce the jerk. I can have Linda give you some tips on how to spot an asshole cowboy if you need them.”

			“I think your grandson is doing just fine on that one,” I say, deciding to dive right into the mud all over again. “He’s tried to kick me out of the cottage, not once but perhaps three or four times, in only a few hours. I’ve lost count.”

			“Oh, honey,” Martha says all melodramatic, fighting a smile. “Sounds horrible, like you need a cookie.”

			“Why yes, I do,” I say, crossing to the opposite side of the island from Jason, where I set down my mug and sit on the edge of a barstool. “A cookie sounds perfect. An asshole cowboy does not. How’s Linda now?” 

			“Amazing. She married the foreman of her ranch, who’s been madly in love with her since they were kids. He never married until her. He held out. It’s so very romantic.” She motions to the cookies. “Hurry. Try one while they’re hot.”

			I don’t need further encouragement, despite the fact that a certain cowboy is staring at me, apparently eager to watch me either burn or bite my tongue, but I don’t care. I’m hungry and these cookies look and smell fabulous. I pick up one on this side of the pan and take a big bite, which immediately has me moaning in delight. “Oh God. That’s so good. What is that? Sugar and—butterscotch?”

			“Yes. Butterscotch.” Martha beams. “It’s my signature cookie. You like it?”

			I nod without hesitation. “I love it. I’ve never had anything quite like it. It’s like sweet butter on the tongue.” 

			Jason picks up another cookie and smirks. I hate how beautiful he is when he smirks. I think he was on the cover of a magazine with that smirk. “In hindsight,” he says dryly, “if I wanted to get rid of you, her cookies were not the way to do it.”

			“Why would you want to get rid of her?” Martha asks. “She seems quite lovely, and she’s paying rent.”

			His eyes flick to her and then land hard on me as he replies with, “She’s a divorce attorney,” as if that answers the question.

			“I’m aware of that fact,” Martha says, leaning on the island. “Because how else would she write a book on the topic? Jessica and I talked for quite a long time on the phone before I chose to lease to her.”

			He scowls. “She’s writing a divorce book in the cottage that grandpa built for you.”

			“Because,” she argues, “no one finds what your grandparents had while stuck in a bad marriage.” 

			“Too often,” I add, finishing off my cookie, “people settle for the wrong people, just to be married.”

			He arches a brow. “And you’re a happily married expert?”

			I bristle despite my best efforts not to react. He’s hit a nerve. A big bouncy nerve. “I’m not married, obviously, or I wouldn’t be here alone.”

			“Divorced?”

			“No.”

			“Because you’re waiting on the right man,” Martha interjects. “Good girl. Where are your parents?”

			Another nerve hit, and this one is bouncing around the kitchen until it settles deep in my belly, where I need about ten more cookies. I pick my mug up and sip. “I don’t know my father. My mother’s traveling the world with husband number four.” I sip my coffee again. “She’s certainly taught me what not to do.”

			“And now you’re spreading the life-saving knowledge to the rest of the world?” Jason queries. 

			“Getting out of a bad marriage takes courage,” Martha states. “You know and love Linda. You know how hard that was for her. And Jennie is no different.” Martha looks at me. “Jennie’s my daughter. She married a lawyer in Austin while in school and he was pretty horrible to her.”

			“Where is she now?” I ask.

			“Teaching English in Taiwan,” Martha says. “It was always one of her dreams. She forgot what she wanted for a time, but she’s happy now. And happy matters.” 

			She eyes me and then Jason. “Jessica and I need to have some girl-talk time.” 

			Jason doesn’t accept the invitation to leave. “Grandma—”

			“Grandson,” she counters, leaning on the island to fix him in a stare. “Go. Or we’ll start talking about PMS and cramps. The next thing you know, you’ll be doing a tampon run for us.”

			It’s all I can do not to laugh and I’m fighting the curve of my lips when Jason turns an accusing stare on me that says I’m not done with you before he looks at his grandmother again. “I’ll be in the den.” He grabs two more cookies and heads for the door, sauntering all loose-legged and confidently away. I try not to notice his ass in his jeans or think about how good those baseball pants looked on him. I don’t like the man. His nice, tight, baseball-developed ass does not matter.

			I grab another cookie. He disappears out of the kitchen. Martha fills her coffee cup and claims the stool next to me. “He doesn’t take to outsiders too well.”

			“I’m sure he doesn’t. He probably thinks everyone wants a piece of him, but I can assure you both that’s not the case.”

			Her eyes go wide. “You know who he is?”

			“I love sports. Football and baseball. I recognized him.”

			“You’re a fan?”

			“Ah, well.” I run my hands down my jeans. “No. I’m from Dallas. He played for New York. I sort of hated him. He was good and that sucked for us.”

			She laughs. “He was good, he is good, but regardless, he didn’t get to choose his team, you know? He’s a Texan, too.”

			“Oh I know that, but he wanted to win for New York. That made him the enemy.”

			“Did you tell him this?”

			“Yes, well, that did kind of spontaneously erupt from my mouth, but in my defense, I’m passionate about baseball. With that passion comes certain automatic reactions.”

			She laughs. “I like you, Jessica. You say what you think.”

			“Maybe a little too much for my own good,” I murmur, thinking of the client I called a cheating loser, among other things. I hold up my cookie. “But cookies make everything but the waistline better, even my mouth.”

			“Oh pish posh, honey. You’re tiny.”

			“Thank you, but I’ve eaten my weight in chocolate the past few days. Maybe I should volunteer here on the ranch and work off some of the calories.”

			She narrows her intelligent blue eyes on me. “You want to help on the ranch?”

			“I think it might be good for me.”

			“Says the divorce attorney used to high heels and high rises.”

			I bristle. “I am not the sum of high heels and high rises.”

			“No, but I looked you up. I know you’re one of the top divorce attorneys in the state. You, my dear, cater to the rich and famous.”

			I finish off my cookie. I really need another. “That just sort of happened.”

			“And yet you’re here, writing a book, with no cases to handle? What happened? And before you answer, that background is part of the reason I said yes to you renting the cottage. Anyone who has dealt with the rich and famous knows to keep their mouth shut about their lives.”

			I radiate toward the part of that statement easily answered. “I do indeed know how to keep my mouth shut.” 

			“What happened?” she repeats. 

			I grimace and grab cookie number three. Thank God I brought my fat pants, otherwise known as leggings. “Besides my mouth?” I ask. 

			She reaches for a cookie and gives me nothing but silence in return, willing me to fill said silence. “Answering that defies my declaration that I know how to keep my mouth shut.” 

			She leans on the island. “Answer me anyway because it’s me and we’re now friends.”

			Says the woman who gave me my pity party cookie escape, therefore deserving the basic rundown. “I was forced to take on the client of all clients. He’s not only the top corporate customer for the firm, but I was promised that he’d be my final case before making partner.”

			“Filthy rich asshole?”

			“So rich. So arrogant. Such a cheating asshole. And I told him so. I also assured him that I wasn’t going to cheat his wife. He’d already done that. Needless to say, he wasn’t happy and the partners suggested that a leave of absence was in my best interest. Luckily, this book deal was on the table, so I took it.” 

			“Ouch,” Martha murmurs. “Surely you’d dealt with that kind of man before without such a reaction. What set you off about this particular man?”

			I swallow hard and shove the remainder of the cookie in my mouth, which really is an achievement considering the size. I grab my coffee and down the rest of it. My eyes are burning. Damn it, they want to leak. “It wasn’t him,” I manage, choking down the coffee and cookie, and still managing a bitter laugh. I shouldn’t say more, and yet out it comes from my mouth. “I’m pretty sure it was finding my fiancé in bed with his secretary that morning.” I stand up, my throat constricting. I think I’m choking and not on the cookie. On my life. “Do you have a bathroom I can use?”

			She studies me a moment and I think she might say something about my comment, but she seems to change her mind. “Of course, Jessica. Just past the living room and down the hall.” 

			I don’t wait for further detail. “Thank you,” I murmur, hurrying out of the kitchen and rounding the corner, only to run smack into a hard body. His body. I know it’s him. I can smell him, one part spice and one part arrogance, because yes, arrogance has a scent. Jason’s arrogant scent. He’s now my captor, holding my arms, his big body more than in my path—our legs are pressed together. My hands are now resting on what I reluctantly admit to be his impressive chest. I expect him to let me go, to back away, but he doesn’t. 

			My chin tilts and his sky-blue eyes catch mine, staring down at me, and there aren’t enough cookies in that kitchen to save me from the judgment in their depths. There also aren’t enough grandmas in that kitchen to save him from how angry that makes me.


		


		
			CHAPTER NINE

			Jessica…

			There’s a story behind why I don’t cry in public. It’s not a pretty story, but then neither is crying in public. Actually, crying is rarely pretty, especially if you aren’t wearing waterproof mascara, which thankfully, in the Texas heat, is mandatory. But the point is. I’m not going to cry. That’s my new mantra.

			I. 

			Am.

			Not.

			Going. 

			To. 

			Cry.

			Still trapped just outside the kitchen, with a big wolf of a cowboy pressed close to me, one would think this mantra would be easy to maintain. However, this hot cowboy isn’t exactly looking at me like he wants to lick my wounds. I stare up at Jason and the judgment in his eyes about kills me. I’m on judgment overload. I don’t belong here, they say—he says—without speaking a word. I don’t belong back in Dallas, either. I came here to escape judgment, only to find it again in this man’s damningly gorgeous blue eyes. 

			I open my mouth to speak then snap it shut. Martha has been good to me. Going off on her grandson and telling him what I think isn’t polite. Not in her house, or rather, his house. It’s simply not the right time or place for words. 

			I step around him, or I try. He catches my arm, and damn it, my eyes are tingling. They want to weep. Okay, they don’t. I do. 

			“Where are you going?”

			“To pee.” I blink away that weeping sensation and look up at him. “I’d invite you, but I don’t like you enough to let you watch.”

			“Aren’t you funny?”

			“No. I told you. I’m not funny at all. And I’m not sure what was funny about that. I let all my boyfriends watch.” I jerk my arm away and start walking. Oh Good Lord, did I really just say that? I let all my boyfriends watch me pee? Am I trying to convince him I’m a freak that he should keep away from his grandmother? Apparently, yes, because since I found Craig in bed with his secretary, I can’t control what comes out of my mouth. It’s like a foot-in-mouth illness. I’m sick. Do you know how many loser spouses I’ve heard blame an illness for cheating? It’s nauseating. 

			Hurrying down the hallway, I turn left to find a row of doors. Fortunately, one of them is the bathroom, and I waste no time shutting myself inside. I’m now standing in a basic bathroom that is small, unexceptional in all things aside from being clean, immaculately clean to the point I hate to use it. I’m never this clean. I’m messy, my house cluttered even if my work is not, and I’d drive whoever is this clean crazy. It must be the cowboy. It’s his house and this bathroom is proof that I’m the opposite of all things that is that man. I certainly couldn’t look that pretty in a cowboy hat and I haven’t ever wanted to try.

			I step to the sink and stare at myself in the mirror, my hair frizzing all over my head. God, I’d look better in a cowboy hat than not right now. I press my hand to my face. Why did I tell Martha what happened to me? Now, Jason will know. Now, everyone will pity me. I don’t want to be pitied. My cell phone rings in my pocket. I don’t even remember picking it up, but I must have had it in my hand when I ran to the truck, chasing Jason like an idiot. I shouldn’t have run after him. His grandmother would have made him come back for me had he left me behind. 

			I glance at the caller ID and find Craig’s number. My gut twists and I hit decline and set the phone on the counter. I then realize the man has my money and try to call him back. But I get voicemail. Then my voicemail notification goes off. I ignore his and open the message, listening. “The money is tied up,” he says. “I can’t get to it. I tried. You know I just paid my partner deposit last month. I’m not fluid. It’s going to be about six months. I’ll let you know.”

			Six months? 

			I stare at the phone like it’s grown horns. That jerk expects me to survive without money for six months? I start to pace the tiny space, which is no easy task. I hit the toilet and end up sitting on the lid, because basically, that’s oh so appropriate right now. My life on the toilet. Maybe that should be my book title. Divorce is Better Than a Life on the Toilet.

			I shove my hand through my hair and force myself to focus. Breathe, Jessica. I inhale and force myself to think. I have the book advance. I’ll get it soon, I hope. I don’t know how long these things take. I’ll call my agent. I’ll inquire and plan based on her feedback. What sucks is I can’t even afford a good attorney to fight Craig, not until I at least get that advance. This is ridiculous and embarrassing. He not only took my home and job, he took me to the cleaners. The good news? Anger has driven away the tears. The bad news? Away is a loosely defined term. Perhaps delayed my tears is more accurate. I do believe those tears will visit me tonight. In fact, I should plan a date with myself. Chocolate. Wine. Me alone in the cottage. That’s when I’ll explode.

			I make this deal with myself, swear I will stick to the terms, and stand up to look myself in the eye, just to be sure I believe me. I step to the mirror as a thundering knock sounds on the door and has me yelping. Good grief. 

			Fist balled between my breasts and over my racing heart, the distinctly masculine pounding repeats and I decide that I’m done with men, and the top of that list includes attorneys, cowboys, and athletes. And assholes. I’m definitely done with assholes. There’s another knock on the door, and I’m done for sure, ready to tell this particular man how done I am. I yank open the door and jolt all over again. Jason is not only waiting on me, he’s right in front of the door, his big body consuming any possible path I have forward. 

			“Are you here to stop me from getting back to your grandmother and those cookies and doing one or both harm? Here to escort me back to my car and send me on my way?” 

			He surprises me by scrubbing his face, looking away, and he appears rather tormented before he faces me again, his hands settling on his lean hips. “Look, I know what it’s like to need an escape. Just remember this place is mine as well.” He steps back and waves me forward. “Enjoy the cookies.”

			The implication is that I will betray him and his grandmother by turning him into a payday. I could bristle at this. I could take this as an insult, but I’ve dealt with the rich and famous. I know how often they’re betrayed for a payday. 

			“I know how easy it is to see assholes everywhere when it’s all you’re used to seeing, but I’m not one of them.” I start walking and at the end of the hallway, I pause. “I’ll sign a confidentiality agreement.” And with that, I head to the kitchen to do just what he suggested: enjoy the cookies.


		


		
			CHAPTER TEN

			Jessica…

			Still reeling from that encounter with Jason, which shouldn’t have me reeling at all, I enter the kitchen again and stop dead just inside the doorway. Martha isn’t alone anymore. She’s chatting with a tall, muscular man with raven hair, who is now fixing me in an angry stare.

			“Jessica,” Martha exclaims. “Your ears must be burning. I was just talking about you and the cottage. This is Roarke. He owns the ranch next to us. He and Jason have been best friends since childhood.”

			“Ah,” I say to this interesting bit of information. “That explains so much.” I set my feet in motion again, approaching the island then stopping at my prior spot right next to Martha, which sandwiches me between her and him. 

			“And what exactly does that mean?” Roarke asks. 

			Martha picks up her cup. “Yes. Please. Tell us. What does that mean?” She looks eager to receive my assessment, a smile quirking her lips. She’s enjoying my mouth, while my mouth enjoys getting me in trouble these days. 

			Knowing this, I could hold back. I could. I should, but it’s like a bottle top has been removed, and I’m now the fizzy drink inside that was shaken before released. I’ve held my tongue for so many years, it just can’t be held any longer. “Well,” I say, picking up my coffee cup. “You’re a good-looking judgmental cowboy. That seems a perfect match for Jason, who’s also a good-looking judgmental cowboy.” I sip my now cold coffee and set it down. 

			“They’re both good-looking, aren’t they?” Martha says, sipping her coffee, and since she hasn’t been in the bathroom giving herself a pep talk, I suspect her drink is quite warm and wonderful. 

			“And,” I add, not about to agree to that comment, despite opening the door myself, “that kindred spirit you two share, Roarke, explains the hate in your eyes. You can stop shooting daggers at me, so I’ll just clear the air. I’m not after a payday. I’m, ironically, trying to escape men in general and somehow ended up at a ranch filled with them.”

			“She didn’t know the cottage was on a ranch,” Martha adds.

			“I offered to sign a confidentiality agreement. It’s worth it for these cookies.” I pick one up and look at Martha. “You should package these and sell them.”

			She beams a smile at me. “You’re too kind.”

			“Why here?” Roarke asks. 

			“Because I thought it was a secluded cottage.”

			“Then why stay?”

			I take a bite of a cookie. “Need you really ask that question?” 

			Martha laughs. “You know, if you come by tomorrow morning, I’ll feed you and teach you how to make them.”

			“I can’t be taught to bake. I’m bad at all things domestic. Probably because my mother favored takeout.” 

			Roarke laughs. “You really are a piece of work. I don’t believe I’ve ever known a divorce attorney.”

			Obviously, Martha has been talking fast. “And I’ve known a lot of people,” I say. “But never a real cowboy, just the fake kind that puts on boots and jeans and never gets dirty.”

			“Know many baseball players?”

			“Actually, yes. I helped a pitcher, who will remain unnamed, get divorced.” I don’t offer details. That’s one thing I can’t talk about. My clients’ business. “I’m not starstruck,” I add. “Did you play ball, too?”

			“No,” Roarke says. “I train horses. I’ve always trained horses.”

			“People bring horses from around the world to work with Roarke,” Martha says. “They call him the horse whisperer.” 

			“I didn’t know horse training was so in demand,” I say, seizing any topic to get the conversation away from me, while silently wondering where Jason is right now. Did he leave?

			Roarke levels me in a probing stare. “Can’t confidentiality agreements be broken?”

			So much for talking about him. He’s still in protective best-friend and bear mode, which compensates for arrogance and mean looks. He’s loyal. I like loyal. “Any contract can be broken, but that comes with a price. I write a good contract. I’d have to pay if I break it.”

			“If you’re so good at contracts,” Roarke asks, “why are you here?”

			I cringe with a question that opens my personal business up to yet another person, but before I can dodge and weave, a male voice—Jason’s voice—answers for me. “To eat cookies and leave.” 

			I turn to find him skulking in the doorway with his big, overpowering, manly self. “You want a ride back, you need to hitch it right now.” 

			“I see you’re still a gentleman cowboy hero,” I say dryly. 

			Martha snorts. “You are something, Jessica, and I need a little something in my life. We all need a little something around this place. Come back tomorrow. I’ll bake. You can eat.” 

			I press a finger to my cheek. “Hmmm, let me think. I’d say yes, but your grandson—”

			“Will be happy to open his kitchen to you,” Martha supplies. 

			I don’t wait for Jason to say otherwise. “I’d better dig in and start writing tomorrow.”

			“And you will,” she insists. “While I bake.” She eyes Jason. “Isn’t that right?”

			Jason grumbles something, shares a look with Roarke that screams of curse words, and then grabs his hat, casting me a cursory glance. “Let’s go.” He turns and leaves. 

			Martha smiles. “See you tomorrow, Jessica.”

			“See you tomorrow, Martha,” I say, because I like her. Because as crazy and obstinate as the men are that come with this place, she’s here, her cookies are here, and it’s cozy and warm. It’s a place I label both friendly and arrogant, in a cowboy kind of way, which seems to suit me just fine right now. 

			I cast Roarke a glance and I almost think I might spy a smile on his lips. Almost. Maybe. Probably not.

			I head toward the living room, inhaling the spice and cigars, and I think of the popular cigar bars in Dallas, wondering if Jason once frequented similar versions in New York City. I wonder how he went from here to the big city and came back again. I wonder if he misses the lights, cameras, and action, and most importantly, the game. I wonder if I will miss the game, because right now I don’t ever want to go back. 

			With Jason nowhere in sight, I exit to the porch, which I didn’t fully appreciate on arrival. It’s wide and sprawling, wrapping the house, with cozy chairs and wind chimes shaped like horses singing a song in the wind. Another storm is brewing inside me and up high in the gray and black of what was once a blue afternoon sky. I stand there and scan for Jason, finding his truck empty. My gaze returns to that tormented sky, a sky that seems to expand a million miles wide, and it’s almost as if that storm explodes inside me. The tears want to flow again, and perhaps they would if not for the sudden warmth at my back. I rotate to find Jason leaning on the wall, his booted feet crossed, his cowboy hat low. 

			“I didn’t know you were there.”

			“You handled the divorce of a pro baseball player,” he comments dryly, pushing the hat back to allow the distinctly judgmental look in his eyes to shine brightly. “Who?”

			“You like to listen around corners. I’m not sure what to make of that.”

			“You told them because you wanted me to know. Who?” 

			“I can’t name names.”

			He pushes off the wall and saunters toward me. I fight the urge to back up. Why would I back up? Why do I want to back up? I don’t. I stand my ground, but good Lord, my heart is beating too fast. It’s like a bird or bat gave birth in there. He stops right in front of me, and he smells. It’s not a bad smell, the same spice and masculine goodness as before, but it’s invading my space. He’s invading my space. “You’re very close.”

			“Exactly the point. You brought up your ballplayer client for a reason.”

			“And my point was this: I have powerful clients, and I keep their secrets. I’m not starstruck. At all.”

			“Is that right?”

			“Yes. It is.” 

			He studies me another few beats and Lord help me, I am looking at his mouth again. My gaze lifts to his, and my God, is he looking at my mouth? No. Of course, he’s not looking at my mouth. He doesn’t even like me. We don’t like each other. 

			His blue, blue eyes are suddenly pinning mine. “City and country don’t mix, you know that, right?” 

			“Says who? You?”

			“Yes. Says me.” 

			My chin lifts defiantly. “I guess we’ll see about that.” 

			“I guess we will,” he says, stepping away from me, the loss of his body heat darn near leaving me chilly, despite the warm Texas night. 

			By the time I recover, he’s already down the stairs and at his truck door. “You coming or what, city girl?”

			I’m coming all right and doing so with a promise. If he keeps calling me city girl, there will be hell to pay. 


		


		
			CHAPTER ELEVEN

			Jason…

			I start the engine, the sound and action meant to announce to little Ms. Attitude that we’re leaving, and leaving now. I brought her here thinking my grandmother would see the light and send her on her way. Now they’re baking cookies together tomorrow and I’m not objecting. I’m not sure what to do with that. 

			Jessica climbs into the truck, and she’s immediately on the attack. “You call me a city girl like that’s a bad thing.”

			Talk about feistiness and fire, and this after she confessed to being burned and turned inside out. That’s the kind of fight I have to respect, albeit reluctantly. No wonder my grandmother took to her. They’re two peas in a damn pod, as my mother would have said. I shift the gear into reverse and give her a sideways look. As for the city girl comment being an insult… “It is,” I say, backing up the truck.

			“First of all,” she replies, not missing a beat, “there’s nothing wrong with city girls. There was clearly something wrong with you and your city girl model, since she’s no longer in the picture, and no, I’m not digging for information. I don’t want to know. But I’m not her. And besides, how do you know I’m even a city girl? I could have grown up on a farm.”

			At this point, we’re already outside the ranch gates. That’s how much she talks. I’ve never liked talkers, but the words that come out of Jessica’s mouth are too outrageous to ignore. That’s my excuse for listening and I’m sticking to it. “If you were, you’d have just said you were, instead of giving me a hypothesis and high-heeled boots.”

			She folds her arms under her breasts, breasts which I don’t mean to notice, but I do. They’re rather generous, the kind of generous I find just as hard to ignore as her words. “You know how I ended up here,” she says, without looking at me. “Because we both know that you have a habit of listening in on conversations that aren’t meant for your ears.”

			There it is again. That hitch in her voice that I heard when she was talking to my grandmother. The same hitch that I felt in my gut that signaled emotions I understand in ways I don’t plan to share. The hitch that convinced me to let her stay. I fight the insanity of asking for details. “And we both know you’re a city girl.” 

			“Okay, yes, but that’s exactly why I want and need to be here, not there. Because I need—” She presses her lips together as if biting back the information she doesn’t want to share, that hitch barely perceptible but there again. “Your grandmother is lovely,” she says instead, side-eyeing me, her skin ivory with a hint of red splattering her cheeks, while her blue eyes hold a hint of mist. “I really enjoyed meeting her today,” she adds, trying to sound perky now. 

			“She’s a piece of work,” I say, repeating Roarke’s words to Jessica and then adding, “Like you.”

			“Because I’m a city girl,” she replies. “Which you don’t trust. Obviously, a confidentiality agreement won’t change that fact.” 

			She’s wrong. Partly. The offer didn’t make me trust her, but I don’t distrust her at this point, either. “I don’t know what made you like you are,” I say dryly. “Maybe it was the city. Maybe someone dropped you on your head as a baby.”

			“Haha. Do all cowboys tell bad jokes?”

			“Are all city girl attorneys smart-mouthed?”

			“Some like me can even be foul-mouthed, so fuck you very much, cowboy.”

			My lips quirk. “What’s your grandmother like?” A question I justify as a topic changer in support of my need to know the motives of the person living on this property. 

			“She died when I was little,” she says. “I don’t remember her at all, so that’s not an ‘oh I’m so sorry to hear that’ precursor. I hate ‘I’m sorry to hear that.’ And aside from that, I’m a little jealous of you having yours with you. It must be nice to have her in your life.” 

			Nothing has been nice in a long damn time, I think, but my grandmother does all she can to try to make us all forget that fact. Information I don’t share. I don’t comment. Instead, I turn down the road leading to the cottage, the road muddy but clear. 

			In support of my silence, I’m offered a reprieve from Jessica prodding for more about me and my grandmother, when Jessica’s phone rings. She snags it from her pocket, glances at the number and then me. “That would be your grandmother,” she says, answering the call. “Hi, Martha.” She listens a moment. “Oh. That’s fine. Tomorrow.” She pauses. “Oh no. No. I can’t ask him to do that.” Another pause. “I know but—yes—but—I can’t. That’s just—no. Martha—”

			She glances at me. “She hung up.”

			My cell phone rings. “And that would be her asking me what you wouldn’t.”

			Jessica groans. I laugh. “Welcome to what it’s like to have a grandmother in your life.” I answer the line. “Hi, Grandma.”

			“She left without a pair of proper boots. And I was looking at the pair I was going to give her. They’re really worn. Can you take her to the store and buy her a pair on my account? My gift to her for filling that empty space at the cabin.”

			The empty space that is my retreat, but technically, despite her living in the house behind the ranch, it’s her home, her special place my grandfather built her. A place that reminds her that he’s gone, for five long years now. “I doubt she needs those to write a book and eat cookies.”

			“There are snakes. She’s inexperienced in these parts. I need her to have boots. If something happened to her, I’d blame myself.”

			And she would. The woman blames herself for my parents’ private plane crashing last year, for reasons that are illogical when she’s usually quite logical. “I’ll take care of it.”

			“Thank you, honey.” And then in a repeat of Jessica’s words about her, she adds, “She’s lovely, isn’t she?” 

			I grunt and she hangs up. Grunting, I’ve found, is the best way to respond without responding to my grandmother. I disconnect the line and cut around a pot hole. 

			“Seems we’re going to get you a pair of boots.”

			“What? No.” Jessica twists around to face me. “Jason, I don’t need boots.”

			“You actually do need boots.”

			“Then help me get my tire out of the mud, if you will please, and I’ll go.”

			“She wants to buy them for you.”

			“She’s wonderfully sweet, but I’m not letting her buy me boots. I can do this on my own.”

			“You don’t know my grandmother. She wants. She nags. She gets.”

			“Yes, but—” 

			“That’s what we all say and she then says her piece again, and we end up doing what she wants. It’s a lot like a batter who stands at the mound, determined to hit a ball, but it curves left and right and finds the glove anyway. My grandma is that ball. Give into it. It’s the easiest way to survive around these parts.”

			She gapes at me. “Are you serious?”

			“Serious as a rattlesnake right before it bites your city girl ankle.”

			She glowers. “I could have done without that analogy, thank you very much, but that said…”

			“Just keeping it real for you, sweetheart,” I say, turning into the small town of Sweetwater, our destination quick to find, since it’s just past the only diner. 

			“I am not your sweetheart, cowboy,” she says, as I park the truck. “And just to be clear”—she opens her door—“you won’t scare me away with rattlesnakes. Surely you were off the farm long enough to know that we have our own version of those in the city.” She exits the truck and shuts the door. 

			And there it is. Just one of the ways our new city girl guest has surprised me. Not an easy thing to do, but that doesn’t make it a good thing. Because I have been off the farm long enough to know a few things. For instance, I know very well that surprises aren’t always good. 

		


		
			CHAPTER TWELVE

			Jessica…

			The bells on the wooden door chime for my arrival as I enter the store, and I find myself in a fancier version of a roadside travel shop. There’s a 7-11 style side to my right and then a shopping mall side to my left, where there appears to be clothing and, in the far corner boots. I hurry in that direction, hating that I’m aware of Jason’s absence, but determined to pay for my purchase before he can stop me. Obviously, I have conflicting emotions about this man. 

			Nevertheless, he’s not here, and I’m on the hunt and not for a man. For my boots, which I really don’t want and aren’t in the budget right now, but I’ll deal with it to please Martha, who won’t take no for an answer. I’m still getting paid, at least for two months, but I have to be realistic. I probably won’t end up back at work. I need to plan to be unemployed until I find where I belong, and I’m really not sure what that means right now. No doubt Craig expects me to hold onto my money, not use it to fight him. Enter the book advance. That is my weapon, my fuel to bring a cheater and thief to his knees. 

			“Hello there!” comes a friendly voice, a pretty petite woman with lush blond waves falling around her young, heart-shaped face. “I’m Debbie. What can I help you with?”

			“Hi, Debbie. I’m Jessica. I’m seeking a pair of boots.” I look down at her boots, blue and red flowers on the leather, the design an adorable match to her red dress. “Like yours.” I eye the wall of boots and find a pair with pink flowers. When do I ever wear anything pink? I’m a divorce attorney. Or not. “How about the pink flowers?”

			She smiles. “I’ve been eyeing those. They’re adorable. What size?”

			“Seven, please.” She starts to turn and I have a thought. “Debbie?”

			“Yes?”

			“Those will defend against snake bites, right? I’m staying up the road for a couple of months, but I’m not overly savvy on these matters.”

			She smiles. “Yes. Of course. And shame on whoever you’re staying with. They should be helping you. It’s the proper thing to do, but no fear. You have me now.” She smiles and rocks a bit on her boots before she hurries away.

			Proper. Apparently that matters in a small town, and Martha did try to be proper. She arranged my ride and arrival. Because her grandson is so disinterested that he didn’t bother coming inside, well, that’s not her fault. He’s her grandson. She doesn’t know he really is an asshole cowboy. It’s not a joke.

			“Did someone help you?”

			At the deep rumble of Jason’s voice, I startle and whirl around to find him so close that I end up with my hand planted on his chest. It lays there and I stare at it like it’s not my hand or my fingers flexing against that hard wall of muscle. Like heat isn’t radiating up my arm and across my chest.

			“Jessica,” he murmurs softly, his voice low, compelling. 

			My gaze jolts upward, and the minute I connect with his piercing blue eyes, there’s this crazy sensation in my chest. What is happening to me? What is this?

			“Here we are, Jessica,” Debbie calls out, and I yank my hand back and rotate to face her. 

			“Great. Thanks.”

			She ignores me, her attention riveted on the man behind me. “Jason. Hi. You’re looking as fine as sunshine.”

			Oh, Jesus. 

			Apparently, I say that out loud because Jason thumps my shoulder. Asshole indeed. 

			“What are you doing here?” Debbie asks, oblivious to my reaction, and Lord help me. She has puppy-dog eyes for him and I suddenly wonder if I also had puppy-dog eyes for him when my hand was on his chest. Please tell me no. I need space from this man and his groupie. I take the box in Debbie’s hand. “Thanks.” I swear she doesn’t notice. 

			“I’m with Jessica, Debbie,” Jason informs her, and he makes it sound like I’m his date. 

			I’d object, but he’s moved on. “Can you get her that pair my grandmother just bought last week? Those brown ones.”

			“You’re with Jessica?” Debbie asks, sounding like a kicked puppy now.

			“I am,” he confirms. “The brown ones?”

			I sit down on a bench with my back to the both of them and eye the selections and quickly object this time and loudly. “No,” I say twisting around to eye them both. “Those brown boots are ugly as heck. No go on those.”

			Jason ignores me. “The brown ones, Debbie, please.” 

			He has manners and apparently she approves. “Of course. Coming right up.” 

			I, however, do not approve. “You’re making her work for nothing,” I say, pulling on the boot with the pink flowers, and now I do approve. They’re cute.

			“It’s not about looks, city girl,” he says, sitting down next to me, and the asshole pinches my leg just above the boot and hard. 

			“Ow.” I jolt to my feet and face off with him. “What was that about?”

			He stands, towering over me. “That was the spot where the rattlesnake just bit you.”

			“That was the spot an asshole just pinched me.”

			“And a snake would bite you,” he counters, accepting the asshole title. I even think he embraces it. And damn it, why does he smell good? Isn’t he supposed to smell like dirt and more dirt? Not spice and musky warm sunshine. “You need boots that protect you, not prepare you for a fashion show.”

			“Stop acting like I’m some fashionista. I’m not.”

			“You were wearing high-heeled boots at the side of the road.”

			“I was in high-heeled boots when I—” My lips press together. I almost said too much. 

			He arches a brow. “When you what?”

			“Was dealing with you.”

			“And that means what exactly?” he challenges. “I saved you.”

			“You mocked me.”

			“I pulled you out of the mud.”

			“You pushed me into the mud.”

			He laughs, low and sexy. I hate that I just thought he was sexy. “There you go again. Laughing like you did when I fell in the mud.”

			“I didn’t laugh.”

			“You laughed.”

			“Here we go,” Debbie says, and the brown boots are offered to Jason, not me. 

			He doesn’t immediately respond, his gaze latched to mine, our fiery conflict alive and well. His expression tightens, his gaze—reluctantly, it seems—pulls from me to her. “Thank you, Debbie.” He accepts the box and motions to me. “Sit.”

			“I’m not—”

			“You want to bet?” he challenges. 

			I frown. “What does that mean?”

			“It means,” he says, “I can call my grandmother. You won’t win that argument.”

			“You know that statement—I can call my grandma—doesn’t do your macho baseball player cowboy image much justice.”

			“I said grandmother, not grandma, though I claim her as both. And I didn’t know you thought I was macho. Just an asshole. You should state your opinions more clearly.”

			“Right. You’re an asshole cowboy who thinks he’s a macho cowboy king in these here parts. Is that clear enough?”

			His lips quirk. “I think you need to try again. I still heard ‘she thinks I’m macho’ and I heard it like a compliment. And there was the word king in there, too. That sounds like another compliment.” 

			“It’s not a compliment. None of that was a compliment. It means you act like a caveman, all old-school alpha male, with an outdated hero complex, and you even—” 

			“Are you done?”

			“No,” I say flatly. “Isn’t that obvious? That’s why you had to interrupt me.”

			Debbie clears her throat. “How long have you two been dating?”


		


		
			CHAPTER THIRTEEN

			Jessica…

			How long have we been dating?

			Debbie’s question shuts both me and Jason up. Suddenly aware of how close I’m standing in front of him, I take a step backward. “We’re not—”

			“Buying the ones on her feet,” Jason says before I can correct her, taking the box from her hand. “Sit down, sweet pea. You’re trying on the brown ones.”

			Sweet pea? Did he really just call me sweet pea?

			He sets the box on the chair. “Thanks, Debbie. We’ll let you know how they work out.”

			Her cheeks flush pink with the obvious dismissal. The minute she walks away, he’s refocused on me. “Did you bring plenty of jeans?”

			“I—a couple pairs.”

			His scowl is not one of approval. “What size do you wear?”

			“I’m not telling you what size I wear.” I lower my voice. “And what was that? Sweet pea? You didn’t even correct her. We hate each other. We’re not dating.”

			“I’m letting you stay despite my better judgment. She’s been pining for me hard. Now she can move on and find someone new.”

			“New? Did you date her?”

			“No.”

			“Did you fuck her?”

			“Now, now, sweet pea. We don’t like that language around these parts.”

			“Oh please. You’re cowboys, not fucking boy scouts.”

			His lips twitch. “Try on the boots.”

			I sigh and sit down. “And who calls a girl sweet pea, anyway?”

			“Me,” he says, reaching for my foot and pulling off my boot. That’s when he eyes my socks with little cats all over them. He arches a brow. 

			“What’s wrong with cats?”

			“Do you have one?”

			“No, I don’t. Why? Were you going to charge me a pet deposit?”

			He opens the box and hands me a boot. “I was trying to figure out why anyone pines after something they want but then walks away.” He sits down.

			“Okay, Mr. Judgmental, since we seem to be coming up with little cute names for each other. My job had crazy hours, so I wouldn’t put a cat through all that alone time.” I pull on the ugly-ass boot that does, in fact, go much farther up my leg. “And I could say the same for you, since you walked away from pitching, but no, I don’t want to know why. Lord help me if that somehow got out and you thought I was the one to tell. So I don’t want to know.”

			“I wasn’t going to tell you.”

			“And yet you wanted to know what size pants I wear?”

			“The two correlate how?”

			“Both are very intimate, personal secrets.” I stand up and test the comfort of the boots. I hate them. They make my legs look short and stubby. 

			“How do they feel?” Jason asks. 

			“Did you choose the boots because you want me to look ugly? You did basically tell me not to wear makeup and to dress like a nun.”

			His jaw hardens and he ignores my comment. “How do they feel?”

			“Like ugly flew away and landed on my feet, but alas, if they keep away the snakes, I’ll take them.” I sit down and pull off the boot. “I seem to attract snakes lately. I’m not testing my luck.”

			“Wear them out of here.” He stands and says nothing. He walks toward the clothing section where Debbie is doing something, I don’t know what. I pull on the other boot, stick my shoes in the box, and prepare to hunt down a bill to pay. 

			I’m on my booted feet when Jason returns, handing me a bag. “Two pairs of Levi’s. I guessed at your size.” 

			He guessed at my size? Has he been looking at my size? And this is weird. “Why would you pick out jeans for me?”

			“My grandmother’s suggestion. She worries. I don’t like her to worry. And why did she want you to have these jeans? To cover your legs. The material is thick.”

			“Texas is hot.”

			“And snakes get meaner when they get hot. I swear their teeth get longer, too.”

			“Haha. Aren’t you funny?”

			“Not usually,” he replies dryly, dismissing me with a glance at his rugged-looking watch, brown leather wrapping his wrist, expensive brown leather. A carry-over from his big city life? “I need to be somewhere. Let’s head out.”

			“Right. I’ll just go pay.”

			“I paid. My grandmother wanted to do this for you.”

			I frown. “I’ll undo it and pay myself. I’m not letting Martha pay for me. That’s not right.” I start to walk. 

			He lightly catches my arm, but heat radiates up and over my chest like fire, burning me alive. My gaze jerks to his again and that fire now blazes a circle around us. “If you talk to Debbie, she’ll ask questions about you and me. Do you really want to answer questions about us?”

			“There is no you and me,” I say, and I tell myself to pull back, but I don’t. “I’m really not big on playing games with a girl’s heart.”

			“You’re not. You’re keeping her from playing games with her heart. It’s quite nice of you, actually.”

			“Because I’m so nice?”

			He just looks at me, that handsome, chiseled face of his unchanged, unreadable. Did I say handsome? “You’re a divorce attorney,” he finally says. “We both know you’re not nice.” He releases me, his hand falling away, and I feel cold where I was hot only a moment before, which is pretty much all over. It’s the air conditioning, I tell myself, only I’m not actually sure they have one running. 

			He picks up the box I left on the chair and starts walking, calling over his shoulder. “Let’s go.”

			I grimace, throwing darts at his back, but I also manage to notice his butt again. A butt so worthy of those baseball pants I bet there are shots of it on the internet. Oh my God, did I really just put that idea in my own head? I’m not Googling that man’s butt. Not. Doing it. He just cut me down for being an attorney. 

			I hurry forward and once again find him in the truck, waiting on me. I climb inside and toss the bag of jeans onto the floorboard. “You keep leaving me behind. Cowboys are supposed to be gentlemen.”

			“I am. We are. And believe me, walking away was me being a gentleman.” He starts the engine. 

			“Because you hate attorneys?” 

			“I don’t hate attorneys.” He backs us up then sets us straight again. “I just don’t trust them.”

			He means he doesn’t trust me. I sink down into my seat and refuse to comment. How can I? Why would I? Considering my recent self-made circumstances, I don’t trust me much right now, either. After today’s weirdly hot encounter, I certainly can’t be trusted with this cowboy riding next to me. I mean, he smells good and every decision that has smelled good to me lately ended up as a mistake. No more mistakes. No more Jason. I’m breaking up with my fake boyfriend. Debbie can have him. He’s all hers, and I’ll take the scowl on his face as his stamp of approval. 


		


		
			CHAPTER FOURTEEN

			Jessica…

			Jason doesn’t drive me back to the cottage. He drives half a mile down the road and pulls into a dirt parking lot. I straighten, trying to see over the high dash and bringing what appears to be a country store—since the wooden sign on two wooden posts says Country Store—I’m smart like that—into view. It’s a cute little place that resembles a giant log cabin, with massive logs stacked on top of each other to support a shingled roof. An oversized porch—which I love—spans the entire front of the structure, and a Texas flag hangs from one side. That’s the thing about us Texans. We do love our state. 

			“What are we doing?” I ask.

			“Groceries,” Jason informs me, parking to the right of the wooden steps. “You’d better get them now. Another storm is blowing in. You should get candles while you’re at it. The lights in the cottage go out when the wind comes on strong.”

			It’s like the man knows my fear of a serial killer in a dark cabin. “The lights go out?” I demand, rotating to face him. “Are you serious?”

			“I wouldn’t be here waiting for you to go shop if I wasn’t.”

			The idea of being stranded with no supplies isn’t a problem I want to face. The idea of being alone in the middle of nowhere in that dark cottage isn’t, either, but if I’m going to be forced into that situation, I’ll do it with candles. “Hurry,” he says. “The storm is expected to hit in the next few hours.”

			“You aren’t coming in?”

			He slinks down into his seat a little lower. “I’ll wait right here.”

			“What about our reputation as girlfriend and boyfriend? Debbie surely will hear you let me shop alone.”

			“She’ll think we just had another lovers’ quarrel,” he says. “I’d say we’re about ready for a divorce, wouldn’t you?”

			 I have no idea why him staying behind bothers me, but it does, which is a good reason to get out of the truck now. I slide my legs over the seat, about to exit the truck when I realize I have no purse. I have no money. How did I even think I was going to pay for those boots in the store? I settle back into the cushion and shut the door. “I’ll come back on my own.”

			“I can’t promise your tire is coming out of that mud,” he says. “Not until I get back with a tow tool that I don’t have on me, and I don’t have time to come back today.”

			“I have no purse and that means no money.”

			“Put it on my account.” He glances over at me. “Don’t argue. I need to attend to our high water locations.”

			“Oh right. Of course. Just—I’ll pay you back the minute I can get cash, or if Martha wants to send me an invoice, I can do it that way.”

			“Hurry,” he repeats, seemingly without concern for the money, but I am concerned. I don’t want to take advantage of anyone. That’s not who I am. That’s not who I plan to become. 

			I sigh and open the door again, rushing outside, and a cool wind rushes over me, the smell of rain in the air. A cursory glance at the sky and I find a cluster of clouds bruised and all but bursting. The storm is indeed coming. I hurry up the steps and inside the store, finding a respectable little shopping area, the kind you’d expect in any small town. There’s a decent fresh produce section and about a dozen rows of products. Without another human in sight, I grab a hand basket and waste no time selecting a few fresh fruits, an avocado, more boxes of mac and cheese, candy, of course, and some random items. The candles and matches I need, however, are nowhere in sight. And really, why wouldn’t there be candles and matches, if Jason works at the cabin, and the lights truly go out? 

			“Hello there.” 

			At the frail female voice, I turn to find a lady in her sixties with a hunch to her back and lots of gray hair joining me. She’s wearing jeans and boots and a “Country Store” T-shirt. “What can I help you with, honey?” 

			“Hello. Thank you. Do you have candles and matches?”

			“Oh no, honey. That would be the hardware store.”

			I frown. Surely Jason knew this. He’s messing with me, I think, but why?

			“Anything else I can help with?” the woman asks. 

			“I’m ready to checkout,” I say, grabbing a jar of pickles from the shelf—they’re calorie-free and I promise myself they’ll be my work snack while the candy in my basket next to them mocks me.

			“This way,” the woman directs, taking off down the aisle. “You new to town?” she asks over her shoulder. “Or visiting?”

			“I’m here for a few months.” 

			We clear the row of products and she rounds the big wooden counter where the register sits. “Is that right?” she asks. “We don’t get a lot of short-termers here. Where you staying?” 

			I set the basket on the counter. “At the Flying J cottage. Martha rented it to me. And actually, this will be on Jason’s tab.”

			Her brows dip the way mine must have when she told me she had no candles. “Jason’s tab,” she repeats. “You’re another one of his city girls, then?” Her voice reeks of disapproval. 

			My eyes go wide. “His city girls? Oh. No. I rented the cottage from Martha. I’m writing a book. I needed an escape. I left my purse and my tire is stuck and—Jason just helped me out. I’m not with him. I barely know him. And yes, I guess I am a city girl, but don’t hold it against me. I really am glad to be here and not there.” I snap my mouth shut. Why am I rambling? I don’t ramble. I’m an attorney. I listen. I talk when necessary. 

			The woman looks at me over the rims of her dark-framed glasses. 

			“He’s in the truck outside if you need to confirm the charge,” I add, because why shouldn’t I just throw some more words onto this fire? “I left my purse at the cottage.” Which I already said. 

			She just looks at me for another full ten seconds and then starts ringing up the order. She doesn’t say another word to me. She doesn’t even speak when she finishes and hands me my bags. There’s scorn in her eyes. Good Lord. How many city girls has Jason brought here and what hell have they wreaked on the town?

			I try to smile. I think I might look more like I stepped on a thumbtack. “Thank you.”

			She doesn’t return my pained smile. I snag my bags and head for the door, anger starting to form. Jason didn’t take me here for groceries. He took me to this store with an agenda. The minute I head down the stairs, I spy him in his truck, his hat over his face. I stomp to the passenger door, open it, and plop my bags between us. He doesn’t move, but he’s not asleep. “You knew she’d hate me for being from the city, and you wanted her to make me feel like I don’t belong.”

			He shoves his hat back and straightens. “I take it Bella was working today.” He starts the engine. “Bella judges everyone. That’s how small towns work. They know your business. There are judges everywhere.”

			“And you wanted me to know this so I’d go back to the city where assholes roam freely?”

			“According to you that happens here, too, because I roam freely.” He backs us up then sets the truck into forward motion. 

			“One asshole, who at least has a grandmother who can control him.”

			“Nothing wrong with loving your grandmother,” he comments dryly. 

			“Well,” I say, the wind officially out of my sails. “I won’t fault you for that. I think it’s sweet, which means you aren’t all asshole, I suppose.”

			“Sweet.”

			“Yes. Sweet.”

			He grimaces. “Just what every man wants to be called by a woman. Sweet.”

			“Well, if it makes you feel better, while I think your love for your grandmother is sweet, you’re still an asshole.”

			“Thanks. I feel a hundred times better now.” 

			Already we’re leaving town, the road leading toward the cottage in view. “Bella didn’t have candles.”

			“There are candles in the cottage. Kitchen drawer by the stove.” He turns us down the dirt road.

			“Which you knew all along,” I accuse. 

			“It slipped my mind.”

			More like he wanted to mess with mine. I process that and try to put into perspective what it is that he hates about me being here. He parks in front of the cottage. I turn to face him. “Thank you,” I say. “Thank you for the ride. Thank you for helping me last night. Thank you for letting me borrow your store account. Thank you for letting me stay.”

			“Thank my grandmother,” he says, looking at me. “She’s why you’re here.”

			He uses the words like a knife, sharp and cutting. I feel them with the appropriate bite, but I don’t back off. “I need to be here. I can’t be in the city right now. I’ll stay out of your way.” With that, I open the door and try to grab my bags. I have too many, though. 

			“I’ll be right back for the rest,” I say, settling on the inevitable. I have to walk to the door, trying not to fall again, while he watches. 

			Loaded down, I start walking, and a gust of wind blows leaves in my face. Of course. Why wouldn’t I have leaves smashing into my face while I try to walk gracefully toward the cottage on a cratered-out driveway of dirt and mud? About that time, my foot hits the step and the other stays in the mud. A strong hand catches my arm and I glance up to find Jason standing there, holding my MacBook and my boots, and the jeans, too, I believe. 

			“Thanks.”

			His eyes burn into me, and what I find there—heat and I don’t know what else, judgment perhaps—is confusing in every possible way. There is something about this man that I feel everywhere when he looks at me, in ways I don’t even understand. His grip tightens on my arm, and he leads me up the steps. Once we’re on the porch, he sets my items on the table in front of the chair I was sitting in earlier. I set my other bags in the chair. 

			I turn to him and he’s so damn tall; he’s always towering over me. “I’m going to send one of my men over to get your car out of the mud before this storm buries it deeper. But if you get in that car and try to drive out of here in this storm, you will end up stuck again. I’ll have to come save you again.” With that, he turns and walks away. 

			I watch him, all that lean, denim-clad wonder of a man that he is, with rapt attention, my focus on his backside. I decide then that it’s his nice, tight, baseball-created ass in those jeans that makes the idea of being rescued yet again by him oh so appealing. Sanity prevails, though, and I remind myself of his personality, all arrogant and abrasive, and remember that I don’t need a man at all. I don’t want a man at all. I most certainly do not need or want to be rescued by a man, and most certainly not by the cowboy driving away right now. 


		


		
			CHAPTER FIFTEEN

			Jessica…

			I’m staying in Sweetwater. 

			And that decision, that perhaps life-changing decision, comes down to one thing: it’s all about the Reese’s Peanut Butter Cup creamer. 

			I unpack my purchases and then brew a pot of coffee, which I sweeten with my favorite creamer because I clearly haven’t finished expanding my wardrobe by way of expanding my backside. Really, truly I’d been shocked the country store carried it, and while Jason hoped that store would be an experience that encouraged me to leave, finding my creamer here felt like a sign.

			I’m supposed to stay. 

			I mean, it’s the only flavor they carried. 

			It has to be a sign. 

			With my cup steaming and sweet, I sit down on the chair on the porch, my MacBook in my lap, cord connected just inside the door (in case I lose power later, I want it to be fully charged) and I’m ready to start the big book project. Alone. I’m alone and it’s oddly right. I really never do the whole alone thing, and here I am, in my ugly brown boots, doing it quite well, I think.

			Timed perfectly with me settling into the cozy spot, rain begins to fall, a splattering of droplets that’s not much more than sprinkles. It’s a perfect working environment. I sip my sweet beverage, set it down, and finish off my book’s cover page—name, title, and that’s all for now. I’m really born to write a book about the perfect divorce because this really is what I do. I’m passionate about never becoming captive to a relationship, perhaps because I always felt captive to my mother’s relationships. 

			I type out a detailed introduction about my credentials, why divorce can be a girl’s best friend, including a particular favorite story about a client. Cheryl had been miserably married for ten years but didn’t believe in divorce. Her husband cheated and forced her to step out of her comfort zone. When something feels wrong, it usually is wrong. Cheryl knew her marriage was wrong, but she didn’t act until she had proof, and as a result, she lost years of life and had so much misery. She divorced and a year later remarried. For the past five years, she’s been married to the love of her life and never seems to stop smiling. Her ex has remarried twice and divorced twice.

			I’ve just reached the point where I’ve finished the introductions and typed “Chapter One” when a pickup truck pulls in. I set my MacBook aside and watch as a cowboy, not much older than eighteen, decked out in western wear, exits and heads toward my car. “Howdy there, ma’am,” he shouts, lifting a hand. “Name’s Cody. Just going to get your car out of that hole.”

			I step to the edge of the porch and wave. “Thank you.”

			Thunder rumbles loudly overhead, a groan that signals the explosion of the pitch-black clouds at any moment. Retrieving my cup, I lean a shoulder on the banister, watch the cowboy work, wishing away the rain until he’s done, and surprised that he doesn’t need my keys. He basically uses his bumper against my bumper and shoves it forward. Craig would freak about a BMW bumper and a truck bumper colliding. Screw Craig, or rather, let his secretary screw him. I’m just glad to be out of the hole, free to leave, with no desire to flee.

			Cody saunters up to the porch, shoving his cowboy hat back from his young face, a splatter of red freckles on his cheeks. “All set, ma’am. Is there anything else I can do for you?”

			“No, but thank you. I really appreciate your help. I guess you work for Jason?”

			“Me, my father, and my uncle. It’s kind of a family tradition.”

			“No college and big city in your future?”

			He shrugs. “I’m needed here.” 

			I wonder how many people who live here never leave. Maybe it’s like a Stephen King novel. Once you enter the mysterious town, you can’t leave. I open my mouth to ask, but the sky erupts suddenly and violently in another shout of thunder. Cody pulls his hat down, no explosion of action on his part, despite the explosion around him. “I better get going!” he shouts over the rain. “Jason said to tell you not to drive in this mess. That’s an order. If you get stuck, you’re on your own tonight.” 

			My mouth parts in shock. He turns and hurries to his truck. That’s an order? Is he serious? I scowl into the downpour and start mumbling under my breath. Who does this man think he is? I plant myself in a seat, snatch up my MacBook, and start typing: 

			Once you’re to the point in your relationship that divorce is on the table, you need to grab that bull by the horns and control the outcome. Be empowered. See this as the beginning of happiness. Everyone wants to avoid divorce, but that’s not what this book is about. I’m not a relationship expert. I’m not going to save your marriage. I’m going to help you get out of a bad one. 

			I pause and Jason flashes in my mind, as does the piece of advice I promised him he’d inspired. I start typing again, knowing I’ll have to delete this part of the chapter, but I just need to type it: My one piece of advice when it comes to preventing divorce: never fall for an arrogant asshole cowboy. Consider yourself warned.

			Consider me warned. 

			Not that I need to be warned. 

			There is zero chance of me falling for a cowboy, especially Jason. 


		


		
			CHAPTER SIXTEEN

			Jessica….

			Sitting on the porch of the cottage, in a cozy chair in Sweetwater, Texas, allows me the chance to remember how much I really do love a good Texas thunderstorm. I don’t know when the last time was that I just watched it rain, but that’s how I spend my evening on the porch, relaxing into the storm. Well, it’s not really a storm as much as steady, wonderful, relaxing rain. There’s no power outage. There’s just lots of water, the areas surrounding the porch now a river where there was once only dirt and mud. After yesterday’s flooding, I wonder about the condition of the ranch, quite certain it must be underwater in places. Certain Jason must be in hell managing it all.

			Yes, I’m thinking of Jason. Often. Randomly. It just keeps happening. In fact, four chapters into my book, I have yet to erase my first page that warned readers away from cowboys. Why? I think I’m the one who needs to be warned away from cowboys. Come bedtime, I lay in the massive sleigh bed, and Lord help me, I wonder if Jason ever naps while he works here. I wonder if he’s ever slept in this bed. And then I sleep. I don’t remember falling asleep, just the moment I wake up to the sound of pelting rain on the windows. It’s the first night since finding my ex with his secretary that I’ve truly slept well. 

			I rise and shine, even if the sun is not, then shower and dress in my new jeans, boots, and a lacy pink top that shows a little cleavage. It’s not cleavage intended for Jason, not really. It’s more because of him and his commands. No this. No that. He might as well have told me to dress like a zombie or a homeless person if I wanted to stay. I’m staying. The end. He’ll find that out. So me and my mildly-there cleavage make coffee and then settle into my new home. My home. I embrace those two words. I do. By the time I’m at the kitchen island with my MacBook, alone is the word I find instead. I stand up and open the front door, hoping that helps smash this empty feeling. 

			I hate that I have a problem like this. Alone is good, not bad. Alone is better than being with a man I didn’t love who only filled empty space. I need to be alone to get my work done. I need to focus on me and being comfortable with me, trusting in me. I always knew that Craig and I weren’t the perfect match. I ignored every sign to avoid one thing: being alone. I’ll get used to this. I’ll get better at this. By the time I return to Dallas, I’ll be an expert at being alone. And according to the internet research I do when I should be working, that will make me stronger and better when I do decide to date again. 

			As if she heard her name, the queen of dating rings my phone. “Hello, Mother.”

			“Why am I at your apartment and there’s a blond bimbo in a sheet at the door?”

			I grimace, bile rising up in the back of my throat. “Mom—”

			“Do I need to yank her out of the doorway?” she demands and then shouts, “Ed! I need you.” Ed being her newest husband, this one twenty years her junior. There are muffled voices, thick, gruff, muffled voices followed by a shriek.

			Oh crap.

			“Mom. Mom, wait.” More muffled voices. Oh God, what is happening? “Mom!” I try again, only to have the screen door burst open.

			I gasp with the intrusion and grab a knife from a knife block, dropping my phone as I do, only to realize it’s Jason standing in the doorway, water dripping from his black cowboy hat and raincoat. His boots are covered in mud. “You can’t just walk in!” I exclaim. “I could have been naked. Again.”

			He sets his hat on the coat rack and starts peeling off his jacket. “If you’re running around naked with the screen door open around these parts, you want to be seen.”

			“I pay rent. I get privacy.”

			“This is still my office,” he says, now down to his jeans and a T-shirt. “I told you I’m not giving it up.” He starts peeling off his boots. “And I have a situation. I need something from my desk.” He starts walking toward the desk in the corner of the room, just beyond the couch. 

			“Your office is my living room?”

			“That’s right,” he says, moving past me while I hear, “Jessica!” from the floor. 

			Oh crap. My mom. I bend down and grab my phone. “Jessica!”

			“Yes. Mom. I’m here. Please tell me you didn’t touch her.”

			I can almost feel Jason’s eyes on me. 

			“She says she lives here. What the hell is going on, baby girl?” she demands. 

			“You have a lot of experience in these matters,” I say, trying to avoid saying too much with my present company. “You can guess.”

			“He cheated with that bimbo.” The phone shifts and she shouts, “You’re going to end up in hell, I tell you. Hell.”

			“Mom! Stop! Please.”

			“Hell, I tell you, wench!”

			Wench? I squeeze my eyes shut. “Mom?” I whisper.

			“I want to scratch her eyes out. Why didn’t you tell me?”

			“As these things are, it was unexpected and sudden. I’ve—” My voice cracks. “I’ve been trying to just process, you know?”

			“Yes. Yes, I do know. I have two divorces over cheaters. It sounds so bad, married four times, but two of them cheated on me. Where are you? At work? I’ll come to you.”

			She’s right. She was cheated on. I’m perhaps a bit hard on her at times. Not really, but a little. “I’m not in the city. I needed to get away.”

			“What about your work?”

			“It’s on hold,” I say as Jason walks into the kitchen and helps himself to a cup of coffee, crowding me to the point that I have to scoot over or rub shoulders with him. I give him a dirty look he doesn’t see, not unless his back and broad shoulders have eyes. 

			“On hold? Your job is on hold? I’m confused.”

			“Are you standing in front of her right now, Mom?”

			“Yes. Why?”

			“Please back away from the door and leave. I don’t live there anymore.”

			“I like the way she scowls.”

			“Please, Mom.” Jason turns and leans on the counter, now facing me. I don’t face him. I stay in profile to him, the island, my island, the one I’m about to fall face forward onto and bang my head against. “Walk away.”

			“After you tell me about your job.”

			“Oh good gosh, Mother,” I explode. “I told a client he was a lowlife cheater and the partners suggested I go on leave, which happened because I’d just found her in bed with Craig. Okay? Can you walk away now?”

			“Oh Jesus.” Her voice is now muffled. “Come on, Ed.” Shuffling, low voices, then, “Where are you?”

			“Staying in a small town in a cottage.”

			“Alone?” she quakes in disbelief. 

			“Yes,” I bite out. “Alone.”

			“You aren’t good alone.”

			“That would be you.” 

			“And you. You learned from me.” 

			That cuts. That hits ten nerves. “I’m hanging up. I love you, but—”

			“Okay. I’ll give you space. I’m headed to Europe anyway. Just don’t stay there. Come back.”

			Europe. Of course. She’s so worried. “Hanging up now.” I do. I hang up and set the phone on the island, gripping the counter, and wishing like hell a set of intrusive blue eyes weren’t focused on me. 

			“Stop looking at me,” I order. I rotate to face him. “You listened to my call.”

			“Hard not to,” he drawls, all cowboy-like. 

			“Because you barged in here and then stood right next to me.” 

			“It’s the country way.” 

			“It’s not my way. Don’t do that again.” 

			“I had an emergency. I need to call a contractor.”

			I scowl. “You didn’t make a call.”

			“I sent a text.” His phone buzzes and he glances down at it, typing a reply before he says, “And he replied.”

			I have this overwhelming feeling of being shoved and pushed when he’s not even touching me. “Please, just—stop trying to make me leave. I need to stay. I know you know I need to stay.” 

			He sets his cup down and closes the one step between us. “I don’t want you to leave.” 

			I suck in a breath and let it slowly fall from my lips. “You don’t?” 

			“No.” His lips, those lips that I’m forever torturing myself by noticing, thin. “I don’t want you to stay, either, but we’ve covered this. I already agreed that you can stay and I’m a man of my word. I’m not trying to make you leave. You just don’t know our ways yet, but you will.” He refills my cup and then moves away. A second later, my creamer is being poured in the cup. “Drink up, sugar cup. I’m not leaving you here alone. We’re going to see Grandma.”


		


		
			CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

			Jessica…

			I stare at the cup of coffee Jason made for me, complete with my Reese’s creamer, rain pitter-pattering on the side of the house, and his statement “I’m not leaving you alone” weaving and punching through the air. The man obviously overheard both sides of my conversation, which happened because he was in my kitchen, in his socked feet, without an invitation. Well, technically his kitchen, but that’s beside the point. He isn’t even pretending he didn’t hear the content of my call, but then, at least he’s not being fake.

			I don’t like fake, considering you might as well say I just left my fake fiancé, and at this point, I’m remembering what an old professor once told me about actions and reactions. A lesson I’ve replayed in my mind many times during legal battles. In life there are moments when you want to crawl under a rock. There are others when you kick a rock and stub your toe. And finally, there are those when you fall over the rock, land on your face, and break your nose. I don’t like the fact that Jason now knows more about me than most people I’ve known for years, and not by my own choosing, but I decide that making a big deal out of it will turn a stubbed toe into a broken nose I don’t want or need. 

			I decide to leave this alone. 

			While he’s not leaving me alone. 

			“Good choice of creamer, by the way,” he says, refilling his cup and then walking to the fridge.

			I rotate on the stool in time to watch him pour a generous portion into his cup. “I owe you that for your mac and cheese I ate yesterday.”

			“Ah well,” he shuts the fridge, “I keep that around for all our squatters.”

			I glower. He laughs. “I couldn’t resist. Did the lights go out last night?”

			I pick up my cup. “No, the lights didn’t go out last night. You were just trying to scare me.” I sip my coffee. “Not cool.”

			His lips quirk, amusement in his blue eyes. “The lights do go out.” As if he’s hit a button, they flicker and he arches a brow. 

			“How did you do that? It’s barely even raining.”

			“It’s raining harder than you think.” 

			“The ranch is in pretty bad shape?”

			“The orchard is hellish. I have the guy that put in the drain system to prevent flooding headed over. He did a shit job and it shows.”

			“There’s an orchard here?”

			“A small one that my parents tried to expand a year before they died.”

			In that plane crash not long after he was injured, and an orchard from cattle ranching seems like a big leap. “Did you get out of the cattle business?”

			His walkie-talkie goes off on his belt and I hear, “Judy needs you, man.” 

			Jason grabs the device from his belt, punches a button, and says, “Give me thirty and I’ll be right there,” before he returns the walkie-talkie to his belt. “Gotta run.” He sets his cup in the sink. “Down that brew. We need to move.” There’s an urgency to him that wasn’t there moments before and he’s already walking toward the door. 

			Who is Judy and why does he run for her, while all but kicking me? “What happened?” I ask instead. “What’s wrong? And who is Judy?” 

			“We’re moving a handful of the horses Roarke stables and trains to our place to keep them above water.”

			“Oh. Oh no. The water got to their horses?” I set my cup down and round the island. “Do you need help?” 

			His brow lifts. “You’re offering to help?” he asks, his hands settling on his hips. 

			“Why wouldn’t I? The city girl doesn’t want to get dirty? Is that what you think?” I don’t give him time to reply. We both know it’s true. “Of course I’m offering to help. What can I do?”

			“Have you ever been around horses, really been around them?”

			“No,” I say, “but I can learn. I love animals.”

			“This isn’t the way to learn.” 

			He hands me a raincoat that I’ve never seen in my life. “Wear this,” he says. “You’ll need it.”

			I still want to know who Judy is. “I can drive myself to the main house. Go take care of the horses.”

			“Cody didn’t park your car properly,” he says, settling his hat on his head. “You’re not going anywhere until I have some time to get you out.”

			“I’m buried again?”

			“That’s an understatement. Hurry up.” He turns and opens the door. 

			I slide into the raincoat that is ridiculously large. His raincoat, I think. It has to be his. This cottage might be my rental, but it’s also his office. A raincoat that he offered to me. Actually, that he ordered me to wear, but technicalities and all. Bottom line, for a man who can’t stand me, and has a Judy somewhere who is desperate for him, this is unexpected. Thunder rumbles above, and since I must judge this man by the bulk of my time with him, not the past few minutes, he’s no nonsense. He doesn’t play around. Therefore, I must take him at his word and assume that if I don’t move it, I’m about to be left alone. Somehow, I find my hands in all the raincoat material and stuff my phone in my jeans. I rush forward, open the door, and good Lord, it’s really coming down. Whatever problems Jason has in the orchard are getting worse. Whatever problem Roarke has with the horses, that’s getting worse, too.

			I shut the door behind me, pull up the hood on the raincoat, and hurry down the stairs, stopping at the bottom step with the sight of the river running around the cottage. It flows downward, right where my car is sitting in the center of it all. My tires are half-covered and concern fills me. What does it take to float a car in this situation? Jason honks the horn of his truck and I jerk with the loud blast. Obviously, he wants me to swim in his direction and one thought of those horses, and I’m willing. 

			I step into the water and start splashing toward him. Once I’m there, I yank open the passenger door. “Go to the horses. I’m fine.”

			“I’m not leaving you here alone,” he repeats.

			“I’m fine. I told you—”

			“Look at your car,” he says. “There’s a river that hasn’t overflowed yet, but it’s close. How soon do you think it will get inside the cottage?”

			This news is not good news. Everything I still own is in that cottage…but the horses. All I can think of is the horses. I get into the truck. “Take me with you to help the horses. Don’t waste time dropping me off.”

			He doesn’t reply. He just backs up and backs up some more, until he’s finally able to turn around and straighten. “Has that river ever overflowed?” I ask.

			“No, but it’s never been this close to overflowing, either.” He glances over at me. “You wanted a cottage in the middle of the country. You got it and all the challenges that come with it.”

			“Still trying to scare me away?”

			“Can I?”

			“You heard my phone call. Do you think you can scare me away?”

			“Good point.” He eyes me. “That was your mother, I take it.”

			“Oh yes,” I say, wishing we weren’t on this topic. “That was her.”

			“She was ready to fight for you. That’s something.” He turns us down the ranch road and the rain seems to slow. 

			“Hmmm,” I say, because it’s really all I want to say, yet I find myself adding, “Yes, something.”

			“She’s as feisty as my grandmother and someone else I recently rented a cottage to.” 

			“A feisty bitch and an asshole of a cowboy,” I say. “A match made in heaven or should I say hell?” 

			“Still think I’m an asshole, huh?”

			“Still think I’m a problem city girl?”

			“If the ugly brown boots fit.”

			I laugh and he might, too. I’m not sure. He has a road to watch and abruptly cuts around a mud puddle. My gaze travels miles of land that I think belongs to him. “How big is the ranch?”

			“Fifty thousand acres.”

			“Oh wow. That was unexpected. Much larger than I thought.” 

			He parks in front of the ranch house. “But there’s plenty of rain to go around and flood every damn bit of it,” he mumbles, more to himself than me. 

			I turn to face him with a sincere offer. “Let me help. I need a purpose right now. I’m not a slacker. I know you have a crew, but they have to be overwhelmed with the rain. Can I do something at the orchard to help? Can I wait for the contractor while you help Roarke?”

			His walkie-talkie goes off again: “Judy is about to be under water, man. We’re moving her now. We’ll meet you back here in half an hour.”

			“Copy that,” he replies into his walkie-talkie, and now I realize that Judy is a horse.

			“You want to help?” he asks, returning his attention to me, his jaw harder now, tension that wasn’t there moments before waving off of him. 

			“Yes. I do. Tell me what to do?”

			“A month from now is the anniversary of my parents’ death,” he says, his voice low, taut. “It messes with Martha. Keep her busy. Go bake cookies.”

			It messes with Martha. He means it messes with him and Martha. In this moment, I understand this man in ways I should have already. He’s allowed me to understand him and that’s trust, even if it’s a little trust. Trust I won’t betray. He’s in pain. He’s worried about his grandmother. He’s living outside his dream job and maybe that means his arm is blown. Maybe it’s more. I don’t know why that dream isn’t the answer to his problems. I know he’s smart. I know there’s a reason and that reason runs as deep and wild as the water on this ranch right now. 

			My throat tightens. “I will absolutely bake cookies and whatever else I need to do to keep her busy.” I reach for the door and open it, starting to get out of the truck. 

			“Jessica.”

			I turn back to him. “Yes?”

			“Don’t repeat the problems in the orchard to my grandmother.” 

			Understanding rolls over me, his reasons for everything he’s done, taking shape in my mind. There’s a problem here at the ranch. A big problem that isn’t just about the rain. I know this, because, well I do. I’ve seen a lot of things negotiating financial matters in divorces. “She can know about Roarke and the horses, right?”

			“Yes. Just don’t—”

			“I won’t,” I say. “You have my word.” My gut says that he just needs me to stop there. No questions. He needs me to just get out of the truck now. And so I do. I get out and start walking toward the house. I don’t look back, not at the cowboy in the truck behind me or the life I left behind. Right now, it feels like this is where I belong. 

			…

			Jason…

			She doesn’t turn around and look at me. I have no fucking idea why I want her to turn around and look at me. She’s not for me. She’s not for us and yet, here I am, watching her walk into the house, my house. My family house. A place where I said I would never, ever allow an outsider, certainly not a city girl. Been there, done that, there will never be a repeat. And yet the irony of that statement is that as I put the truck in reverse and back away from my house, Jessica is walking inside the front door.


		


		
			CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

			Jessica…

			Martha greets me at the door with the kind of enthusiasm that no one has for me in my life. Okay, that’s not fair. Shelley and her kitty are always eager to see me. Okay, Shelley is eager to see me on some days. 

			“I’m thrilled you’re here,” Martha declares, throwing her arms around me before she looks over my shoulder. “Is Jason not coming in?” Her brow dips, worry etching in her delicate features. 

			And worry is what I’m supposed to be preventing. 

			“He’s helping Roarke with his horses,” I say, praying that’s all that I need to say to satisfy her. I don’t want to lie. I’ve had enough lies in my life. I’m not even inside the house yet and I’m dodging bullets, covering for a man I thought I didn’t like. Turns out, though, he’s not as bad as I thought and I certainly adore Martha.

			“Of course,” she says, the words slightly stiff. “I knew that. They need to get those horses out of that one lower location on his property.” She waves a hand and, just that easily, she dismisses further worries, her gaze lowering to my feet where they light with approval. “Those boots are perfect. They’re a perfect choice.” She hugs me. “I’m glad you wore them.” She leans back to look at me. “I hear you and Jason had quite the spat in the travel shop over those ugly brown boots. I love it.” She releases me. “Come. Let’s bake and eat.” She heads toward the kitchen while I blink after her.

			She loves that we fought? And how does she not only know we fought but that I called the boots ugly? Did Jason tell her? I’m determined to find out. “I don’t bake!” I call after her, hurrying after her like a good soldier. “You know that, right?”

			“I’ll teach you,” she promises, walking to the island and waving her hand over a display of some sort of mini pies. 

			“I’m a lost baking cause,” I assure her, joining her at the opposite side of the counter to inspect the goodies. “Oh my, those look good. What are they?” They have white icing and I have a thing for icing. Like I could lick it off the cake and leave the cake—unless it’s really good cake. 

			“Apple cobbler pies,” she announces proudly. “Everyone here loves them. I only make them once a week.”

			“Oh.” Not what I expected. “Well, they look lovely and smell wonderful. Did you make more cookies? Or are we making more cookies?”

			She narrows her eyes on me. “You don’t like pies?”

			“Apples,” I reluctantly admit. “I don’t hate them. I just don’t love them.” 

			Her eyes twinkle with mischief. The woman is all kinds of constant mischief. “You do know we have an orchard here, right?”

			“Yes. Sorry. I admit, I wish it were peaches.”

			“Apples are wonderful,” she insists. “You’ll like these. Try one.”

			“Do you have any cookies?” I ask hopefully.

			“Pie. Mini pies. For you. Please. Make a grandma happy. Try one.”

			And make her happy. I want to make her happy. “I do love icing,” I concede and pick one up—biting into the treat, it’s an instant explosion of the same butterscotch from the cookies with that same yummy buttery taste. “Wow,” I say, savoring the flavors in my mouth. “So, basically, I’ve decided you can make anything wonderful.” 

			She beams and unfortunately my cell phone rings. I glance down and stare at the number, a call I should have expected, but didn’t, before hitting decline. “What else do you bake?”

			“Bad call?”

			“Oh ah—well—” My phone starts ringing again. I hit decline again. “It’s nothing important.”

			“But it’s upsetting. I can see that.”

			“My mother showed up at my ex’s house today, which was my house, or rather, my apartment. I hadn’t told her about the breakup and, well, the new woman was there.”

			“Oh my.” She gives me a probing inspection. “Are you okay, honey?”

			Honey.

			It’s probably something she says to everyone, but it feels familiar and sweet and grandmotherly in a way I’ve never known. Somehow it warms cold empty places inside me, empty places I’ve known for a very long time. “Being here helps,” I say, and it’s true. 

			“I’m glad that it does. Honestly, your timing by renting the cottage has been wonderful for me. I needed some company.” In other words, she was—is—coping with the anniversary of her loss by trying to fill the cottage, and with it, some kind of void.

			“Why hadn’t you told your mother about the cottage?” she asks. 

			“As is the way of a crisis, the idea came on quickly and she and I don’t talk often. She wasn’t even in the city when I decided to leave and she’s already leaving again herself.” My cell phone rings again. I sigh and turn it off. “Tell me what else you bake regularly.” 

			She studies me for a few long beats and then seems to understand that I need to escape my ex. She starts talking about her baking, which is a part of her, the reason she has always loved to wake up in the morning, it seems. Somewhere along the line, I have coffee in hand, sipping and enjoying. Soon, I’m hearing all about the ranch and how it runs. Apparently, Jason has a cook on hand that works from another building, but on the weekends, Martha does a huge dessert spread for them all. 

			“That must be expensive,” I comment.

			“It keeps the crew well-fed and feeling like family matters,” she says. “To some of them, we’re the only family they have.” 

			That hits a bit of a nerve, but family is a sensitive topic to me—or rather my lack thereof—yet here, this place, creates that homey feeling I both love and hate when I watch a good Hallmark movie.

			“Lily,” Martha says, “my other daughter—I told you about Jennie, but Lily was Jason’s mother—she and I baked for the weekend spread together for years.” And here we go down the painful rabbit hole with that anniversary of the plane crash front and center. “It’s lovely having company today,” she says, a hint of sadness to her voice that she seems to check as she adds a bit more cheerfully, “even if said company—that would be you—can’t bake.”

			I laugh, relieved that we’re on more playful ground again. “I can eat and clean, though. Does that count?”

			“It does,” she says, and while yes, I’m thankful that she hasn’t dwelled on the crash, she’s also avoiding talk of family and, much like Jason I suspect, suppressing pain. I decide to remind her that she has a grandson who is not only alive and well, but also quite good at taking care of her and agitating me. “How did you know that Jason and I argued at the travel shop?” 

			She sips her coffee. “It’s a small town, honey. The walls have ears.”

			“You know Debbie, then?” I ask, assuming Debbie to be the walls. 

			“I know everyone, but I don’t talk to her. Ruth Michaels was in the store. She heard it all.”

			“And Ruth is who?” 

			“Roarke’s grandma and my close friend.”

			She and Roarke’s grandma are friends. This makes sense, since Roarke and Jason seem to have grown up together. “I didn’t even see her.”

			“She’s a stealthy grandma just like me. We do Pilates. You should join us.”

			I blink in surprise. “Pilates?”

			“Yes. It’s great for the core.”

			I laugh. “If you’re going to feed me pies and cookies, I do believe I should.”

			“It’s a date, then. Six a.m. every Saturday and on random other days we can work out, but Saturday is always Pilates.”

			“Wait. What? Six a.m. on Saturday?”

			“When the rooster crows,” she says. “Literally. Now, let’s get those cookies baking, how about it?”

			And so we do. I actually help her bake and it’s surprisingly fun. We talk and talk. She asks me to share stories of my divorce nightmares, names excluded of course. I ask her to tell me stories of the ranch, with names of course. Jason stars in most of the stories, all of which I gobble up, and I tell myself it’s simply because she’s such an engaging storyteller. Time flies and we sample so much of the goodies that when she tries to feed me lunch, I decline. I still manage to eat a cookie, or three. Okay, four. I had four. My diet of chocolate, pie, and cookies isn’t ideal, but I earned it by not making a scene with my ex’s secretary-lover that would have demoralized me further. 

			I pick up another cookie. 

			…

			It’s late afternoon when I should be writing, but I’m helping to ice a coconut apple cake while Martha takes a short nap. I’m attempting to not eat the icing when Jason walks in and scowls at me. “I’ve been trying to call you.” If he wasn’t so darn cranky, he’d look so darn sexy, his hair rumpled, his jaw shadowed with dark stubble. 

			“Shh,” I chide softly. “Martha’s napping on the couch.”

			“Why?” Concern etches his brow. “Does she feel bad?”

			“No. Because she did Pilates at six this morning and baked for hours.”

			“Pilates?”

			“You didn’t know she does Pilates?”

			He scrubs his jaw. “She doesn’t.”

			“She does. And how do you have my phone number?”

			“The rental application.”

			I’d complain about his access to my life and history that was intended for Martha, but I do have quite a lot of access to his life and history, too. “Were you calling to declare how amazing I look in the brown boots or was there another reason?”

			He storms over to me, rounds the island, and shackles my arm, turning me around to face him. “You know damn well why I was calling you and I don’t want to play these games. I won’t play these games.”


		


		
			CHAPTER NINETEEN

			Jessica…

			His grip on my arm doesn’t soften, nor does his jaw. “I mean it. I will not tolerate this.”

			“I left you plenty of cookies.”

			A muscle in his jaw clenches. “This isn’t a joke.”

			“No kidding. You’re about to cut off my circulation.”

			“You need to pack up and leave. Now. Tonight. I’ll get your tire out of the mud. You get yourself out of town.”

			I glare at him. He cuts me with those icy blue eyes. This is not the man I’ve dealt with before now. He’s harder, sharper. Darker. “What is it that I did that created this reaction? This right here, right now. What happened?” 

			“You stole my privacy.”

			“I didn’t steal your privacy. I came here for privacy.” 

			“You need to leave,” he bites out like I didn’t hear him already and he’s serious as a damn heart attack, but so am I. 

			I’m not laying down on this. “I have a lease.”

			“We’ve discussed why that’s not the case. Consider it void.”

			“What’s going on here?” 

			At the sound of Martha’s voice, Jason doesn’t let me go. His eyes burn into me. “Your baking buddy here leaked a story about me to the press.”

			My eyes go wide. “What? No. No, I didn’t.” I cast Martha a pleading look. “I swear to you, I swear to you on all I am and will ever be, that I did not do that.” My attention shifts wildly to Jason. “Jason, I wouldn’t. Think about it. Does a publicity hound keep her phone turned off? You know my situation. You know I’m on leave and writing a book. I’ll call my office and you can confirm—”

			“Losing your job simply means you need a paycheck.”

			“I have a paycheck. A book deal. I didn’t do this.”

			“Jason,” Martha snaps. “Let her go. Let her go right now.”

			His expression tightens, but he does as she says, turning to the counter and pressing his hands to the surface. Hands shaking, I grab my phone off the counter and turn it on before handing it to him. “Check my call log. Check my email. Check my text messages. I didn’t do this.”

			“You could have cleared the evidence or used another email.”

			“I don’t even have my MacBook with me.”

			“You had it last night,” he says. “And plenty of other times.”

			“Surely if something published or whatever happened, I’d want to stay plugged in,” I argue. “And I haven’t looked at my phone or email once today. Ask your grandmother and then check my phone. If I did this, then surely in all these unplugged hours something would be there that I didn’t delete.” I slide my phone to Martha who is now across from us. “Check it for him, please. I beg of you.” 

			“Of course,” she agrees. “Let’s prove him wrong, honey.” She picks up my phone and looks at Jason. “She’s been with me all day. With the exception of the last ten minutes I just tried to take a nap when you came in here acting like a turd.”

			I blanch. Turd? 

			I’d laugh any other time. Right now, I’m fighting for the roof over my head. “Thank you, Martha.” I turn to face her, ignoring Jason’s glare burning a hole in the back of my head. 

			Martha begins messing with my phone, which rings in her hand. “Craig,” she says, looking at me.

			“My ex,” I say, deciding that man has a knack for bad timing. “Hit decline.”

			Martha’s brow furrows. “Are you sure, honey? You were committed to him. Is there no hope—” 

			“None,” I say tightly. “Remember? His secretary in my bed. Not with me.”

			“Oh yes,” she says and hits decline. Her eyes go wide. “Oh my.” She looks at me. “He just said something horrible to you in a text message. Can I block that?”

			Jason grimaces and I can almost hear his silent, “fuck,” before he grabs my phone from Martha’s grip and hands it to me. “Let’s go outside and talk,” he says softly, his agitation still present, still nails on a damn chalkboard and now I’m starting to get angry. I didn’t do this. He didn’t even ask, he just accused.

			“Yes,” I say tightly. “Let’s do that. Let’s do that now.”

			“I’ll put on some fresh coffee,” Martha offers, and her voice has lightened as if she knows I’ll be back and all will be well. Actually, she didn’t say the coffee was for all of us. Maybe it’s just for them. Maybe the two of them just agreed that I have to go. 

			Jason steps back and motions me forward. I fold my arms in front of my chest and start walking. I don’t look at Martha. I can’t bear seeing how upset I know she must be right now. I adore her. In such a short time, she’s become like my own grandma, and I imagine most people here at the ranch feel the same. I exit the kitchen and Jason is fast on my heels, but he doesn’t step to my side. The jerk walks behind me, stalking me, and there is no doubt that’s intentional. 

			Relief washes over me as I reach the foyer and tug on the doorknob, but Jason catches the door. Suddenly he’s not just behind me, but his big body is crowding mine. I swear he inhales, as if he’s the one drugged on my scent now, but it’s my imagination. More likely he’s a Game of Thrones fan and trying to breathe dragon fire on me. Meanwhile, a man who hates me more than ever is making me tingle all over. I really hope that’s all about anger, though I’m not quite sure how anger settles that low in my belly. 

			No fire follows, though. He opens the door and forces me to step around it to exit to the porch. I dart forward and whirl around to face him. He shuts the door and that’s all the invitation I need to launch into my own defense. “I claim whatever I do right, wrong, smart, or stupid. I admitted to my firm that I told that client he was a cheating bastard. I didn’t do this. I’m tired of you judging me by everyone else. I don’t know who burned you, I don’t know if it was ten million people, but none of them were me. Stop judging me by them.”

			He steps directly under one of several dangling star-shaped lights, his hands settling on his hips in what is becoming a familiar move. “The timing, Jessica. The timing.”

			“You know what, Jason? Screw you. Screw you and screw you some more. I came here to heal, bake cookies, and move on with my life, not take your shit.” 

			“It’s my house.”

			He hits a nerve with that. He hits ten nerves. That reason I don’t cry is right there, making me want to cry, and the only way I fight tears is anger. “Does that make you feel like a big person, Jason? Throwing that in my face? Making me feel like I don’t have a home?”

			His gaze cuts left, muscles in his neck knotting before he looks at me and scrubs his face. A low curse follows and he walks to the railing, pressing his hands on it, chin to his chest. It’s not the reply I want. It’s not enough. My cell phone chooses that moment to ring and with one glance down and the discovery of Craig’s number, I hit my limit. 

			I growl low under my breath and answer it. “Stop calling. Stop texting. Yes, I know my mother showed up there. Yes, I know she made a scene, but if you wouldn’t have been sticking things in the wrong places with the wrong people, you wouldn’t have had to deal with her at all. You’re an asshole, and you know what else? A thief. I’m now homeless and you have my money. I want my money. I’m going to sue you, and I don’t care what kind of mess I have to make for you or the partners. You are—”

			Jason takes my phone from me and disconnects the call. “He’s not worth it.” 

			The phone starts ringing in his hand again, and I don’t know what comes over me. I grab it, turn, and chuck it into the rain and mud as far and wide as I can. It hasn’t even landed when I turn back to Jason with a bad thought. “That part about the money. Yes, he stole my money, but I’m fine. I’m here. I have my book deal. I didn’t sell you out.” Suddenly, all the ways he’s probably been burned, cut, and burned all over again slides inside me, softening the frazzled anger controlling me moments before. The plane crash. The timing, as he’d mentioned, only weeks before the anniversary. “Please believe me,” I add. 

			“I know you didn’t do this. I believe you.” And then he stuns me by adding, “I’m sorry. You’re right. I judged you by other people. And you’re also right that I’m an asshole.”

			I blanch. “Did you just apologize? Or did I hear wrong?”

			“Are you rubbing it in my face?”

			“No,” I say, “though you would deserve it, but no. That’s not my style.”

			“It’s not, is it?”

			“No. No it’s not.”

			“I’m sorry,” he repeats. “Should I repeat that again?”

			“Maybe a few more times.”

			He smiles. “I’m—”

			“Apology accepted,” I say, “and no, you’re not an asshole, because assholes don’t apologize. Craig is another story. He’s the asshole and I won’t call you that anymore, I promise.” 

			He arches a brow. “No more asshole cowboy?”

			“Well—let’s be clear on that point. No more asshole cowboy unless you really deserve it.” 

			“Duly noted. Don’t be an asshole or stick anything in the wrong place with the wrong person.”

			My cheeks heat at the realization that I really said that and he heard. He smiles and chucks me on the chin in what could be a brotherly gesture, but whatever. Our laughter lifts and catches in the wind chimes and the rain, and I do believe it’s the sound of a truce. 


		


		
			CHAPTER TWENTY

			Jason…

			The wind blows rain onto the porch and Jessica yelps and darts away from it and right into me. “Easy,” I say, catching her elbows before she goes down again. And holy hell, I’ve stayed single and alone far too long to have this woman this close. “You okay?”

			“You didn’t ask me that when I was in the mud.”

			“I was too busy trying not to laugh.”

			Now she laughs, a soft, sweet feminine sound that radiates through me and heats my blood. She heats my blood.

			“Says the man who claimed he wasn’t laughing.”

			“Did you see me laugh?”

			“Yes. It was in your eyes.”

			“And what do you see in my eyes now?” I ask when I should be walking out of here and finding the troublemaker who leaked my story to either hurt me or get rid of her. But I’m not. I’m standing here, too damn close to her, too damn in this moment and the one where she dropped her towel, flashing ivory skin and pink puckered nipples while shouting at me. 

			“You tell me,” she says softly, but she doesn’t move away. 

			“You usually tell me exactly what we both think.”

			Her lips quirk. “Do I?”

			“Yes. You do.”

			“As you can tell from me throwing my phone, my self-control isn’t exactly my strength at the moment.” 

			My gaze lowers to her lips, and fuck, I want to kiss her. Kissing her is trouble sure to turn into more trouble, and yet—thunder crashes overhead as if God himself is warning me to get my shit together. I drop my hands. “Good thing I have enough for both of us.” I step back from her. “I’ll get your phone.” I pull my hat down lower and head out into the cold rain, my version of a cold shower, and not the first I can thank Little Miss City Girl for inspiring. 

			A shower her phone didn’t make necessary. “I got it!” she shouts, picking it up from a step on the porch. 

			I slog a path through the rain back toward her, reaching for her phone and checking out the blank screen. “It’s dead.”

			 She scrunches up her pretty face. “I’m not any better at throwing than I am at having self-control, it seems. At least, not here lately.” 

			“I’ve done it,” I admit. “I get it.” More than she knows or that I plan for her to know. 

			Surprise flicks across her features. “You have?”

			“In the absence of a baseball to take out my frustrations on, I chucked a phone once, yes. Didn’t find the damn thing for two weeks until a cow shit it out.”

			She laughs. “You’re teasing.”

			“No. No. I’m not that guy. You know that.”

			“Right. You don’t laugh, but you do. We both know you’re pulling my chain.”

			“I’m not giving you shit, but the cow sure as hell did me. He pooped the damn phone out right when a bunch of my men were standing around. That really happened.”

			She laughs harder now. “I’m dying. Thank you. I needed that right now.” 

			“I owed you a laugh.” My voice sobers. “I was a real ass.”

			“Yes,” she agrees, “but I told you. I’ve dealt with celebrities. I get what it feels like to be chased by money grubbers, which I am not.”

			“I believe you,” I say again, just in case I didn’t get that point across before now. 

			“And you did make up for it with that phone throwing story. Oh. Why did you—” 

			 “Don’t ask why,” I say before she can finish that sentence. I’m not telling her why I threw the phone. 

			“You know why I threw mine,” she counters.

			“Yes,” I say. “I do.”

			The front door opens and my grandmother appears. “What’s happening out here?”

			We both turn to face her and I hold up Jessica’s phone. “We need to shove it in some rice and dry it out.” 

			Grandma’s eyes go wide as she looks between us and they land on me. “That’s Jessica’s phone. Did you throw it?”

			“No,” Jessica interjects quickly. “He didn’t. I’m the guilty party. I tossed it. I did it.”

			Again, Grandma looks between us and then focuses on me. “Were you that mean to her?”

			“It was Craig,” Jessica corrects. “The asshole ex, not the asshole cowboy. He kept calling and I was upset over this with Jason, and I just wanted it to stop ringing.”

			“Ah now, Jessica,” I say. “I thought you weren’t going to call me an asshole anymore?”

			She crinkles her nose. “Not as a nickname. Only if you deserve it. That’s what I said and in this case, I’m referencing a recollection, as in past tense, and when you got here a few minutes ago, you were an asshole, therefore deserving of the title.” The look she gives me dares me to deny the truth. 

			I don’t dare, and my grandmother saves me anyway. “What is this all about?”

			I scrub my jaw and sigh. “The Dallas Morning News is planning a sports segment about me. A friend is trying to get me the copy early, but she heard that it’s headlined ‘He Ran as Fast as He Threw.’” 

			“Ouch,” Jessica says. She has a way with words, this one.

			“Yes. Ouch.” 

			“Ouch indeed,” my grandmother says. “And you didn’t run. You just—”

			“Grandma,” I warn before she blasts my business to Jessica, who knows so damn much as it is that I was the asshole who assumed her guilt. 

			 “I know someone at the newspaper because of one of my clients, but not well,” Jessica offers. “I’d be afraid to call and try to pull it. It might just get more attention. Unless you—” 

			 “Thank you, but no,” I say, not about to get her into the middle of this. I appreciate the offer. I want to trust her, but I’ve been down that rabbit hole—trusting, the nosebleed that followed from standing on that ledge. “I know firsthand that the more interest I show, the worse this can get.” 

			“You thought I did this,” Jessica says. “Was it some sort of tip?”

			“Yes,” I say. “That friend of mine says someone who knows me is the source.”

			“Oh God,” Jessica says. “They used me for cover. I sort of did do this to you, then.”

			“Bullshit. You didn’t do this.”

			“He’s right, honey,” my grandmother says. “You didn’t make someone act badly. Someone we trust did. It has to be. Anyone close enough to know real details about Jason has to be close to us.”

			“Or they don’t know real details,” Jessica suggests, “and they’re baiting you for an interview or just plain making stuff up. I’ve seen that happen, and unfortunately, everyone believes the crap printed these days.”

			She’s right and I grimace, hands settling on my hips, gaze cutting away from them. Damn it to hell, this could stir shit my grandmother doesn’t need right now.

			“It’s a little press, my boy,” my grandmother says, squeezing my arm and when I look at her she says, “I’m fine. Stop worrying. You make me feel old and frail. I can kick your ass ten ways to Tuesday and you know it. When I can’t, then you worry.” 

			My boy.

			Only two people have ever called me that: her and my mother. Damn, if those words don’t gut me every time she says them. “I know you can,” I say, a storm brewing inside me to match the one outside. “I need to get back to the stable.” I hand her Jessica’s phone. “See what you can do, will you?” 

			“Of course,” she says, and thankfully Jessica allows me an escape from my grandmother’s probing stare. 

			“Can I help now?” Jessica offers. “Are the horses here? Do you need me?”

			Do I need her? No. If this situation reminds me of anything it’s that I will never fucking need another woman ever, and yet, damn it, when I glance over at her, I feel a punch in my gut. The kind of punch that says she is present and won’t be ignored. “Stay here,” I say, and that groan inside me that wants her close has me pushing her back. “I don’t have time to pull you out of the mud and save horses.” I turn and step down the stairs.

			Female voices lift behind me, and I can hear Jessica explaining the exchange of the mud to my grandmother, who in turn laughs. They connect, those two, and yes, my grandmother can connect with anyone she chooses to, but this is different. They bonded from the time they met on that phone call and I’m not sure what to think about that. I don’t want my grandmother hurt.

			“I don’t always fall in the mud!” Jessica shouts after me, not even sounding slightly fazed by that remark. “Only on Tuesdays and on the side of the road.”

			I stop at my truck and turn to face the two women, who are now huddling together as if colluding against me. “Is that right?” I ask.

			“Yes,” she says. “So let me help.”

			“No. I’ll be back to get you in a few hours.” I open my truck door and Jessica yells, “Asshole!” and my grandmother laughs again. Damn, she laughs a genuine sweet laugh that I haven’t heard in two years. Because of Jessica. 

			That crazy, clumsy, pain-in-my-ass woman is ten kinds of turn-me-on and piss-me-off, and I don’t know what to do about it now besides leave, but that’s not going to work for long. 

		


		
			CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE

			Jessica…

			The minute we’re back in the house, Martha whisks me away to the kitchen where we stuff my phone in rice and then suddenly we’re baking chocolate banana bread. I don’t resist. It’s pretty easy to see that while I eat chocolate and make myself fat when I fret, she bakes and makes me fat when she frets. I might need to add jogging to the Pilates. We don’t talk about the press or Jason’s past. We talk about me. She wants me to tell her funny stories from my career and I do. 

			“What’s the silliest thing you had to fight for in a divorce settlement?”

			I don’t have to even think twice on that one. “Pink shoes and doggy sweaters.”

			She blanches. “Say what?”

			“That was pretty much my reaction as well,” I admit while sipping hot cocoa with yummy marshmallows, because I want to explode from a sugar rush, apparently. It’s not a pleasant thought, but I sip again before I say, “The case of the pink shoes. They bought them in Italy. She adored them. He said he’d trade them for the cat. If he didn’t get the cat, she didn’t get the shoes.”

			“Oh my Lord.” She presses her hand to her forehead and sticks the bread in the oven. “Who won?”

			“I had pictures of the pink shoes he bought his mistress. We got the cat and the shoes.”

			“Oh wow. Mistress? What an asshole.”

			I laugh. “Yes. What an asshole.”

			“And the doggy sweaters?”

			“Two dogs. They each got one, but they had a shared collection of sweaters and collars, too. They both wanted them.” 

			“And?”

			“My client was the man. He knew she didn’t really want the dogs. She was just giving him hell. So I told him to get some Xanax from his doctor and tell her she could have the dogs. He did it and she changed her mind. He got the dogs and the doggy sweater/collar collection.”

			Martha growls. “You tigress, you. You have to put some of these stories in your book.”

			I laugh and help her clean up again, thinking about her comment. I do want this book to be fun, not depressing. Maybe I need to show people how silly and destructive divorce can get and why they need to just walk away, but I find this is hard for people to do. They miss the love and bond they’d once shared and pain drives craziness. And yet, I don’t miss Craig. Not at all. I feel uprooted. I feel unstable, but as I watch Martha working, humming as she does, I realize that I don’t miss the man. I also don’t feel alone. 

			My phone buzzes, and Martha and I laugh as the rice bowl vibrates. “It’s back,” I say. “That’s good news.”

			“Leave it alone,” she says. “Don’t look at it. I don’t want that ex of yours to upset you.”

			“He won’t,” I assure her, grabbing my phone and wiping it down to find a text message from Jason: Hey there, city girl. If your phone is working, let me know she’s okay, will you? 

			I don’t have to ask who “she” is.

			I reply: She started baking again. It’s therapeutic for her I think. So she bakes. I eat. She’s presently humming while fattening me up.

			He replies instantly: She’s upset. I knew this would upset her. 

			I respond again just as quickly: Don’t get your panties in a wad there now, cowboy. She’s good. I promise. I, however, am getting fatter by the second. Have some hay I can throw or something?

			“Everything okay?” Martha asks. 

			I turn to find Martha mixing more icing, God love her. “All is well.” I glance at my other messages, which amounts to a bunch of rants from Craig. “My asshole ex is having a wonderful text war with himself. He’s skilled like that.”

			My phone buzzes again and I find a message from Jason: You throwing hay. I might actually want to see that. 

			My lips curve and I type: She’s making icing. I love icing. Hay it is. 

			He doesn’t reply. I’m shocked he messaged me in the first place. “That was your grandson,” I say, “but don’t tell, please. He’s worried about you.”

			“My asshole grandson?” she teases. 

			“Why didn’t you get mad at me calling him that?” I ask, rejoining her and setting my phone on the counter. 

			“Because your mouth says asshole and your eyes say—oh, baby.”

			Heat rushes to my cheeks. “My eyes say no such thing.”

			She smirks all-knowingly and hands me an icing-drenched spoon. “Enjoy. You both could use a little sugar in your lives.” She winks and I’m appalled. She’s not talking about the icing.

			…

			Not so long afterward, we eat bread hot out of the oven, which is freaking amazing, and it’s already five o’clock, with no sign of Jason. “I should have brought my computer to work,” I say, eyeing the sparkling kitchen. “I’m stuck without a ride back to the cottage.”

			“You should have. Tomorrow, bring it.”

			“Tomorrow?”

			“Of course. I’d love for you to come help again.”

			“Me, too,” I say, meaning it. I think I need this escape, and I think she needs it as well. I know we both need this. 

			“I have a MacBook,” she offers. “Can you use it?”

			“Actually, yes. I have my file saved to a remote drive.”

			“Well, excellent. I have a late afternoon soap I watch. I can watch while you write. I have a headset I can use so I don’t disturb you.”

			“Are you sure? You don’t mind?”

			“I’d love for you to stay. It gets lonely around here and I’m normally okay with that, but right now—well…” She swallows and looks away, turning to shut the dishwasher. “This time of year bothers me.”

			And there it is. That open door to the plane crash. I tread carefully, letting her go there or not. That’s up to her. I give her an exit. “I always hate my birthday,” I say, because I do. 

			“Why? Birthdays are wonderful.”

			“They come with fake happy greetings and you have to assess where you are today versus last year. Which for me is in July. It’s now May and I’m jobless.”

			“You’re writing a book. It’s going to be spectacular, and this year you have me to bake you a cake.”

			“My cheerleader,” I say. “Thank you, Martha.”

			She inhales and cuts her stare before looking at me. “The plane crash that took Jason’s mom was in October.”

			My stomach knots, heart bleeds. “Two years, right?”

			“Yes, and sometimes it feels like two days it’s so raw, and yet twenty years since I hugged her.” 

			“I won’t say I’m sorry. That doesn’t help, I know.”

			“Thank you for that. Most people don’t get that.” She studies me. “Why do you?”

			“I had a client who lost her child. That was at the core of the divorce. I actually tried to convince her to step back from the final separation. I felt like the pain was driving their divorce, not a loss of love. I didn’t succeed, but I did bond with her. She told me how much the constant apologies bothered her.”

			“And you listened and heard her. Most people don’t.” She offers me a sad smile. “Let me get that MacBook.”

			“I’ll brew some more coffee.”

			“Lovely,” she says, exiting the kitchen, leaving sadness in her wake. I decide right then that my goal is to erase that sadness and quickly. 

			I brew the coffee, fill two cups, and grab another pie to please her and my taste buds. I meet Martha in the living room, the scent of cigars and man lingering in the air. “Here we go,” Martha says, setting the MacBook on the table while I place our cups side by side in front of the couch.

			We sit down next to each other and she inhales. “Oliver, my late husband, loved his cigars. I swear that’s why Jason smokes them. To remember him. They were close.”

			I feel a pinch of guilt over learning so much about Jason from someone who isn’t Jason, but I have this sense that she needs to talk and it’s hard to avoid. “Who taught him to pitch?”

			“His father. He pitched at UT, you know, just like Jason.”

			“The Flying J’s.”

			She smiles. “Yes. The Flying J’s.”

			“He should still be playing, but—” She sighs. “He’d be upset if I told you.”

			“I do believe you’re right. His story is his to tell. And what a special person you are to know that.”

			“I could say the same of you.”

			We share a warm moment and then I fire up the MacBook while she watches television. I tell myself to work on the divorce book, but I think I’m at my limit with divorce and breakups right now. I need some feel-good in my life, so now I’m watching TV, too. Martha tells me all about the characters and we snuggle onto the couch, blankets over us. I don’t know when it happens, but at some point my eyes are heavy and my head is on a pillow. 

			I don’t remember falling asleep, but I remember the moment my lashes lift and I’m staring into Jason’s blue eyes. “Hi,” I whisper.

			“Hi,” he says, his voice as warm as the flecks of yellow in his eyes, eyes that could sink a ship with the sea of unknowns swimming in their depths. 

			“I fell asleep?”

			“You did.”

			“Martha?”

			“In the kitchen.”

			“And you’re now on a knee in front of me.”

			“You usually need help up.”

			“That is so not funny.” 

			His lips quirk. “No?”

			“No,” I say, sitting up, and I do so with unexpected consequences. Our knees are now touching and our faces are close, those lips of his that I’m always obsessing over, also so very close. But of course, I’m not thinking about what they would feel like on my own kiss-deprived lips. Because that would be trouble, and I’m done with trouble. 


		


		
			CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO

			Jessica…

			We’re still staring at each other. Why are we still staring at each other? And why are his knees still pressed to my knees? Or is it my knees pressed to his knees?

			“Why are you blushing, Jessica?”

			Why?

			Why? 

			Why?

			Everything with this man is becoming a big why.

			“I didn’t think city girls blushed, and certainly not you,” he adds, his hands daring to touch my legs.

			“Why?” I ask, sticking to the theme, because at least we’re being consistent. “Because I dropped my towel while trying to beat you with a flashlight?”

			His eyes light with mischief. “You did drop your towel and I do believe I was quite the gentleman when you did.”

			“You were quite the asshole that night.”

			“There you go. Calling me an asshole again.”

			“We discussed this. It’s context. And past tense. ‘You were’ means past. Since your hands are on my legs, I’m still deciding.”

			“While blushing. You’re still blushing, Jessica.”

			The heat in my cheeks is undeniable. He’s right. I am. I can’t explain it. I’m a grown-ass woman who has had sex and even listened to my ex have sex with another woman while I stood outside the door.

			“It’s not like you haven’t even seen me naked before, isn’t it?”

			He laughs and a gasp sounds to our left, followed by an “oh my” that has him pushing to his feet and pulling me to mine while we both turn to face his grandmother like two busted teenagers. “You two move quickly. I guess I know why you fight so much now.”

			“No!” I say, holding up a hand. “That wasn’t what it sounded like. The night I fell in the mud, I stripped away my clothes and he barged in on me while I was in a towel and scared me. I grabbed a flashlight to hit him with and my towel fell down. It would have been mortifying if I hadn’t been so angry.”

			She looks between the two of us and focuses on me, a question in her eyes. I nod my confirmation. “I was having a very bad day.”

			Her gaze shifts to Jason. “You barged in on her?”

			“I thought she was a scammer, Grandma. And how was I to know she’d walk in the door and strip naked?”

			I whirl on him. “I was dripping mud, which you knew because you were the one who all but pushed me into that mud.”

			He laughs. “You didn’t need my help with that and you know it.”

			“A gentleman would take the blame and make me feel better.”

			“I guess I’m no gentleman.”

			“What you are is making me crazy.”

			“Ditto,” he says, his warm eyes flecked with tiny amber glints, his jaw heavy with stubble. 

			Martha clears her throat and we both turn back to attention. “You two are something. I just don’t know what yet. I’m going home. Jessica, honey, repeat tomorrow after Pilates? It would be wonderful to have your help with baking again.” 

			“I’d enjoy that.” 

			“And Saturday will be great. You will meet so many people at Pilates. You’ll start to feel right at home.”

			“Pilates?” Jason asks. “Is that what you’re calling yoga now?” 

			“Ruth went to the city and got certified,” Martha informs him. “It’s great for the core.”

			“I need to jog,” I say, looking between them. “Is there a place I can do that safely? You know, where cows don’t chase me and men don’t shove me in the mud?” 

			“There’s a running path around the Sweetwater River,” Jason says. “But with your luck, I’m not going to promise you won’t end up in the mud.”

			“Ha ha. Guess what? Guys who don’t laugh because—that’s not their thing—don’t know how to tell anything but bad jokes.” 

			Martha laughs. “Oh Jessica,” she says. “I do believe it will be fun to have you around. You liven things up.” She eyes Jason. “I need a ride. I’m a lazy ole’ sass this evening and the rain is not.”

			Which is so true. We had a dry spell for an hour and then it started all over again. 

			“It keeps coming,” Martha adds, “and I’m too old to get all wet and bothered.”

			If I had a drink, I’d choke on it. Instead, I choke on my tongue. “My God. You didn’t just say that.”

			“Yes, she did,” Jason assures me. “Everyone says my father taught me to throw a hundred-mile-an-hour ball, which is true on the field. It was my grandmother who taught me how to throw them off the field.”

			Martha laughs. “Nonsense. I know my way around a kitchen and that’s about it,” she says before she looks at me and adds, “And you, my dear, know your way around a towel.”

			My cheeks heat. “I’m never going to live that down with you, am I?”

			“Never,” she promises, giving a chuckle and looking at Jason. “Jessica needs a ride home, too.”

			“I already planned on giving her a ride, Grandma, and getting her car out of the mud tomorrow when the rain stops.”

			Martha hikes her purse up her shoulder. “As you should. She’s a paying guest.” She winks at me like I’m conspiring with her, and I have a bad feeling it’s about her grandson, which is why I don’t look at him. If he’s not reading that into this, I’m not going to put the idea in my head in his head. 

			“Come on, you two,” she says, motioning us forward and leading the way, giving me a squeeze on the arm and a coy smile as she passes. 

			Oh no, I’m right. She wants to fix us up and I quickly follow her, giving Jason my back and my ass, which is bigger for all my breakup eating. Of course, big asses are all the joy of the world right now, so I can only hope he’s an ass-man, and mine is of a special variety: Reese’s Peanut Butter Cups and cookies. And pie. And icing, and stop, Jessica. Stop now. He’s not looking at your ass. He didn’t even look when you dropped the towel. 

			Martha exits the house and I’m still behind her, eyeing the darkness now hugging the front of the house. Jason must flip on a switch behind us, because light floods the path before us. That’s all Martha needs for encouragement. She charges down the steps toward the truck, agile beyond her years. Good grief, I really do need to try Pilates. I inhale and stop at the top of the stairs, lifting my hood over my hair, thankful the rain is presently a drizzle, not a bucket at a time.

			Hurrying toward the truck, rain plucking at my hood, I decide I’m paranoid. Martha knows that I’m in a “no zone” for men right now. And even if I wasn’t, I’d be in the rebound place that leads to another bad place. You don’t do relationships in the rebound place. I’ve handled many a rebound divorce and they told a story: if you have to rebound, do it naked and say goodbye, but A) I’m not a sex-only kind of girl, though Craig makes me think I should be, and B) even if I went down that path, it’s not like this is a big city where it’s one and done, and you can move on and never see the person again.

			No sex.

			No Jason.

			No go.

			Mr. No Go catches up to us and opens the passenger door—for his grandmother—of course, it’s for her, because this is the first time there has been any door opening. It’s also the first time I felt we might have a bit of a truce between us. Martha motions me forward. “You first. I have to get out before you.” 

			She’s right, but the look in her eyes says she’s planning a wedding and I’m the bride. Good Lord, I’m in trouble. I don’t even think about looking at Jason, but damn it, I feel his gaze on me, watching me, looking for a reaction, and I don’t know what he expects. I just know that I’m warm and awkward; sizzling awareness rushes over me with a surge of adrenaline. I launch myself at the truck to escape whatever this is between us. An escape that lasts all of one minute. 

			Jason helps Martha into the truck, and by the time she’s settled, he’s sliding in beside me. Our legs aren’t touching, but we don’t have to touch for me to feel how close he is to me again. For me to remember his hands on my knees in the house. 

			“It was a wonderful day, Jessica,” Martha says. “I hope you thought so, too.”

			“It was loads of fun and I needed this,” I tell her, still avoiding any glance in Jason’s direction.

			“She doesn’t like to be alone,” Jason says, and that’s all it takes for my gaze to rocket his way.

			“I’m just fine alone,” I object. 

			His eyes light with amusement. “That’s not what you told your mother,” he murmurs in a near whisper before he adds, “and I wasn’t talking about you, was I, Grandma?”

			“He’s right,” she says as we pull up to her cute little cottage, or at least I think it is. I can’t make out much in the rainy, starless night. “I dislike being alone. That’s why Jason moved me over here, closer to him. I like my privacy, but not for long.” 

			I suspect there’s more to it, for instance, her safety, but I don’t think Martha is one to admit needing that extra hand. Jason pulls us around, right in front of her door, and she turns to me, giving me a big hug. “We needed you and now you’re here.” 

			My heart squeezes with these words that stir emotions I shove aside for further inspection later when I’m safe and alone. She releases me and leans forward. “Night, my boy.” And then she’s gone, exiting the truck right to her front door and entering, gone so quickly that I haven’t had time to move. I’m still sitting next to her grandson with only two options: stay close to him, or move away. 


		


		
			CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE

			Jason…

			I’m hot and hard and burning alive for this woman. 

			She sits there next to me and doesn’t move. Seconds tick by and I don’t move, either. I don’t drive. I let us idle, the soft hum of the engine between us where words are lost, but there is nothing idle about what I feel right now or ever with this woman. Move, damn it, I think, before I do something we’ll both regret and ruin the escape you’re looking for and that I have nowhere. Not after the hell I inherited with both the pain of losing my parents and the mistakes they’d made here at the ranch. Move before I drag you to me and kiss you the way I’ve wanted to since you fell into that damn mud puddle. 

			Move now.

			Don’t move.

			Damn it to hell, she moves. 

			I fight the urge to pull her back to me, my grip on the steering wheel white-knuckled. 

			“Jason?”

			Even the soft chords of my name on her tongue does it for me. My zipper stretches, cock thickening to a painful degree. 

			I don’t answer. I don’t look at her. I place the truck in drive and do just that: drive. We travel the short road away from my grandmother’s cottage toward what is, for now, Jessica’s place. It’s hers because I let her stay despite how much her need to hide and lick her wounds resembles my own, and I don’t like how that looks. At least, not on me. On her, it looks smarter. She got rid of an asshole of a different variety than myself. She does need to be here. 

			Hell, my grandmother really seems to need her here, too, and my one fear is that she’s trying to fill a void in her life that will leave her empty and bleeding with emotions when Jessica leaves to return to the city. And she will, sooner rather than later. Maybe I’ll fuck her goodbye. Yeah. That works. Hands off, until we’re saying goodbye. That way we have no time to do damage to each other. That way she doesn’t become a mistake for me any more than I’ll become one for her. 

			We turn down the road leading to her cottage, rain pitter-pattering on the window, the scent of her perfume, something vanilla and floral, womanly and sweet, teasing my nostrils the way she teases my body. Holy hell, I want her. How do I even want a woman to the point of making a fuck plan for her, when said woman makes me completely freaking insane? When said woman represents every damn thing that burned me times ten? 

			I pull us to a halt in front of the cottage, but not close to her door. The river of mud around the place won’t allow such an option, and I mentally commit to fixing that problem, which I used to get my grandmother out of this secluded place, nearer to me and safer for it. “It’s a mess,” I say, killing the engine. “I’ll walk you to the door.”

			“That’s okay. I can handle it.” She reaches for the door and I grab her wrist. It’s a mistake. The shock of the touch rockets through me, and when she whirls to face me, when our eyes meet, cutting through the darkness of the truck cab, the connection is combustible. We’re combustible and we have been from the moment we met, and if I don’t get out of the truck right now, she’s going to be beneath me in about thirty seconds. 

			“Don’t move. It won’t end well if you do.”

			I’m not sure if I’m talking about her landing in the mud again, or us landing on the seat and fucking. Neither would end well. I release her, the need to touch her again absolute torture.

			“Jason—”

			“I’m helping you get inside,” I say, pulling up the hood to the jacket I put on as we were exiting the house. I open the door and step outside, rain pounding on us again. What the hell is this non-stop pounding we’re getting? I round the vehicle and know the terrain well enough that I easily avoid the danger zones, at least the ones on the ground. The one inside the vehicle, about to be outside with me, that’s another story. 

			By the time I’m at her door, it’s open and the stubborn woman is about to exit the truck, right into a river. “Wait, woman,” I shout, but she doesn’t wait. I’m already in motion, there just as her feet would sink, my arm wrapping her waist, lifting her, her body flush with mine, my cock instantly standing at attention. There’s no way she doesn’t notice. Fuck. I whirl her around to solid ground and then we’re just there, in the middle of the damn rain, pressed against each other. Droplets of water cling to her face and lips, transfixing me for what might be only seconds, but every one of them feels like a year as I will myself not to kiss her. 

			Don’t do it.

			Don’t fucking do it. 

			“Jason,” she whispers, the way she had in the truck, and in a word, she has my zipper all but breaking and my mind exploding with about ten ways I could make that smart mouth of hers moan my name. And about five ways I want the mouth doing the moaning on my body. 

			The sky seems to moan with those thoughts, thunder erupting, lightning shooting through the darkness, while Jessica twists her fingers in my shirt and looks around in urgent inspection. “What about a tornado? Is there going to be a tornado?”

			“It’s calm before they hit,” I assure her, while me with her is another story. There is nothing calm about what she makes me feel.

			Another crash overhead is followed by wicked lightning that has her jumping and me scooping her up and carrying her toward the house before we both end up a target. She curls into me, holding on tight, covering her face against the rain with my chest. It’s like something out of a damn romance novel, but the only hero I plan to be for any woman is naked and then gone the next day. I can’t be what she deserves. 

			I manage to arrive at the porch without trouble and stomp my way up the stairs, resisting that moment when I set her down, but I do it. I set her the hell down and tell myself to step away, walk away. Go home and take a cold damn shower. Instead, she settles on her feet and lightning blasts a blazing line across the sky again. “You need to get inside,” I say, opening her door and reaching to flip on a light, one that doesn’t come on.

			“It’s burned out,” she offers. “I just need to go to the living room and turn on a lamp.” 

			Go to the living room of the dark cottage alone. We might be in Sweetwater, where it’s generally safe, but she’s the new fresh meat in a town filled with ranchers. I’m not letting that happen. “I’ll get the light, but I want you inside away from the lightning.” I enter and take her with me, and that is where the trouble becomes real trouble. I pause and mess with the light switch several times and the burned out light isn’t burned out. Obviously, there’s a short because now it comes on and we’re inside the cottage, standing at the door, facing each other.

			She pulls down her hood. I pull down my hood. I have a flash of her holding onto that towel when it fell, her creamy white skin and puckered nipples displayed for my view.

			“What are you thinking?” she asks softly. Her teeth scrape her bottom lip and I’m done.

			“Oh hell,” I murmur, and just that easily, my fingers are tangled in her hair as I say, “About kissing you. That’s what I’m thinking.” My mouth crashes down on hers, tongue licking into her mouth, and sweet baby Jesus, she is sweet on the tongue, honey on a bitter man’s lips. She moans softly, her fingers grappling at my T-shirt, hanging there, twisting there. 

			I back her up, press her against the door, tearing my mouth from hers. “I’m not the guy you date. I’m the guy you fuck. This is a mistake. I can’t kiss you again.”

			“I don’t want a date. It’s been too long since I’ve been properly fucked. So if you can’t do that, then you’re right. This is a mistake and you should most definitely not kiss me again.”

			I curse and kiss her again.


		


		
			CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR

			Jason…

			She hasn’t been properly fucked. She says that so damn flippantly, but I know where that comes from. I know what happened to her. I know she got fucked over just like I did. I know that attitude is a wall, a way to protect herself—and more power to her. She needs to protect herself, but not from me. I’m not going to hurt her, but fuck her? Damn straight I am. 

			My tongue licks past her lips and I taste the pain there, I taste her need to forget, to get lost in someone other than the man who hurt her. I get that. I understand it, and holy hell. I want to forget just as much as she does. I want to forget more than a woman. I deepen the kiss, and she moans this soft sweet sound that thickens my cock and prickles my skin with heat. 

			And holy hell, there it is, beneath that bitterness, the honey-sweet woman, the one that exists outside of her pain. Suddenly, she’s not just talking big, she’s holding nothing back, her fingers shoving at my raincoat that I shrug out of and toss aside. “You need to know that I don’t do proper,” I say, turning her around, her back to my front, long enough to drag the raincoat off her shoulders, tossing it aside, my lips by her ear as I add, “I fuck hard and dirty, and you’re a proper city girl.” I turn her, my hand sliding under her hair, cupping her neck. “I can’t give you proper, Jessica. If that’s what you want—”

			“Smart-ass,” she hisses. “Shut up and kiss me again already.”

			I laugh and lean in to kiss her, but she catches my mouth with her hand. “I thought you didn’t laugh?”

			She won’t let that go. She’s inside my world, seeing too much, a woman I can’t just walk away from, a woman I shouldn’t be fucking, but it doesn’t seem to matter. I press her against the wall, grab her boot, and yank it off and then do the other. “Fucking isn’t a laughing matter,” I say, unbuttoning her pants.

			She looks away and I’m not sure what the hell I said wrong. I cup her face and force her to look at me. “What just happened?”

			There’s a flicker of something in her eyes, an emotion that stabs through her stare. Pain, I think. “Can you please just kiss me already?”

			Yes. Pain. Pain I understand. The pain of betrayal. My mouth slants over hers, kissing her the way she’s demanded I kiss her, the way she needs to be kissed—intensely, completely, wickedly. The hell of it is, it’s also what I need, what I want. She’s driving me out of my mind, and I need to fuck her out of my head. 

			She moans again and I’m out of patience for us standing here with too many of our clothes on. I tear my mouth from hers, pull off my boots, and she does the unexpected. She shoves her pants down her hips and tosses them, any panties to mention also gone before I ever admire them. Her sex is naked. Her body pale. Her legs long. My cock so damn hard it hurts. It’s been a while. Too damn long. 

			I catch her hand, pull her to me, and cup one of her cute little butt cheeks, giving it a squeeze. “Always taking your clothes off for me.” 

			“Is that a complaint?”

			I answer by kissing her, cupping both of those cute butt checks now and lifting her, and for once, she gets the message without a fight, obediently wrapping her legs around my waist. Pleasure has a way of doing that—making a girl obedient. The problem is it’s not one-sided. Pleasure with the right woman can bring a man to his knees, even when the right woman is all wrong. A lesson I learned and learned well. 

			I cross to the living room, the nearest place that earns me what I want: her. Me all over her. I step between the ottoman and my favorite oversized chair, the one I’m about to love a whole hell of a lot more. The cushion sinks in with our weight, absorbing me while I absorb her, dragging her to me, kissing the hell out of her all over again. She moans and the soft sound is as sweet as the honey on her lips, but there is nothing sweet about how she tugs at my shirt, her actions confirming she’s all in, no hesitation. I reach behind me and drag it over my head, but when it’s gone, I seek that confirmation. 

			I drag her shirt over her head, and when I would pull it away, I tangle it behind her, around her wrists. My gaze rakes over her high full breasts, her black lacy bra all that’s between her and my mouth before I lift my stare and let her see the lust there. “You can still back out.” 

			Her chin lifts defiantly, no hesitation in her eyes. “So can you,” she says. “If you think you can’t get the job done, then—”

			I lean in and kiss her, my teeth nipping roughly at her bottom lip. She yelps and I lick the offended skin. “You can still back out,” I repeat, because I know what she’s doing. She’s hiding behind her bravado, and that I won’t accept. She’s here all the way or she’s not here at all, at least not with me. 

			“Why do you want to scare me away?” she presses. “Because you’re scared?”

			My lips twitch. This is what gets me with her. The challenges. The jabs. The certainty that she really doesn’t give a shit about my ego or my career. That’s not why she wants this or me. This is about forgetting. This is about replacing a bad memory with something so damn good that the past doesn’t exist. I’ve tried that. I failed, but maybe tonight, both of us wanting the same thing, is exactly how we both get what we’re after. 

			I reach up and unclip her bra, shoving it away from her breasts, my gaze lowering again, lingering on her plump rosy nipples. “You’re beautiful,” I murmur, my finger teasing her nipple. 

			She sucks in a breath and arches into my touch. I cup her breast, kneading, teasing her nipple again. “You know that, right?” 

			She swallows hard and laughs, but this is not a laugh of humor. It’s of embarrassment, it’s of pain, the kind of pain that comes from needing and not having.

			“Let me touch you. Release my hands.”

			I lean in and kiss her. “You’re beautiful,” I repeat. “Don’t let that asshole of an ex of yours get into your head and make you think otherwise. If you can’t do that on your own, I’ll do it for you.”

			“Please let me touch you.”

			“Please? Hmmm. I like how that sounds when you say it, but not yet. Not until I know that when I fuck you, you aren’t thinking of anyone but me.” 

			“I’m not.”

			“You are,” I accuse, nipping her lips again, and this time I don’t lick it better. I want her to feel that sting. I want to shock her out of her own head. “You’re thinking about him.”

			“I am most definitely not thinking about him.”

			I tighten my grip on her hands and pull her against me, my hand on her breast punishing her with a rough squeeze and a nipple pinch. She bites her lip, holds back a moan. “Stop holding back. You were all soft and proper with him. You don’t get to be that with me. I won’t let you. That’s a promise.”

			I stand her up and tear away her T-shirt and bra, but I don’t intend to free her. I have plans for her. 


		


		
			CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE

			Jessica…

			My hands are free. 

			I have time to think that one thought before Jason is on his knees in front of me, his big firm hand on my backside again, his mouth pressing to my belly. His eyes lift to mine, dark, intense eyes as he says, “Beautiful. I’ll say that as many times as you need to hear it until you believe it. You are fucking gorgeous.”

			I didn’t plan to stand naked in front of him. That’s why I rushed to undress. I just wanted us both naked, and I want him inside me. I wanted to forget so many things, but this, this is not what I expected. I’m naked, alone and exposed. Emotions well in my chest. I know that’s not what he’s trying to create. That’s not what I want to feel, but somehow, some way, he understands the unfamiliar but oh so dominant self-doubt finding my ex with another woman created in me. Somehow he knows I feel ugly. I feel unworthy. I feel—

			“Whatever is going on in your head right now,” he says, “stop. Look at me.” 

			The words are hard and fast and I jolt with them, my eyes meeting his eyes. “Be with me. Be fully present.”

			I wet my lips. “I am and I’m not sure that’s a good thing. Don’t you just want to—” 

			“No. No, I don’t.”

			“You don’t know what I was going to say.”

			“Do I want to fuck you and be done with it?” he challenges, turning my thoughts into something much harder and colder than they’d sounded in my head. “Not a chance in hell.” 

			He presses his lips to my belly, tongue circling, and slides a hand between my legs, one finger, just one finger, stroking my clit. The light touch is anything but light in my reaction. My sex clenches. Goose bumps lift on my body. My nipples tight, breasts heavy.

			“What do you want?” he asks, stroking that finger along the wet seam of my body. 

			“For you—” A finger slides inside me. “Ohhh.” Now another. I pant and grab his shoulder. 

			“What do you want?” he asks again, and this time his breath is a hot trail over my sex, blowing over my clit, sending waves of sensations through my body. 

			“You know what I want,” I accuse. “You’re just teasing me.” 

			His hands grip my hips. “Tell me. Say it. What do you want?”

			I don’t know if I can do this. I’m not overly experimental. I guess the truth is I’ve never had a man in my life that pushed me, that excited me. That ignited this kind of hot need and yearning in me. I don’t know how to be what he wants me to be. I’m failing at this now. I shove my hands into my hair. “Jason, please—”

			“Please what, sweetheart? Say it. Say you want my mouth on you.”

			“I want your mouth on me.”

			“Jason,” he says. “I want your mouth on me, Jason. I want to know you know—”

			“I want your mouth on me, Jason.”

			His eyes warm, not with gloat or conquest, but real warmth. “That’s damn good, sweetheart, because I want my mouth on you, too.” His words are low, rough, affected, as if he’d been on edge, as if he thought—I don’t know what he thought. 

			He licks my clit and then he’s suckling, stroking, using his fingers, tongue, and lips and, oh God, he’s good at this. Somehow I’m sitting on the ottoman, and then I’m on my back. One of my legs is on his shoulder, and his mouth remains dedicated to the most intimate part of me. His hand and fingers go to my breast. I squirm beneath him. I grab his hand on my breasts, just because I need to grab something. I’m coming out of my own skin with pleasure, with that need to be there in that perfect place, and that need to make this last a little longer, but there is no lasting. Warmth spreads across my body and that tight ball of tension in my sex, that aching, perfect ball of tension, explodes into orgasm. I shatter with such sudden fierceness that I can’t stop the quake of my body. I have never quaked in my life. 

			Jason eases his tongue with the ease of my body, in tune with my pleasure in ways no man ever has been, and he has never touched me before today. I melt into the cushion with satisfaction, but there’s this ache of emptiness inside me. This need to have him inside me, and when he kisses my belly and stands up, I shoot to a sitting position. His back is to me, his pants sliding down, and I can hear the tear of a condom. I’m on the pill, but you know, he could be a player who fucks everything with legs. Oh God. Is he a player? Is that why he’s so good at this? Has he done Debbie at the store?

			Stop.

			Stop now. 

			Enjoy him. Just enjoy him. 

			He turns around, his cock thrusting forward, thick and heavily veined with arousal and I am once again present. I am with him, only him, and out of my head. His body is perfection, long, lean, muscular perfection with abs of steel. What girl doesn’t want abs of steel? Craig didn’t have abs of steel. Craig didn’t have this man’s cock. No wonder I didn’t come with him. No wonder I wasn’t eager for sex. 

			I stand up, and just that quickly, Jason’s pulling me to him, kissing me, folding me against him, the thick ridge of his erection at my hip. I’m hungry for him, so ridiculously aroused that it’s as if I haven’t had an orgasm. I need. I want. I have to have him, and I feel that in him, too. I feel passion. I feel lust and I’m empowered by this knowledge. He’s here with me, present, so very present, and when he sits down and pulls me onto his lap, our lips part for only a moment. 

			His hand settles between my shoulder blades and he molds me close, while my hands explore all of those muscles. So many muscles. So much hard everything, including his cock, which is at my backside until he whispers. “I need—” 

			“Me, too. Yes. Please, now.”

			He lifts me, anchors me, and I have no idea why the way he holds me makes me feel so completely his, but it does. He presses into me and I gasp with the intimate invasion, slowly sliding down the length of him, the thick pulse of him stretching me, filling me. When he’s buried deep inside me, our eyes collide and I swear I tremble with that connection. I swear his eyes register the same kind of jolt. He cups my face and drags my mouth to his. “I knew you were trouble.” 

			He doesn’t give me time to ask what that means as he withdraws. He kisses me and thrusts back into me, pushing me down on his shaft. I gasp and moan. He swallows it with a kiss that burns me alive. I’m burning alive with the slow, sultry dance of him fucking me. Of me fucking him. No. The slow, hard, dirty dance. It’s not proper and it’s everything. He touches me. I touch him. We savor every moment. It’s the idea of this being it, I think. We know there’s nothing beyond this. We know we have to enjoy every moment because there’s no do-over. I don’t want it to end, but our bodies won’t listen to me. There’s this frenzied need between us that expands and takes charge. We don’t own that need. It owns us. 

			What was slow and sensual is now about crawling into each other. That’s what the burn is like. We need to be closer. We need to move fast. We need to fuck harder. And then it’s too late to stop the tumble. It rushes over me, compliments of a hard thrust of his cock, and I’m done. I stiffen and then quake, my sex clenching his erection, spasming around him. He thrusts again, a low groan escaping his lips, torn from deep inside his chest, and he, too, is done. He quakes. He shakes. We collapse together. 

			Now, we’re there, on that chair, my face buried in his neck, the scent of man and the best sex of my life enveloping us. The inevitable awkward goodbye is officially here. I don’t want him to leave, I really don’t want him to leave. Oh God. I’m in trouble. I need to take control before he knows what I’m feeling, since he seems to read me so damn well. And what am I feeling? 

			I try to push away from him and suddenly, I’m rolled to my side and we’re facing each other. He’s still inside me. “How about you go in that there kitchen, like a good country girl, and make me some mac n cheese?”

			All the tension of moments before eases, and I laugh. “Why don’t you go in that there kitchen and make me some mac n cheese?”

			His eyes warm. “That’s what I wanted. An invitation to stay.” He kisses my nose. “I accept.” He pulls out of me and stands up, giving me his back as he grabs a tissue and deals with the condom. I sit up, blinking with confusion. What is he doing? What are we doing? 

			He grabs his pants and pulls them on, while I gape at the view of his really hot body that wasn’t like a drunk high with overinflated attraction as a result. He’s really that hot. He’s really so damn hot. He clears his throat. My gaze jerks to his as he leans down close to me. “I’ll make the mac n cheese, but if you keep looking at me like that, we won’t get to eat it.” 


		


		
			CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX

			Jessica…

			I’m having a very strange naughty dream.

			There’s a shirtless man in my kitchen, filling a pot with water. It’s not the fantasy I’d naturally radiate toward, but who knew it could be this darn perfect? Said shirtless man has a body so hard you could bounce a coin off any body part you so choose. I’d like to test that statement. Just have him sprawl out on the kitchen island and let me throw money at him. Then I could lick every spot I punish with a coin. Maybe I could trade a lick for a lick. Jason shifts his weight and turns to the sink, the muscles flex and ripple down his back, eye-catching. Oh yes. Perfect. Throwing baseballs and hay seems to work for the man. 

			While Mr. Perfect Body works, I, on the other hand, am naked and still on the chair in the connected living room. The chair where he fucked me senseless. He glances over at me, and my state of undress, and all those cookies become a problem for me.

			“Bring your pretty little ass over here and help a man out,” he says. “Clothing optional, but for the record, you naked is always my preference.”

			No. No, it’s not, I think. Cookies. Pie. Chocolate. Those things argue otherwise. And sex is like booze. Everything looks better while you indulge in the moment. Regret and critique usually come later. God, I sound cynical, but I do have my reasons. I lean forward and snatch a blanket from the couch, wrapping it around me. “I’ll be right back,” I say, darting for the bedroom, with his soft, deeply affecting male laughter following me. Everything about this man is deeply affecting. 

			“Now she’s shy!” he calls out. 

			Not shy. Judgmental. Of me. Not him. I’ve already judged him just as hot as he was ten minutes ago while inside me. I really need clothing right now, and I enter the bedroom, hurrying to the dresser on the wall near the bathroom. Once I select leggings and a tank top, I dash to the bathroom, shutting the door behind me. My heart is racing. My body is still electric from that man’s touch.

			What am I doing? Besides trying to make my escape from men all about a man? Aside from trying to get my heart broken by a man who might really be able to break it this time. That has me rejecting that idea, dropping my blanket and shoving off the door. I can’t get my heart broken because this isn’t personal. That hot encounter was not personal. I look down at my naked body, an ache still ever present between my thighs. Okay, it’s pretty personal, just not emotional. Lust is not emotion. It’s—well, it’s lust. We wanted to have sex. We had sex. Really good sex, at that. God, the man does everything right. He’s even cooking, because why? My brows knit. Why is he here cooking? 

			Not because he wants to establish an emotional connection, I quickly remind myself. This is still about the sex. Food helps us have more energy to have more really good sex. That’s all this is. And that’s what I need. More sex. More of that man staring at me and declaring my beauty right before his tongue works magic, and I’ll be good as new, no more self-doubt for me. 

			As I dress, there’s a knock on the door. I jolt and whirl around to face it. “Who is it?”

			He laughs, deep and full—Mr. I Don’t Laugh, it’s not my thing—and I facepalm. Thank God, I don’t get this rattled in court. I drop my hand before opening the door. He’s standing there, of course, once again, really close, and that was impactful the first time he did it. Now, with him shirtless and his pants unzipped, it’s downright blistering. “That was a joke,” I say. “That ‘who is it’ thing.”

			His lips twitch. The man is holding back more laughter, and I scowl. “Or,” I amend, “you just make me stupid.”

			“You are many things, sweetheart. A beautiful pain in my ass, yes, but you aren’t stupid.”

			Beautiful. He keeps calling me that, and I soften. “I am when you’re running around my house, which is really your house, with hardly any clothes on.” 

			He drags me to him and folds me in close. “Is that an invitation for me to get dressed or stay as I am?”

			My hand flattens on his chest, springy dark hair teasing and curling around my fingers. “Before I issue a reply—”

			“Issue a reply?” He laughs. See. He’s a liar. He does too laugh. All men are liars. Or not. I just have to embrace my bitterness here and there. I’m a woman scorned. “Now you’re speaking like an attorney about to issue an official statement,” he adds. 

			“Before I issue my official statement,” I amend. “Aren’t you supposed to run for the door, because you’re Mr. Fuck and Run? That’s what you said. Paraphrasing of course.”

			“From asshole to Mr. Fuck and Run. Hmm, I’m not sure if that’s better or worse.” He softens his voice. “And I did plan on fucking and running, but I’m still here.” 

			“Why?”

			“Why indeed.”

			“That’s not an answer,” I counter. 

			“Because I don’t seem to want to leave. And I think it’s important I know the person spending so much time with my grandmother.” He motions to the door. “How about that food?”

			“We can’t order pizza, right? I’m rethinking the mac n cheese.”

			“No, city girl, we can’t order pizza, but my grandmother makes a hell of a pizza you can take home and bake. Ask her. She’ll be elated to make you one. Now.” He pauses for effect oh so perfectly. “Should I get dressed?”

			I hold up a finger. “One more question before I answer that question.”

			“I don’t know what we’re doing, Jessica,” he says, as if he’s read my mind. He has read my mind. He’s like a voodoo monster. That’s what I used to think when I watched him pitch. That has to be the truth or I wouldn’t be this into him after I just got ridiculously burned. “But let’s figure it out later,” he adds. 

			In other words, he’s not ready to draw that line, and the truth is neither am I. “No need to get dressed,” I say, trying to duck under his arm to exit the bathroom. 

			He tangles his fingers in my hair and drags my mouth to his. “Don’t plan on keeping yours on for long.” His mouth closes down over mine, wicked and hot, melting me like chocolate on a hot Texas day. I melt for him and I’ve never melted for any man, even the one I was going to marry. I thought this was fake, romance-novel stuff that I stopped reading because those books made me yearn for the impossible. They made me expect too much, but when Jason tears his mouth from mine, uses his thumb to wipe my lips, and catches my hand, leading me through the bedroom, it’s just like a perfect romance novel. It’s also my life. 

			No. 

			It’s a sex high. 

			We had sex.

			We want more sex.

			The end.

			“I thought you bought groceries?” he asks, pouring not one box, but two boxes of macaroni into the water. I guess it takes a lot of food to make that kind of body. I really have to stop eating myself happy. I’ll regret it when my jeans get too snug. I’ll regret it when he notices my jeans are too tight. 

			“I was a little distracted by you waiting in the truck,” I say, sliding onto a barstool at the island. “You weren’t exactly a warm and fuzzy helping hand.” 

			“I was a perfect gentleman,” he says, giving me a wicked wink. “You know I was. Getting you boots to protect your legs. Getting you jeans to protect your legs.” 

			He walks to the fridge and grabs two Diet Sprites, which I had, in fact, bought. He sets them on the island. “Diet?”

			“I’m paying for the boots and jeans,” I say, and then to my purchase of the soda. “And contrary to Martha’s belief, I normally watch what I eat.”

			He sits down on the stool beside me and we both rotate to face each other. “What else is normal for you?” he asks. 

			It’s an innocent question that manages to hit a nerve or ten, and I cut my stare, hating the knot in my chest. “I don’t know. I don’t know what’s normal for me.” Damn it, my voice cracks.

			His hand comes down on my leg. “Jessica,” he says softly, a command, a plea—somehow both, and I don’t resist the pull of this man.

			I look at him and repeat, “I don’t know anymore. One minute I’m in a courtroom handling divorces for the rich and famous, about to be partner, living in a Dallas high-rise. Now I don’t know who I am.” 

			“I get it. You have to know that I get it. If anyone can relate,” he says. “I can. I was the pro pitcher, living the life, and then it was just over.” He cuts his stare and I can almost feel him trying to drag the words back from his mouth. 

			“I’m not going to ask you why that happened, so you don’t have to regret telling me. And just for the record, your grandmother tried to tell me why you made certain decisions, and I told her not to do that. Your story is yours to tell, but it was hard to talk to her and not find out anything.”

			He searches my face. “What did you find out, Jessica?”

			“She talked a little about your dad teaching you to pitch, about his history.” I hesitate. “About the plane crash. She talked about you with love. She really does love you.” I reach out and touch his arm. “I promise you, I don’t want to invade your space, but it’s hard to keep her from talking about you. It’s like denying her a pleasure.”

			He catches my hand and grabs my stool, pulling me closer. “Ask what you want to ask.” His voice is rough, intense.

			“No,” I say. “No, you don’t need to open that door for me. We’re fucking. You owe me no answers to any questions.” And the truth is that setup is safe. My romance novel mental chatter can stop there. No pain. Only gain. All that mental bravado and yet I want him to object to my statement, but he doesn’t. 

			The sound of the water overflowing the pot has him cursing, and he releases me. I stand up, needing to do something, anything, all of a sudden. I’m confused with Jason, so very confused in indescribable ways. I reach the stove before he does, turning down the heat. 

			“I was recovering from a serious injury when they died,” he says from behind me, as if I’ve asked a question. “I couldn’t leave my grandmother here to tend to the ranch. I couldn’t leave her alone.” 

			His emotion radiates through him and through the room, wrapping around me. I turn and his back is to me, hands on the island, his shoulders knotted. I step to him and rest my hand on the roped muscle of his shoulder, allowing him that space his back tells me he needs. “It’s never going to be the right time to leave her.”

			He means to play again. It’s not out of his system. He rotates and faces me, his eyes haunted in a way I don’t quite understand. Yes, I know losing his parents is huge, but there’s still more to this story. I decide to throw caution to the wind. He opened this door. I’m going to ask questions, but I don’t get the chance to ask more.

			Suddenly, his mouth is on my mouth, and he’s kissing me with a fierce hunger that isn’t just about me or us. It’s about a need he’s trying to satisfy. I’m not the only one trying to escape with sex, and I don’t even think twice. I let him pull my shirt over my head. I let him strip my leggings away. I let him set me on the island and spread me wide, driving into me. And I let him not because he’s sexy and he makes me feel good. I let him because he needs this. I let him because I need this. I let him because he’s a complicated, interesting man who’s a giving grandson just as surely as he is a giving lover. I let him because he’s not an asshole cowboy after all.


		


		
			CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN

			Jessica…

			After that hot sexual encounter, we laugh at my place on the island and it’s good laughter. Easy laughter. The tension and darkness of his earlier mood faded into the bliss of orgasm. He helps me to the floor and we clean up and dress. Him back in his jeans and nothing else. Me, under his protest, back in my leggings and tank. 

			We eventually return to the important tasks of making and eating food. We end up in the bed, his bed, my bed, whoever’s bed, with plates in hand, sandwiches and mac n cheese, both of which are piled high in Jason’s case. Okay, my plate is pretty darn full, too, but there has been sex. Lots of sex and sex burns calories. And so we eat. And talk, but the talking isn’t about those sensitive topics about relationships or career or even family. We most definitely don’t talk about the decisions that got us to where we are now. Instead, he tells me all about the town and upcoming festival. And Roarke’s horse farm.

			“He’s the town vet like his father before him, but he’s also a damn horse whisperer,” Jason informs me. 

			“Really?” I say, finishing off a bite of mac. “A vet. That’s interesting. He runs the ranch and cares for animals. That must be tough.” 

			“He has a staff,” he says. “And he doesn’t have cattle or apples like we do. He just cares for animals and trains horses.” 

			“When you say horse whisperer, that means what?”

			“There was this black stallion, gorgeous wild animal, that wouldn’t allow anyone near him. Roarke had him by his side, showing affection in half an hour. It’s on the internet, as are a lot of his videos. He makes a pretty penny on his YouTube channel.”

			“That can’t help you keep your privacy.”

			“No one associates him with me, not many at least. It hasn’t been a problem.”

			“But I was,” I challenge, only half teasing

			He sets his plate aside. “You, city girl, are most definitely a problem.” There are about ten meanings to that statement, but the warmth in his eyes defines what matters; he doesn’t want me to leave anymore. At least not soon, and I can live with that.

			We’re silent, our eyes connected, my heart on a collision course with this man. He strokes my cheek. “Grab your computer and I’ll show you some of Roarke’s videos,” he suggests. “If you want.”

			“Yes,” I say eager for an escape from this heat burning between us. “I’d love that.” I scoot off the bed and hurry away, returning to him finishing off my sandwich.

			“You didn’t want this, did you?” he asks, stuffing the last bite into his mouth.

			“And if I did?” I ask, sitting down next to him and powering up my computer. 

			“I’d make you another.”

			“It’s tempting to say I did just to have you make me another. You, being domestic, is entertaining, but I was done.” 

			I log into my computer and go to YouTube, turning the computer toward Jason. A series of text messages from my desktop messenger system beep like crazy, reminding me that my phone is nowhere near. Jason’s eyes narrow on my computer screen and then lift to me. “Your ex really is a prick, isn’t he?”

			“Yes, but what pricky thing did he say to make that more obvious than it already was?”

			“Nothing you want to read. I’m muting him.” He doesn’t give me time to argue. He pulls up a YouTube video and pulls me close by his side. “Forget him. I’m right here.” He kisses me, a quick, perfect reminder that yes, yes, he is here. 

			We watch videos, and I’m enthralled by Roarke’s skills and the horses. “They’re stunning animals. I want to know them all.”

			“You want to know the horses?”

			“Yes. I think I’ve gotten things wrong, spending so much time with people. Horses, animals in general, don’t expect, judge, or hurt you.” I don’t ask him to take me to see the horses. I don’t ask him anything that requires anything beyond this night. 

			“I think I’ve been replaced,” he teases, but I don’t reply. I hit the play button on another video. 

			Long after our plates are on the nightstand, I’m laughing and praising the amazing stories he shares about Roarke, and it’s obvious he enjoys sharing them. “How long have you two been friends?” I ask. 

			“Since grade school.”

			“I don’t think I know anyone from grade school,” I say. 

			“Big city versus small town,” he says, resting against the headboard. “Two different worlds. You said you want to know all of the horses. Have you ever ridden a horse?” 

			“Not since I was in college,” I say, laying down on my side, facing him, my elbow supporting me. “And that was with a group of friends thing, but I really adored the horses. I just never made time to go back. Just like I never seem to make time for a pet. I really want a pet. Do you have a farm dog?”

			“We did,” he says. “He died the same year my parents died. He was old and attached to my mom. I think losing her did him in.”

			“Oh God.” I sit up in cross-legged position. “I don’t even know what to say.”

			“There’s nothing you can say. We were a close family, right down to the dog. I’m blessed in the ways of family I’ve loved, even if I’ve lost most of them.”

			I’ve always wanted a family, yearned for a family even. Perhaps that’s why I stayed with Craig. He felt like my fastest path to a home. I can’t imagine what it was like for Jason to have that stripped away from him. “I see that in your grandmother. Do you think that she rented this place to try to fill the hole they left behind?” 

			His jaw clenches. “Among other things,” he says, and he doesn’t give me the chance to ask a question I wouldn’t ask anyway, like what other things? He catches my hand, pulls me to him, and the next thing I know I’m under his arm, snuggled close. “She loves you. Maybe a little too much.”

			“Because you think I’ll leave and forget her? I won’t. I told you. I don’t have a grandmother and—”

			He kisses me, a quick stroke of tongue before he says, “Now you do. In her eyes, she’s your grandma. Don’t make that a mistake. Don’t burn her or me, Jessica.” His voice is raw, etched in an odd mix of warning and worry, one somehow canceling out the other. 

			“You still expect the worst of me.” I swallow against the rawness in my throat. “Why?”

			“Experience.”

			It’s an answer that comes fast and easy to him, and despite the fact that his “experience” doesn’t come from me, on this I do not object. “The same reason I expect you to be an asshole,” I say, understanding completely. “I’m not going to ask you to trust me or treat me like I’m one of a kind and different when you barely know me. I get why trust is a challenge.” 

			“Yes,” he says, studying me closely. “It is.” His phone rings on the nightstand, and he grabs it, reading a message. He studies it several beats, and I’m not sure he’s even reading the message. I suck in a breath, feeling the distinct chill of him going cold on me. He sits up, offering me a beautiful but unwelcome view of his back. 

			He types a message to whoever texted him, or I think he did. “I need to go take care of a problem.” He stands up, and before I can reply, he’s heading to the living room where I already know he will dress and leave. I don’t get up. He doesn’t want me to get up. We were one night of sex. We made that awkward by talking. I let him go, hating how much I don’t want him to go. He’s different. I’m different with him, which is a thought I’ll analyze later. 

			I listen to the creeks of the room as he dresses, and then there’s silence. Did he leave? Suddenly, he’s in the doorway, hands on the frame on either side of us. “I’ll take you to the main house tomorrow. When you’re done, you want to take a ride around the ranch, get the lay of the land?”

			“I don’t—”

			“Right. Got it.” He disappears out the door, into the living room. 

			My eyes go wide. Is he leaving? “Jason!” I shout, scrambling off the bed and his direction. “Jason!” I exit the bedroom and pant out, “Damn it, don’t be an asshole.” I grab the doorframe. “You didn’t let me finish.”

			He’s at the door, ready to leave. He doesn’t, though, which seems like a real effort for him, but I get this, too. He cut me off at an awkward place in that sentence. It seemed like I was declining a date. “I was going to warn you that I don’t remember how to ride a horse, if that’s what you meant by ride, but yes.” I close the distance between us, stopping directly in front of him. “Yes, I would very much like to see the ranch with you.” 

			He just stares at me, hard and long until I want to scream, but then suddenly, abruptly, he pulls me to him, and he’s the one kissing me just as long and hard before he says, “Roarke has a sick horse. He’s doing surgery and needs help. I owe him about ten favors. It will be late when I’m done. I’ll call you in the morning.” And just like that he sets me aside and opens the door, exiting to the porch. Leaving me alone and confused. He doesn’t want to come back. He doesn’t want to stay the night, but he wants to take me riding? I shouldn’t go. I can’t go. 

			I walk to the living room and stare at the chair, my mind conjuring memories of the crazy hot sex we’d had there. My mouth goes dry and my attention swings to the kitchen, landing on the island where we had more crazy hot sex. Okay. I’m going to go with him to tour the ranch, and I may even enjoy myself, but that means nothing. This is casual rebound sex for both of us, and he’s perfectly okay with that. That’s what he wants. That’s what I want. 

			Isn’t it?


		


		
			CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT

			Jason…

			The rain is over, but the storm has just arrived. A storm named Jessica. She blew into town and I don’t know what the fuck is happening to me. 

			I climb inside my truck and stare at the cottage that was my escape, my office, until now. My sanctuary where I dealt with every problem I inherited when my parents died, of which there were many. Now it’s her place. Now it’s the place I just fucked her, twice. And I wanted more. I still want more. 

			 “Damn it to hell, woman, what are you doing to me?” I scrub my jaw and start the engine, backing up and righting the truck outside the death holes of mud. That comes from knowing this land the way I thought I knew myself. No more city girls, and yet I just asked one on a date after rolling around naked with her. 

			My grandmother would be pleased. She wants to get rid of me, and that’s not going to happen. She’s not leaving. I’m not leaving her behind. That’s how this works. She should know that by now, and no matchmaker’s scheme is going to change that. And yet, as I drive, I’m thinking about Jessica. Good damn thing it’s a short trip to Roarke’s place. 

			Just a few more minutes in my own head, of memories of Jessica naked and moaning, and I’m pulling into the medical facility on Roarke’s property, a brick building about half a mile from his house. Normally bustling with a healthy staff, it’s now midnight and there is no one in sight. I park and exit the truck as he exits the building. “I was just about to call you,” he says. “Jeffrey Mills came by to check on his dog and helped me out.”

			Jeffrey being the town mechanic, like his father before him. That’s how we do things around these parts. We procreate and pass the job along. Only I doubt I’ll be doing any such thing. I’m here for my grandmother, and I plan to keep her world safe and happy for as many years as I can keep her here. Then I’ll sell out if there’s anything left to sell out. 

			He motions to the house. “Whiskey?”

			“Hell yeah,” I say, and why wouldn’t I? It’s midnight, and not only was I with Jessica for hours that felt like minutes, I smell like her, all sweet and feminine, with a distinct note of something floral and smart-ass. I have no idea why the smart-ass part is so damn sexy. 

			A few minutes later, I’m sitting on his front porch, replaying every moan and sigh Jessica made tonight when Roarke exits his house with two glasses and a bottle. “Johnnie Walker White Walker. Game of Thrones special edition.”

			I snort and accept a glass. “Your obsession with Game of Thrones—” 

			“Is a hell of a lot less complicated than a woman.” He sits down on the chair next to me and sets the bottle on the table between us.

			Women are the last thing I want to talk about right now. “Heard from Nathan lately?”

			He downs his whiskey and refills his glass. “My loser younger brother? Outside of a wedding invitation I’ve ignored, nope, and that works for me. He was too busy on Wall Street to come home when Pops had his stroke. I’m too busy for him and plan to stay that way.” I down my whiskey and he refills my glass. “Pretty little lady you got staying at the cottage. Interesting energy between you two. What’s that about?”

			And here we are. Back to women. I grunt and drink.

			“There’s a decisive answer.” He laughs. 

			“I don’t know what the hell it’s about.” I set my glass down and lean forward, elbows on my knees. 

			“She’s a challenge,” he says. “She won’t lay at your feet like your groupies and the townies.”

			“More like a pain in my ass,” I murmur, sitting back while he refills my glass. 

			“Good, right?” he asks, motioning to my glass.

			I’m not sure I’ve tasted it. I’m still tasting her. “Really damn good,” I say.

			He fills his own glass again. “Maybe it’s a sign from above. You won’t go back to the city, so it came to you.”

			“More like my grandmother brought the city to me.”

			“She wants you to go back before it’s too late. You’re thirty-two. Nolan Ryan pitched into his forties. Years in the minors. Years on the bench. Finally, you were the man. No one remembered those hard years but you. Jason, man—”

			“Roarke, damn it,” I bite out, standing up and looking at him. “You know why I can’t do that.” 

			 “You still haven’t told your grandmother the mess your parents left behind.” Disapproval etches his tone. “The two-year anniversary is coming up. It’s time.”

			“Which is exactly why now is not the time. It gets to her. This time of year gets to her.”

			“Her or you?”

			“Of course it gets to me, but it’s my grandmother I’m worried about. She’s not getting any younger. I’m not letting her leave this world unhappy and worried.”

			“Why do you punish yourself? You didn’t make the plane crash. You didn’t make your parents make the business decisions they made.”

			“Don’t go there,” I warn.

			“Okay. Then I’ll go to the other place you need to go. We both know you didn’t have deep enough pockets to handle the magnitude of what you were handed and handled. Your grandmother is a smart woman. She would have understood if you’d cut your losses. She will understand. One more contract—” 

			“No,” I say. “I’m not telling my grandmother that my father burned holes in his wallet and mine. I’m not going to tell her what my father did. I’m not telling her she has to leave her home. This is the place she met our foreman, a man who became—”

			“A second grandfather to you. I know that.”

			“And I don’t want her to feel like her daughter, my mother, was miserable when she died.”

			“Was she?”

			“They were buried deep,” I say. “Of course she was fucking miserable, and I didn’t even know.”

			“Because they didn’t want you to know.”

			“I should have known. And bottom line, I’m not letting my grandmother end up miserable.”

			“Then you need another plan because this one is taking too long. You did what needed to be done to the orchard’s irrigation system, but it’s going to take you another year to get where you need to be to turn a profit.” 

			I walk to the railing and stare into the deep, dark night, no star in sight. Roarke won’t let up. I know this about him. He’ll keep pushing this, and as surely as I have that thought, he’s standing next to me. “Play ball,” he says. “I’ll take over until you get back.”

			“What?” I turn to face him. “Are you crazy, man? You can’t run your place and mine.”

			“I’ll figure it out. We’re brothers from another mother, and your grandmother is my grandmother in every way possible but blood. I have a hell of a team here. I even have a new intern coming in from A&M to study with me.”

			“She wants to be a damn horse whisperer,” I say.

			He snorts. “That damn nickname.” He glances over at me. “You didn’t just change the subject. You tried but you failed. I can handle The Flying J. Go play ball before I kick your ass.”

			“You’re my brother, and I love you. I appreciate you. I would bleed for you. Which is exactly why I won’t take advantage of you. No. End of topic.” 

			“Jason, damn it—”

			I turn and start walking away, because that’s the only way to shut Roarke down. It doesn’t work, though. He shouts after me. “You can bleed for me, but I can’t bleed for you? That’s fucked up, man.”

			I stop at the truck and glance his direction. “Quiet before I tell you how Game of Thrones ends.” 

			“Wait. You know how it ends?”

			“No,” I say, “but I can Google with the best of them.” 

			I start to get into the truck, but he’s still not done. “You’re afraid you aren’t good enough anymore. That’s a bad reason to stay here.” 

			I grimace and get into the truck. He’s wrong. I’m not afraid. I know my arm. I use my arm. I’m rusty, but I can still throw like a mad bitch who got stood up on her wedding day. It’s not just about my skills. I have to stand on that mound and not think about the ranch and my grandmother. I can’t do that.  

			I start the engine and put the truck in motion, forcing myself to drive past the cottage, to stay away from Jessica. The last thing I need right now is to be reminded of the big city, big games, and the past that is forever gone. And so I drive on by and park in front of my house before I decide I’m wrong about everything I just told myself. Roarke is right. I need a new plan. An idea forms in my mind, and maybe, just maybe, it’s time to stop pushing the past into a box. At the same time, maybe it’s time to think out of the same box. Maybe it’s time to bring a little more city to the country. Jessica started out as a reminder of everything I lost, everything that burned me, but now—now she makes a new start feel possible. Jessica, who I can’t get out of my head and I’m not sure I want to try.

			I’m not going to try. 

			Not tonight.

			I back the truck up and head back to the cottage. In three minutes flat, I’m standing on the porch, and I catch myself with the key in hand, about to open the door. “Damn it,” I curse, pocketing the key. I knock instead, my blood pumping, adrenaline damn near burning a hole in my chest. There are footsteps and she calls out, “Who is it?”

			“How many men do you have coming by at two in the morning?” 

			She yanks open the door, her hair a rumpled, bedhead wild, a T-shirt, one of my T-shirts I left here for a change of clothes, hanging to her knees. Holy hell. My eyes rake over it and her nipples pucker beneath the white cotton. “Would you believe I spilled Sprite down my gown and—”

			I step into her and tangle my fingers in all that wild hair, dragging her mouth to my mouth. “I didn’t come here to talk.”

			“But we need to talk and—”

			I kiss her to shut her up and walk her into the cottage, kicking the door shut behind me. 

		


		
			CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE

			Jessica…

			The minute we’re both inside the cottage, Jason parts our mouths, removes his jacket and boots, and then pulls his shirt off. Oh yes. Please. My mouth waters with yet another look at his body. I open my mouth to speak, but I never get the chance. He cups my head and kisses me again, catching the hem of his shirt and tugging it over my head, leaving me in panties, but not for long. His hot gaze rakes over my naked body, and his hand closes over that slash of silk and gives it a hard yank. 

			I yelp as my panties tear away, and he scoops me up and starts walking toward the bedroom. The next thing I know, I’m on the bed and he’s on top of me, the heavy weight of him perfection. 

			“I thought you weren’t coming back?”

			“I thought you were going to stop talking.”

			“Your rule, not mine.” 

			“Yes, sweetheart. My rule.” He turns me over, gives my backside a firm but painless smack, and then turns me back and kisses me again. “My rules,” he whispers, his lips pressing against my ear. “Understand?”

			“Only if I agree,” I challenge. “And if you’re trying to shut me up, don’t do something I like that much.”

			“You liked that, did you?”

			“Yes. Should I keep talking?”

			“Do not keep talking.” His mouth closes down on mine, heavy with demand, his tongue licking wickedly against mine. He’s a drug, I decide, and I’m addicted. 

			I don’t even know how it all happens, but somewhere in between his mouth and his hands all over my body, he’s undressed, I’m on my knees, and he’s pressing inside me—yes, there is a condom. Such a responsible cowboy. I like this about him. He’s dependable, so dependable that I know before it happens that his hand is coming back down on my backside. It does. I moan and arch into the thrust of his cock. He came back and I’m going to come right here. This night has worked out better than most of my life from what I can tell right now. 

			Another smack, another arch of my spine, another thrust. Repeat. Repeat again. Repeat—and that’s it. I’m done, shattering and quaking. His guttural groan and pulsing spasm of an orgasm inside me, so damn hot. He’s definitely no longer my asshole cowboy, because what asshole of a cowboy could possibly make a girl feel this darn good?

			A sentiment I echo over and over to the rhythm of his heartbeat once he pulls me to him in bed and folds me close, my head resting on his chest. Sleep comes easily. Just like I did. I smile with this silly thought, but the truth is that I don’t come easily for anyone, but apparently I do for Jason. I’ll analyze why later. Right now, my lashes are heavy, my body sated, my mind going blank….

			…

			I blink awake to sunlight, the rain now floating away in clouds meant for elsewhere, and as a bonus, the woodsy scent of man. A smile forming on my lips, I reach for Jason, but all I find is empty space. I sit up and look around the room to find no sign of the man responsible for the ache of my well-sexed body.

			“Jason?” I call out. 

			There are crickets in response. 

			“Jason?”

			More crickets. Okay, not even crickets. There’s nothing. A sick feeling forms in my belly and I try to shove it aside. If he left—he left. We had sex and he gifted me with orgasms as I did him. It was a mutual satisfaction thing. No need to regret. Regret is what you feel when you don’t have an orgasm. 

			I stand up, naked as the day I was born, and remember his shirt by the door. Considering it’s hot in here now that the sun is out, and I’m fairly sure the stifling air means the air conditioning is not on, I don’t grab a robe. Why? I’m alone. That much is obvious. I walk that direction and enter the living room to find his shirt hanging on the doorknob of the front door. I’m not sure what to make of that, but okay. Whatever the silly joke is, it’s not funny. I walk that way and grab it when my hand hits a piece of paper pinned to the sleeve. 

			Jessica—

			I said goodbye. You rolled over and smacked me in the face. That’s not a joke. It is, however, so very you. 

			I blush as if he was here right now while saying those words. Good grief, I smacked the man and not on his fine ass. I continue to read:

			Your car is still stuck. Your tire is flat. Your interior is covered in mud. In other words, you still need me to take you to the main house, and for other things I’ll demonstrate tonight. 

			—Jason

			P.S. I like you better in my shirt than me.

			I smile and unpin the note before sliding the shirt over my head, a flutter of butterflies in my belly. My God, what am I doing with this man? Not falling for him. Just because this, whatever this is, feels ten time better than anything with Craig ever did, it’s not me falling for him. This is me having a fling, I tell myself. That’s all it can be. I’m leaving. He’s not. This can go nowhere, nowhere at all but the bedroom. We both know it. That makes this safe for each of us. That makes this a perfect escape, which is what I wanted. It’s what he wants, too. And I have no desire to cry or eat chocolate today. A fling is good. It even burns calories and emotional baggage right along with it. 

			With this thought, I shift gears to the way the new rain-free day has burned through my ceiling and it’s officially hot in here. This sends me searching for the thermostat, but I can’t find it. I spy what looks like some sort of window units, but that can’t be the actual air, can it? God, I hope not. I frown. I need to call Martha and ask her, but a quick glance at my cell phone tells me it’s only eight in the morning. Martha might not be up yet. I doubt that’s true, with the cooking she does for the ranch crew, but she’s not a spring chicken, either. Jason is working. Now that I think about it, he didn’t promise me a ride to the house, either. I could walk. It’s a short walk and it’s not raining. I just need to shower and dress before it gets too hot. I’ll figure out the thermostat when I can talk to one of them. 

			…

			Not long later, I’m freshly showered, dressed in my new Wranglers and ugly boots with a tank top, and the heat is rising. I put on light makeup and let my hair air dry to avoid blowing more heat into the room. I can’t take it. I go hunting for the thermostat again and that’s when I have a realization. There are window units. I saw them, of course, I did. But they just didn’t register. Who uses window units in Texas? Lord help me. I do. I turn them on and position a couple of fans I find in the laundry room to help circulate the air, hoping I get things moving by the time the high sun is upon this place. 

			I’m just about to call Martha and plan the day when she calls me. “Hey, honey.”

			“Hey there, Martha. I was just thinking about walking your way.”

			“Oh no, honey. The sun hasn’t done its job yet. It’s a muddy mess from there to here. Jason was going to pick you up, but one of the hands just told me that he’s buried in mud at the orchard, dealing with some sort of irrigation issue.”

			“Oh well, we can do tomorrow, right?”

			“We can do today and tomorrow. I’m going to pick you up, but my car is buried in mud. Some of the guys are digging me out in exchange for cookies.”

			Jason isn’t coming. That’s all I hear. That means my tire isn’t the only thing buried. I’m with this man and I need to be careful. “I’ll be here when you get here. I’ll just be writing.”

			“Divorce in the morning, cookies in the afternoon.”

			I laugh. “Divorce is a reason to eat cookies for sure.” 

			We hang up and I set up a work spot at the kitchen island, where the fan is blowing right at me while I drink hot coffee. I’m a contradiction and that doesn’t make me mysterious, but it might make me crazy. So is the memory of being naked on this very island with Jason’s hands all over me. Not the best way to get my work done.

			I pull up my Word document and start a new chapter, daring to go to a place that is personal to me: The number one reason my clients stayed in their relationships was fear. Fear of being alone. Fear of change. Fear of not finding someone new. The list goes on and on, but fear is the demon in the room you must face. If you don’t confront the problems you’re hiding from, they may confront you. 

			It’s an easy piece of advice to offer, considering my recent past. I knew my ex wasn’t “the one” but I stayed. Deep down, I knew we didn’t love each other, yet I stayed. And, in turn, the problems we had found me. They found me and shook up my entire life, but perhaps things happen for a reason. Maybe I was meant to come here. That world is no longer my world. I stare at the window unit. Is this my world? 

			Footsteps sound on the porch and I jump to my feet. That must be Jason. I hurry to the door, reaching it as a knock sounds. I open it and gasp to find my old world has collided with my new world. “How are you even here?” I ask, staring at my visitor.


		


		
			CHAPTER THIRTY

			Jessica…

			“Surprise!”

			I continue to gape, not so much because my best friend Shelley is standing at the door, but because her cat, Kelly, is in her arms. 

			“We drove and Kelly was not pleased. She meowed a warning to about every single car that passed by. It was nuts. Can we come in or what?”

			“Oh yes. Of course. Why didn’t you leave her with that neighbor who normally keeps her? And how are you here so early?” She’s a beautician who despises morning appointments.

			“I had to see you,” she says, her red hair frizzy with the humidity. It’s the Texas way. Style. Frizz. Embrace the look. She hands Kelly to me. “I need to get her litter box, food, and water. You know how she is. And a bed. I forgot the bed. Everything has to be perfect the moment we arrive or she gets all nervous, and well, she’d pull her hair out if she had any.”

			I open my mouth to ask about that “had to see me” comment because she really doesn’t do mornings. Not even for me. To be here now, she had to have left at dawn. “Shelley—”

			“Give me a minute,” she says, and she takes off down the stairs, heading toward her Mercedes, dodging mud puddles without the tiniest struggle. If I didn’t love her, I’d hate her. Pretty. From old money. Amazing parents. A fabulous sister. And grace.

			Kelly gives me a paw on the cheek and I give her a rub. “Hey, you sphynx of a cat, you.” I kiss her and set her on the floor, walking to the kitchen to get her a bowl of water. 

			Kelly hurries toward me and drinks. Shelley rushes inside, loaded down with a bag she uses for Kelly and a litter box. She kicks the door shut and blows a strand of hair from her eyes. She hasn’t even set the litter box down when Kelly jumps inside it. Shelley loses her grip and it crashes down. 

			“Jeez,” she murmurs, looking around the cottage. “Oh, honey. What is this place? This is nothing like I expected. It’s so very—basic.”

			“Basic works for me. I don’t drip money like you do.”

			“You’ve earned plenty of money all on your own and more power to ya for it.” She walks to the kitchen and plops Kelly’s litter box back down next to my computer, right where I was sitting naked last night—but don’t worry, I cleaned the counter. 

			I pursue her, stopping right next to her, crowding her. “What is going on?”

			“Tommy wants me to go to Europe with him, and I don’t trust anyone but you with Kelly. You love Kelly. I was thinking you could just stay in my place and watch her. I think Tommy’s going to propose.” Excitement lights her eyes. 

			“You are making zero sense, and I mean zero. You want me to stay there, but you’re holding Kelly, right here, with me.”

			“I’m offering options. Option A) here, option B) you can still come back, but I couldn’t risk you choosing A and Kelly being at B.” 

			“Okay. I guess. We’ll move on from that because I love you. I’m not going back for months,” I say, and the idea of going back right about now does not appeal. At all. 

			“My God, why is it so hot?” She shoves her hair out of her face again. It’s kind of a nervous habit that tells a story. She knew I’d push back on this. 

			Which is why I ignore her complaint. “How long are you going to be gone?”

			“Two months.”

			I blanch then recover quickly. “Two months? What about your job?”

			“He’s covering my bills, and I told you. He’s going to propose.”

			“And you’re going to move to New York City,” I supply, feeling this news that she hasn’t actually shared as news, like a blow. My only real friend. Gone. 

			“I could eventually.” She pops open the lid to a can of cat food and Kelly jumps onto the counter, immediately at the bowl. “This trip will decide everything. Tommy and I have done the long-distance thing for so long that we need solid time together. We could hate each other when it’s over or we could end up engaged.” She runs her hands over her jean-clad legs, rocks on her high-heeled boots, and stares at mine. “What’s that on your feet?” 

			“They’re for snake protection.”

			She jerks her face to mine. “That’s it. Option A has become you need to come back to Dallas and stay with me immediately. Please, Jessica. Don’t make me worry about you and snakes while I’m gone.”

			My cell phone rings, and I pull it from my pocket to find Martha calling. I quickly answer the line. “Hey, honey,” she says. “My car is still trapped, but Jason got away long enough to give you a ride. He’s on his way.”

			Just thinking about seeing Jason sets my heart racing. “I have a problem. Okay, not a problem. A friend stopped by. She’s about to leave the country and wanted to see me. And—she wants me to cat-sit for her. Are you okay with that?”

			“There’s a kitty there now?”

			“Yes. Yes, there is. A sphynx, so there’s no hair everywhere and—”

			“Let me call Jason. I want to meet the cat. What’s the cat’s name?”

			“Kelly and my friend is Shelley.”

			She cackles adorably. “Kelly and Shelley. I love it. I’ll be right there.” She hangs up. I turn to Shelley. 

			“That was my landlord, who I adore. She wants to meet Kelly, so if she impresses her, she can stay here, but I’m not going back to Dallas.”

			“Why? Why would you want to stay here?”

			“I need this time to regroup.”

			“You need a good romance novel to remind you good men are real, which is why I brought you my collection.” She takes off for the door, and I let her go. Why would she bring me her collection if she thought I was going to leave? Because, I think, she didn’t really want me to go back with her. That bites and I try to let it go, because admittedly, I’m a little sensitive right now. Exactly why when she comes back inside with a Victoria’s Secret carry-all on her shoulder and plops onto the couch, I don’t let it go.

			“I guess you didn’t think I’d really go back with you.”

			“You’re you, Jess,” she says. “Of course you’re not coming back. That’s how you are. You decide, and you do. It’s why you succeed at everything you do. You don’t talk. You do.”

			She takes the wind out of my prickly sails just that easily, but then the self-doubt kicks in. “Is that a good thing?”

			“It’s fabulous,” she says, “and damn Craig for making you doubt yourself enough to ask that question.” Her hands settle on her hips. “You’re fucking fabulous and he’s a fucking loser. You will not let him run you down. The end.” She grabs a romance novel from the bag. “You wanted to write a romance novel. That’s how much you believed in romance. Read them. Remember. Date a damn cowboy that doesn’t have an agenda besides riding you instead of his horses. Better yet, you ride him and screw anything else. Unless you fall in love. If you fall in love—” Her eyes go wide. “Write about it.”

			“What?” 

			“Write that romance novel. Screw the divorce book. Divorce has made you a cynical wench. Back in high school—”

			“That was a long time ago.”

			“Yes, it was. We met in our freshmen year. I know you, woman. Set aside the divorce. Write the romance. Write it for you. You don’t have to publish it.”

			I laugh. “Right.” I pick up Kelly and walk toward the couch, setting her on the back of the cushion. “No one wants to read a romance novel written by a divorce attorney.”

			“Nonsense. Who knows what love really is but someone who’s seen what it isn’t?”

			“I have no romance in me right now. I don’t want to go down that emotional rabbit hole.”

			“Write something fun. You’re in the country. The Truth About Cowboys or How to Date a Cowboy. I love that. I love it so much.”

			My cell phone buzzes with a text from Martha: Is late afternoon okay? I can’t seem to get there sooner. 

			Of course, I reply, and glance at Shelley. “Martha can’t get here for a bit.” I point to the kitchen. “I’ll make coffee. Tell me all about your trip.” 

			And that’s what we do. We drink coffee and talk for hours. There’s scavenging the cabinets and eating that follows. Then more coffee and conversation. It’s nearly five when there’s a knock on the door and I set Kelly on the ground. “That’s Martha, I bet.” I glance at my watch. “I can’t believe how long we’ve been talking.” 

			She eyes the time. “Oh wow. I need to leave soon.”

			“I want you to meet Martha. She’s wonderful.” I point at her. “But be good.”

			“Be good? Moi? I’m always good and I want her to let Kelly stay, remember? I’ll be good.”

			“When do you leave?”

			“Ah—soon.”

			Another knock. “Soon?”

			“Get the door.”

			I grimace and walk to the door to find Martha standing there all decked out in a Western shirt and jeans, but it’s the man towering above her from behind—a gorgeous, tall, handsome man, holding his cowboy hat, with a weary expression and tired eyes, but no anger over yet another city girl in town—who catches my eye. 

			“I just love having you here,” Martha declares, lifting the Tupperware in her hands. “I brought cookies to share with your friend.”

			Martha steps inside the doorway, and I back up on cue to allow her entry. Martha spies Kelly and shouts out. “Oh my God. Look at her.” Shelley moves forward to accept the cookies, and the three of them are consumed with cookies, a cat, and joy. 

			“I need to head out,” Jason says softly, showing no interest in meeting Shelley. Or maybe he made time for his grandmother, but more just isn’t a luxury he has right now. As if proving me right, he adds, “One of my men is on standby to pick her up. She owes him cookies. He’s willing to pay extra with the ride.”

			I smile at that, but it fades as I realize his words are light and he isn’t. “I’ll walk you to your truck,” I suggest. 

			His lips quirk. “I don’t have time to pull you out of the mud.”

			“I told you. I only fall on Tuesdays.”

			He arches a brow.

			“Okay,” I concede. “I fall whenever I damn well please and I please often. I’ll walk you to the porch.”

			“The porch it is.”

			He opens the door, and Martha and Shelley, and even Kelly, don’t notice. Shelley is now meowing herself over the cookies. “So good,” I hear, even as Jason opens the door and motions me forward.

			I step into the muggy day, and I can almost feel my hair frizzing around my face. I turn to face Jason. “She’s not staying. She’s going to Europe with her boyfriend for a couple of months. Which is why she’s not staying, but the cat is, if Martha approves it. And you, of course. The cottage is your office. Do you like cats?”

			“I like animals more than I like most people.”

			Am I included in most people? Because there’s an edge to him, a hard, sharp edge that may or may not be about me. Shelley’s reprimand about self-esteem comes back to me, and I reprimand myself. This isn’t about me. It’s about the orchard, and I’m not sure I should poke the privacy bear. I settle on, “Is everything okay?” 

			He stares at me, his eyes unreadable, seconds ticking by before his eyes land on my boots. “You wore them willingly.” 

			“Snakes scare me more than ugly boots.” All snakes, especially the ex-boyfriend variety of snakes, I add silently, hating the way Shelley’s presence is stirring thoughts of Craig. 

			“What else scares you?”

			You. You scare me. “Anything that bites makes the list.” 

			“Then I should warn you.” Suddenly, he’s closing the distance between me and him, stopping toe to toe with me, but he doesn’t touch me. “I bite.” He turns to leave, and I have the distinct impression this isn’t about sex, but rather, some sort of test. I rotate and he’s at the bottom of the stairs. 

			“I already know you bite. I have the marks on my ass to show it.”

			He stops walking and turns to face me, and it’s like a wall has been lifted between us. He winks, his eyes filled with mischief, his expression softening. “Show me tonight,” he says, then he’s walking toward the truck, his stride all arrogant swagger and hotness.

			I watch every step, and I don’t enter the cottage until he’s pulling away. I enter the cottage to find Martha, Shelley, and Kelly on the couch, the open cookie container in Shelley’s lap, and Kelly in Martha’s lap. The minute Shelley spies me, her eyes light, as she makes it perfectly clear she’s been talking cats and cookies but other things have been on her mind. “Holy hotness, Batman,” she says. “Who’s the fuckalicious cowboy? Please tell me he’s your rebound man, because I approve.” 

			I cringe. Lord help me, I should have known she couldn’t watch her mouth. 

			Martha straightens and sets Kelly on the floor. “My grandson.”


		


		
			CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE

			Jessica… 

			Shelley covers her mouth with her hand, and Martha stands up, walking toward me, stopping in front of me. “Do you think such things about my grandson? That he’s a sexy fu—”

			“Oh God, stop right there,” I say. “He’s good-looking, hard-working, and loves his grandmother. That’s what I think of him.”

			“Is he your rebound guy?”

			“Lord help me if he is.”

			She narrows her eyes on me. “What does that mean?”

			“Can I plead the fifth?”

			Her lips curve. “He is quite good-looking, and he does love his grandma.”

			“Yes, he does. And for the record, Shelley, who comes from a family of manners and money, just acted like a wench. I’m sorry.”

			“Sorry!” Shelley calls out. “I am a wench. My mother can’t stand that about me. She loves me and all, but I embarrass her and me. And can I still have more cookies?”

			Martha considers her for a few moments and then me before she walks to her purse and pulls out a bottle of vodka. “We all need to drink.” She grabs another bottle. “Chocolate martinis.”

			“I’m in,” I say, relief washing over me. “I have yet to get sloppy drunk since my break up.”

			“I wish I could,” Shelley says, “but I need to head back to Dallas in a few hours. I have a flight out in two days. I need to take care of some things.” 

			“That’s why you came so early,” I say. “You’re already leaving?” I feel a bit of panic. What if this is it? My one familiar, safe person in this world never comes back to Texas? She goes straight to New York from Europe. I swallow hard. “How about that martini, Martha?”

			“Let’s do it,” she says, and the two of us head to the kitchen.

			Shelley shows up at the opposite side of the island. “Can Kelly stay?”

			“Yes,” I say, helping Martha open a bottle. “If Martha says she can stay.”

			“She can stay,” Martha says, glancing at me. “You can bring her over when you help me bake.” She sets a bag on the table. “Supplies. Critical supplies.” She removes bottles and a mixer, the stuff that makes vodka better. The stuff that makes it into chocolate martinis. 

			“She doesn’t bake,” Shelley says, helping create our mixture. “Like at all. Not anything edible.”

			“Thanks, Shelley.” I shake the newly filled shaker and fill three glasses. “Like I need any more self-confidence issues.” I down a martini and Martha does the same. Shelley shrugs and follows suit. 

			Martha picks up the shaker. “More, please,” I say, offering her my glass. 

			“Oh hell,” Shelley says. “I’m in. I’ll be leaving in the morning instead of tonight, which is fine, but my God, why is it so hot in here?”

			“Drink, you wuss,” Martha says. “Stand by the window unit, but it’s not that bad.” 

			I laugh. “She’s a wuss.”

			“Give me that bottle,” Shelley snaps. “I’ll wuss you, scaredy cat. Afraid to do something different.”

			“What’s she talking about, honey?” Martha asks. 

			“Ignore her,” I command. “I usually do.”

			“She always wanted to write a romance novel. She wrote short stories and they were good, but they wouldn’t pay the bills, she said. She went to law school. She became a divorce attorney, and you know why? Her mother is a serial divorcée.” 

			“I heard that,” Martha says, grimacing. “At least she has a bed.”

			I gape. “Did you just really say that?”

			“Don’t tell Jason,” she orders. “He doesn’t believe there’s anything in life for me but baking.”

			Shelley finishes making her drink. “Those cookies are out of this world. So good.” She eyes me. “There’s more than divorce and cookies in the world. Divorce is why you became cynical and settled for that loser ex of yours. Dream big again. I bet you, if you took the time to write the romance, your divorce guide would be even better. You’d write it like someone who sees both sides of the coin.” She motions me toward the living room. “Bring the booze. Let me show you the books I brought.”

			“You brought books?” Martha asks, perking up.

			A few minutes later, we’re all on the living room floor, with drinks in hand, looking through the books while Kelly climbs all over us.

			“I like this idea for you,” Martha says, sipping her drink. “I mean, how crazy wonderful would it be if a breakup actually brought you closer to romance?” She winks. “Like with my grandson.”

			“Don’t do that,” I say, pointing. “Don’t. If we were—if we did—and we didn’t work out, I’d lose you and my cookies.”

			She waves me off. “Nonsense. I’m a grown adult who’s ancient enough to see beyond a breakup. People and friends are hard to find.”

			I share a look with Shelley and then we’re crying and hugging. It doesn’t last, but we talk about her man, her trip, and our forever friendship. “I’m here and you’re leaving.” I sigh as we all settle back around the books. “It’s surreal.”

			Martha starts to read in a deep “do me” voice, “He walks toward me, all swagger and attitude, his eyes on my body. His—”

			“Stop,” I say. “I’m blushing.”

			“He’s just walking,” she says. “And he’s looking at the key in her hand. Where’s your gutter mind?”

			“It’s your voice. Stop the voice.” I take the book. “Stop reading that.”

			“Write a romance,” Martha urges. 

			Shelley stands up. “I’m going to get your computer so you can start right now. I know you. You never leave anything undone.” She slurs her words and starts to walk, which turns out is right into the chair. “Oops.” She giggles. 

			Martha laughs. “She’s drunk.” She points at me. “So am I.”

			I move her finger back to point at her chest. “So am I,” I say. 

			We both laugh and Shelley returns with my MacBook, sinking into a cushion as she sits down. “Okay,” she says. “Here we go. Title: The Truth about Cowboys? Or better yet, how about: How to Date a Cowboy? Do we all like this ridiculously good title for a romance novel?”

			Martha nods. “Love it and I have the goods. Start typing.”

			“I’m ready.”

			“I’m starting this book?” I ask. “Or are you?”

			“Me for you,” Shelley says. “This is an outline. Consider me your assistant. The best fucking assistant ever. And I do mean ever. Fill my glass,” she orders, and I laugh as she looks at Martha. “Give us the goods.”

			“I’m a list person. What qualities would a cowboy you want to date and get naked with possess?” she says, and I all but choke on my drink while Shelley nods in earnest. “Good. Good. Go on.”

			“Number one: a nice, tight ass that does a pair of Wranglers justice. And no second ass hanging over his belt buckle in the front. The only thing big we want up front—well, you know what that is.”

			I do choke this time. Literally, choke and start coughing. 

			Shelley just gives an “Amen, sister,” as she types. Then, “Next.”

			“Two,” Martha says. “Smells good even after he’s been out working. My God, do you know what it’s like to have a man that smells like cow shit cuddle up to you? Take a damn bath or don’t come near me.”

			We both laugh. “I don’t think I want to know how you know this,” I say. 

			“They can’t smell themselves,” she says, grabbing a cookie and taking a bite, the rest of her sentence shared with the chewing of a cookie. “I appreciate the hard work, but good grief. You aren’t getting lucky like that!”

			There’s a lot more to come from Martha, and I don’t even know when or how, but I lay down and listen to them talk. The room is kind of spinning, and I think—I’ll sleep just a few minutes. Just a few, and a few ends abruptly with a loud pounding sound. I jerk to a sitting position to find the room fading into darkness. God. How long have I been sleeping and what was that noise? I blink and find Shelley asleep on the floor and Martha on the chair where I fucked her grandson, also asleep. Neither of them moves.

			“Jessica!” It’s Jason’s cranky voice, coming from the porch. “Grandma.”

			No one moves but Kelly, who jumps onto Martha. Still, she doesn’t move, but my stomach is swaying. Oh God. I’ve killed his grandmother with romance novels and chocolate martinis, with a side of her own cookies for extra effect. She mumbles, “Good kitty,” but keeps her face pressed to the cushion. 

			Relief washes over me. I have not killed his grandmother. I just got her wasted. I’m pretty sure this means the end of the cowboy and the city girl lust affair. I stand up and start walking toward the door, and I only stumble once. No, twice. Okay. I fall in front of the door. Is it Wednesday again?


		


		
			CHAPTER THIRTY-TWO

			Jessica…

			I’m on my stomach when Jason enters the cottage. Doing the only thing I can do, I rise up on my hands and look up at him. He, in turn, stares down at me, all big and, well, big. That’s all I’ve got right now. I’m too damn drunk to have fancy prose and descriptions. I do, however, offer him the most concise explanation for my present condition available. “There might have been vodka involved.”

			His eyes lift to scan the damage, which I believe amounts to three drunk women and not much more, before he kneels in front of me. “You got my grandmother drunk.”

			“I got her drunk!” Martha shouts. “Leave her alone. I brought the vodka.”

			His jaw clenches. Damn. Even drunk me knows that he didn’t like that answer. He glares at me. Definitely not happy. “Is that true?” he demands. 

			“Ask me when I’m sober, because right now, I can’t remember how all those drinks got down my throat.”

			He grimaces again. Apparently honesty is not always the best policy. His hand comes down on my arm and he drags me to my feet. I proceed to plant my body against him right as Shelley yells, “Hot cowboy is back.” She hiccups. “Sorry, Martha. I forgot. Grandson.”

			“He was just leaving,” Martha says. “Weren’t you, Jason?”

			Meanwhile I’m still pressed to the hot grandson. I think there might be some downstairs action on his part, too. Or. Ouch. No. That would be his belt buckle. “I think you need to let me go before you damage my female parts with sharp objects.”

			His gaze shoots to mine and the scowl he gives me could kill. Fortunately, I have vodka immunity.

			“Hand me that bottle,” Martha orders from behind me. 

			“No, Grandma,” Jason bites out. “No.” He turns me away from him and shackles my wrist, dragging me with him as he charges toward the living room.

			I stumble. “Hey. Hey. Let me go.” He sits me into a chair and takes the bottle from his grandmother. “Enough. Enough already.”

			“You don’t get to make my decisions, Grandson. We aren’t driving or even baking under the influence. Leave us alone.” She points a finger at him. “Do not cross me.”

			He pulls his hand back as if burned. “Your health—”

			“My cholesterol is perfect. My blood pressure is perfect. I had an EKG and a heart scan and both were perfect. Even my bone density is above average. Oh yes. I’ve never smoked. My lungs and kidneys are freaking amazing. I can have a damn drink or ten if I want them.” 

			“As for me,” Shelley groans, “I’m pretty sure my liver was killed today.” She pushes to her feet. “I need a bathroom.” She takes off running. 

			“See?” Jason challenges, waving between me and his grandmother. “That’s what more gets you.”

			“She’s a lightweight,” Martha says, grabbing a cookie. “Calorie-free when you’re drinking. I love it. Go, Jason. Let us have our girls’ night.”

			She doesn’t sound that drunk anymore. Or I’m sobering up. I try to stand, but I sway. I sit back down. Nope. Not sobering up. Jason kneels in front of his grandmother and they speak in mumbled words. I can’t understand any of them. I drop to the cushion behind me as far as it allows. I’m in a chair. Fancy how I know that right now. Maybe I am sobering up. Suddenly, Jason leans over me, hands on the arms of the chair. “Are you okay?”

			How sweet. I think he cares about me. “As long as I don’t walk.”

			“I’m staying.”

			I stroke his cheek. “You’re really so very sweet, but you see, Shelley has a man. She might forget that if you stay. Go please. We’re drunk, not dying.”

			“Go, Jason!” his grandmother calls out from someplace in the universe. Or the room. I think she’s in the room.

			His eyes narrow on me. “If I call, you need to answer.”

			“If I could find my phone, I’d say sure, but sorry. No go.”

			He hands it to me. I have no idea where he found it or when he found it. “Thank—you.”

			“Answer. Understand?”

			“Yes, Master Cowboy, or is it Master J? Flying J? Master Player.” I crinkle my nose. “No. That has negative connotations.” 

			“Jason. Just Jason.”

			“Not asshole?”

			“No.”

			“Asshole cowboy?”

			“Am I being an asshole?”

			“I’m drunk, but I’m pretty sure you were, right up until Martha kicked your ass.” 

			His lips twitch. “Is that right?”

			“Mhmm.”

			“Call me if you need me.”

			“Is that a trick question?” I ask.

			“It wasn’t a question.” He pushes away from me and stands, looks around the room, grunts, and shouts out, “Call me, Grandma!” before he leaves in a whiff of good smells. He doesn’t smell bad after working all day. I turn to watch him exit and give his Wrangler-worthy ass a thumbs-up as well. 

			I turn around to find Martha helping Shelley back to the living room. “Were you just looking at my grandson’s butt?” Martha asks, sitting Shelley down on the couch. 

			“Just now? Just now, I was looking at the door he shut.”

			Martha sits down as well. Shelley groans and plops to her side. “I hope someone looked at his ass for me. I may never see it again.”

			Martha’s eyes meet mine, a smile in their depths. I’m not so drunk that I don’t see that knowing look. She knows I surveyed Jason’s backside. I decide to take the drunk-chick way out of being forced into this. I fall back on the cushion and pretend to pass out. Then—everything starts spinning, and I shut my eyes, and I think I might just do it for real.

			…

			I wake to sunlight and the smell of food. I sit up and groan with the ache in my head and the punch in my belly. Said belly rolls with a queasy certainty that I will throw up and then actually growls. Hungover me is apparently a very confused me. Am I sick or hungry? I glance toward the kitchen to find Shelley sitting in front of a stack of pancakes. “Morning, sunshine.”

			“Morning,” Martha adds, holding up a spatula. “Come eat. The pancakes will absorb the alcohol.”

			I scowl. “How are you so chipper right now? How are you cooking? How old are you?”

			She laughs. “I didn’t drink as much as you two. It made me so damn sleepy I fell asleep.” She motions me forward. “Come here, honey. Let me feed you before I head out to Pilates.”

			I stand and the bathroom calls to me. So does my phone, which buzzes with a text message, and I glance down to find a conversation with Jason that I don’t remember having. A naughty conversation. One particular text garners my attention: I might just have to bend you over my knee. I’m not sure which one of us said that. I hope like hell it was him, because if it was me, I’m packing up and leaving. 

			There’s honking from outside. “Oh, that’s my ride,” Martha says, setting a plate on the island. “I’m going to be late to Pilates class. Evie, a friend of mine, is running me home to change. You can still go, Jessica, but I didn’t think you’d be up to it. We can swing back by—”

			“No,” I say quickly. “I can start next week.”

			She gives me a small smile. “Next week, honey. I’ll still see you at the house this afternoon?”

			“Yes. Absolutely.”

			With that, she hurries to the door and leaves. The thunder of the door shutting crashes into my brain with a sound that is unnerving. “I need to go, too,” Shelley says, and only then do I realize that she’s holding Kelly. “I just don’t want to leave her.” Tears spill from her eyes. “I’m so glad she’ll be with you.”

			Her tears win over my sickness and I rush toward her, remarkably steady considering all the liquor. We embrace, with Kelly right there with us, and we chat it out. Is she sure about leaving? Am I sure about staying? In the end, she decides to leave and I decide to stay. There are more tears, and then it’s me, Kelly, and well, it’s me and Kelly. And pancakes. After a trip to pee that is long overdue, I shower, offer kitty cuddles, and manage to dress in my new work wardrobe of jeans and boots, complemented by a T-shirt. I then warm up the pancakes, make coffee, and sit down with my computer to try to work while eating. 

			That’s when I remember the text messages. Oh God, the text messages. I grab my phone and start reading, cheeks blushing: 

			Him: How much do you remember?

			Me: About?

			Him: What I did to you last night?

			Me: I’m drunk. I remember nothing. Come do it again.

			Him: My grandmother is there with you, remember?

			Me: Is that who that is?

			Him: Yes, it is. Which means that I can’t fuck you tonight. Another reason you shouldn’t have gotten my grandmother drunk.

			Me: Good point.

			Him: Do you want to know what I’d do to you if I was there?

			Me: No. Not now. 

			Him: Why?

			Me: Your grandmother is watching me right now. She’ll ask questions.

			Him: Then don’t make faces. 

			Me: Then this has to be really boring sexting. 

			Him: The next time I see you, I’m going to lick your…

			That asshole didn’t finish the sentence. I read the messages again, sip my coffee, and power up my computer only to start laughing. On my computer screen is the book outline for The Truth About Cowboys that Shelley typed as Martha dictated. There’s a special note to me from Shelley that reads: First, you must date enough to find the right cowboy. Yes, that means you, Jessica. I jab at a pancake and take a bite. I don’t remember that special note. Apparently she added that in for my review this morning. I continue reading, reviewing our silly list of what makes a good cowboy to include a nice ass and smelling good. My God, we were so drunk. 

			Feeling rather cheeky, I prepare a series of funny graphic text messages to send to Shelley, including screenshots of the pages she typed. Right as I’m pasting the graphic and screenshot into the message window, footsteps sound on the porch. I jump to my feet as a loud knock sounds. “Who is it?” I call out. 

			“I’ll give you three guesses,” Jason replies, his voice deep and sexy even through the heavy wooden door.

			I grab my phone, and I don’t mean to, but I glance at the sexting exchange I had with him last night. There’s another knock. I squeeze my legs together and pat my hot cheeks, embarrassment and arousal flooding them and more intimate parts of my body with heat. I don’t sext. The truth about cowboys? They corrupt you and I’m not sure that’s a bad thing. I set my phone down and then pick it back up and slide it into my pocket. If I’m holding the phone, I can’t pretend I don’t remember the messages. I hurry toward the door and inhale a deep breath before pulling it open.

			He’s there, of course, the man who texted me naughty things, one arm on the doorframe, one leg crossed over the other. His eyes are warm and filled with mischief. “How do you feel?”

			“Not as well as my friend who left for Dallas already and your grandmother who went to Pilates. My God, I need to eat more cookies if that’s what they do to her. She made pancakes. You want some?”

			“I believe I do,” he says, pulling me close and kissing me firmly on the mouth, my body igniting with the connection. “A hell of a lot more,” he adds roughly, “but I’ll take some pancakes, too.” He turns me toward the kitchen, and as I move forward, feeling his eyes on my backside, I remember the moment his grandmother busted me for looking at his Wranglers. Okay, his butt in the Wranglers. 

			“Speaking of Dallas,” he says, joining me in the kitchen as I put a stack of pancakes in the microwave and hand him a cup of coffee—a hot cup of coffee, which is bad idea considering the temperature in the room right now. 

			“What about Dallas?” I ask, deciding to save my complaints for later. 

			“I have to go to the city for a meeting.”

			He joins me on this side of the island and grabs the creamer from the fridge, adding it to his cup, and then replacing it. “I’m headed out this evening. Can I trust you not to get my grandmother drunk again while I’m gone?”

			“Hey, your grandmother was the instigator and I don’t think she was that drunk at all. Is everything okay? Is this trip sudden?” 

			“It’s a regular thing,” he says, but he doesn’t say everything is okay. I want to push on that point, but the microwave goes off and the moment just doesn’t feel right. 

			I grab his plate and he sits down in the spot next to my plate. I join him and my heart starts to race as I spy my computer screen right there in front of us. That text message I was about to send is pulled up and the graphic is displayed. I’d rather not explain the “How to Date a Cowboy” stuff to Jason. He’s already suspicious. He’ll think I really am writing a book about him. I pull my MacBook toward me and close it, relief washing over me as the silly game I was playing with the girls is still safely with the girls. 

			His cell phone buzzes, giving me a welcome reprieve to take a moment to recover from my heart attack. “You texted me while I’m sitting right next to you?” he asks, dark brows furrowed.

			My heart attack is back. Oh my God. I pasted that message to Jason, not Shelley, and somehow just hit send. 


		


		
			CHAPTER THIRTY-THREE

			Jessica…

			I stand there, holding Jason’s phone, after I literally snatched it right out of his hand. Yep. I did that. The hungover, pancake-eating, mud-puddle-diving divorce attorney who knows how to win a case. I don’t, however, clearly know how to win a man. Not that I’m trying. “That message was not for you,” I say, determined to delete it before he reads it, but I don’t get far. 

			He snags my belt loop, tugs me closer, and the phone is gone, as is the man. He’s given me his back and he’s reading, no doubt assuming it’s a sexting message I chickened out of sending. His shoulders bunch. My belly knots. The countdown to launch, AKA his anger, ticks by in my head. Five. Four. Three. Two…

			He turns to face me. “What the fuck is this?”

			We have blast off. 

			“Drunk joking around,” I say. “That’s all.”

			“Are you writing a romance novel?” he demands. 

			I shift from one foot to another. “Shelley suggested—” 

			“That’s a yes,” he finishes for me.

			“It’s not a yes, but Shelley thinks that if I were to write a romance, I’d soften my otherwise cynical approach to the divorce guide.” That’s not exactly how she’d worded it, but close enough.

			“Date as many cowboys as necessary to find the right one?” he says in rebuttal, as if the silly joke between girls is ammunition. 

			“I don’t think that’s exactly what was said, but again, it was all drunk girl jokes.” 

			“Must have a nice ass,” he says, reading from the message. “Must smell good? Are you serious with this shit?”

			“No. No, we weren’t serious. I just said those are jokes, Jason. Jokes. Jokes. Jokes.” I open my mouth to tell him that, in fact, his silly, wonderful grandma made all of it up, but I quickly snap my mouth shut. She might not want him to know. “It was a joke,” I repeat. “That’s the point. It was—”

			“Don’t say that one more time. Am I cowboy number one or ten? How deep am I into this experiment? Did I give you enough kink for the sex scenes or do you need a do-over?”

			I open my mouth and shut it again. “I don’t know what to say to you right now.”

			“It’s a legitimate question. Do you need a do-over to get the details of our intimate moments on the page?”

			“You’re overreacting. That’s your thing right? Overreacting?”

			“I have a ranch to run and problems to chase. I don’t need publicity. I don’t need a book written about me and my men. I don’t need you distracting my men by shaking your ass for them to get a date.” 

			“Shaking my ass? Did you really just say that to me?”

			“If you become a problem for me, Jessica, I don’t care how much my grandmother likes you, you’ll be gone. I’m not a research project. I’m your landlord and not a damn thing else. Don’t forget it.” He starts walking, clearly intending to leave.

			Angry now, bursting with anger actually, with an added punch of embarrassment, I whirl on him. “Okay, landlord. My air doesn’t work. It’s hot.”

			He pauses at the door and glances at me over his shoulder. “You’re lucky you have air at all. Read the lease. I did.” He turns away and with an added mumble says, “Your car’s out of the mud.” He exits and slams the door behind him. 

			“I did read the lease! It says air conditioning!” I yell, even though I technically don’t have a legitimate lease. And I also know that if it was valid, the units in the windows would meet the air conditioning requirement, which is why I do all I can do. I grab a fork and throw it at the door. It lands in front of me, like I didn’t even throw it. I can’t even throw something successfully. My fingers dive through my hair and I sit down at the island to stuff my face with pancakes, but I can’t. My fork is on the floor. So I pick one up with my damn hand and take a bite, because why not? There’s no one to see me naked right now. Certainly not my ex and certainly not an ex-pro ball player who’s also an asshole cowboy. 

			I am writing a romance novel. It’s called How to Get Happily Divorced.

			…

			I have no idea how long I sleep, but apparently sitting down on the couch with my computer in my lap, in a hot room, after drinking the night before, works better than melatonin. That’s where I’m at when Martha calls me: on the couch, asleep, with my computer in my lap. I navigate the conversation and plan to join her at the main house about as successfully as a two-year-old, but it gets the job done. 

			With just enough time to caffeinate, I do just that, shaking off the sleep and booze, but not the anger at Jason, evident in the few paragraphs I managed to write before napping. I glance at my work and find phrases like: Relationships come and go. Nothing is forever. Live, don’t love. All of which have me shutting my computer and deciding that I’m not writing anything else today. And maybe, just maybe, when I do, that Shelley is onto something. Perhaps I do need to be writing that romance I once wanted to write. I mean, how in the world do I write a positively presented divorce survival guide when I really want to write a How to Destroy a Cowboy in Ten Days novel? There will be people in love reading my survival guide, people who might even be divorcing for the wrong reasons, like a tragedy that drove them apart. I’ve saved those marriages in the past—at least a few—but I like to believe they were worth saving. I can’t save a marriage or help people find a path to new ones like this. 

			That’s where my head is as I arrive at the main house, Jason’s house, and at Martha’s instruction let myself inside, and it’s a blessed relief upon entry. Air conditioning blasts my hot skin. The heat outside is one thing I can say Dallas and Sweetwater have in common. Well that and men I can’t get along with. The instant I shut the door, stepping beyond the foyer to the living area, the scent of cigars and spice and man teases my nostrils. The scent reminds me of Jason and the memory of his smell all over my skin, sending me darting onward down the hall. 

			“Hey, you,” I say, joining Martha in the kitchen at the island, where she’s mixing ingredients for baked sugary treats. The smell delighting my nose and promising my hips that yes, they do indeed get to spread wider. 

			Martha perks up at the sight of me. “Hey, you!” she greets, waving her spoon my direction, which is good. A wave is not a throw, and a spoon has no spikes like a fork. Her grandson hasn’t convinced her that I’m the sinner from Dallas. “Your car all good now?” she asks. 

			“It is, thanks to Jason,” I say, setting my purse down on the far counter where keys and papers are kept, remembering the short drive over. The man had even cleaned my interior, and while I feel I need to thank him, I’m pretty sure he’s so done with me that any communication from me will be an intrusion. “How was Pilates?” I ask, ready to move on from the topic of Jason because I’m bursting to talk about him and what happened—I mean, why overreact like that?—but I don’t want to upset her, either. 

			“It was an excellent class,” she says. “Wait and see. You’re going to be shocked at what this small town has to offer.”

			I’m pretty sure Jason already made that statement accurate, but I stick with, “I’m looking forward to next week.” And it’s true. I am. I don’t remember looking forward to much of anything recently, not until I came to Sweetwater. I step to the opposite side of the island to start baking. “What can I do? Isn’t tomorrow the big feast?”

			“It is,” she says. “And it’s going to be so much easier with your help.” 

			“I didn’t even bring my computer. I’m all yours.”

			“What about your book?” She hands me the bowl, giving me a concerned look. “Stir until I tell you to stop.”

			I stir obediently, despite my lack of skill to follow most other orders. “It’s more a document than a book right now.”

			She casts me a keen eye. “Want to talk about it?” 

			I glance up at her, a pinch in my chest. She’s treating me like family; it’s foreign and wonderful. It’s confusing, too. “No,” I say appreciatively. “But thank you for offering.”

			She seems to hesitate but lets it go. “Okay then.” She then runs through the plan for the baked goods, explains the setup for tomorrow, and then we’re off on a baking marathon. We’re just getting started when I worry that Jason might show up, and I’m not sure where that leads. “Is Jason coming around any time soon?” 

			“He headed to Dallas.”

			My brows furrow. “Really. I thought that was Monday?”

			She gives me a small smile. “He told you, did he?”

			I sidestep with the courtroom skill I apparently maintained while my pride took a nosedive. “He mentioned it in case I needed anything while he was gone.”

			“Of course.” Something flickers in her face and she messes with the bottle of vanilla extract. “Did he say why he’s going to Dallas?”

			She doesn’t look at me, but reading people is my life. She’s worried, and why wouldn’t she be? His parents died while traveling two years ago, almost to the date. I set the bowl I’m holding aside. “No, he didn’t.” 

			She nods, her throat bobbing with a deep swallow that does me in. She’s definitely worried. “Talk to me. What’s wrong?” 

			She inhales and looks at me. “I want him to play ball again.”

			He wants to play, I think, but I’m cautious about landmines here. “A trip to Dallas could be a good sign, then, right?”

			“It might seem that way if I hadn’t heard him and Roarke talking, but I think this trip is him meeting with the bank. I think he’s already over his head and going in even deeper on the orchard. I think he thinks that’s the only way to get out of this.” I don’t ask what “this” specifically means or why she believes this. She’s already moved on. “And that means he’s not going to play.”

			“If he plays,” I ask, “who would run the ranch?”

			“We can sell. I’ve suggested it several times.” Her voice is animated, like she’s arguing with him, not me.

			“You seem so happy here.”

			“I have my moments. There are good and bad memories here. The bottom line is that life is for the living. He should be playing ball.”

			“Maybe he doesn’t want to play.”

			“How can that be? It was a dream come true for him.”

			As was me stepping into a courtroom and winning, but now that I have, it’s intense. “There’s a pressure that comes with anything as high profile as pitching. Everyone is watching. Everyone wants you to do exactly what they want you to do.”

			“But he was successful,” she says. “Everyone was thrilled with how he did.” 

			“And I guarantee you that every time he stepped on that mound, he felt the pressure to keep thrilling them.” 

			“I get that. I do, but I believe in my heart of hearts that he wants to play. Case in point. He sneaks to an old barn we don’t use and practices. He thinks I don’t know. He wants to play.” 

			“Have you told him you’re willing to move?”

			“Over and over, but he doesn’t believe me. I think he’s afraid that if he leaves, I’ll die when he’s on the road, which pisses me off. Why does he have to keep shortening my years?” 

			“I don’t think that’s an age thing. Losing his parents is still under two years fresh. I think with a loss, it’s pretty natural to fear another loss.”

			She tilts her head, giving me a curious look. “You’re mighty informed on the topic. You speaking from experience?”

			“Yes and no. Divorce is a common occurrence in the face of tragedy. I’ve dealt with a lot of breakups where a tragic loss was at the core. In my experience, loss tends to do one of two things. It either makes you live more fully or it makes you live in fear.”

			“And you think fear is driving Jason?” 

			“I’m not saying that. He might just be tired of the constant pressure he was under.”

			She purses her lips. “Maybe. I don’t think so, though. Why practice if he doesn’t want to play?”

			“Why run if you’re not running professionally? Because you feel better. Because it’s a stress reliever. Because it’s good for your body.”

			She shakes her head. “That’s not why he does it, and you know it.”

			“I don’t know,” I say. “He doesn’t like me. You know that.”

			She laughs. “Oh please. That sparring you two do is pure flirtation. He’s quite smitten with you, just as you are with him. I’d hoped that getting a bit of the city here with you in the cottage would wake him up.” 

			Oh jeez. I’m her miracle, the city girl brought here to save Jason, when Jason doesn’t want to be saved. I’m now exceedingly pleased I didn’t tell her about the fight I had with him. She’s worried about him living his dream. I don’t want her to feel having me here pissed him off so badly that it pushed him further from that dream. No. She can’t know that, we not only fought, but it was over that silly romance list we created. I also need to talk to Jason, and pronto, before he lets the cat out of the bag. 


		


		
			CHAPTER THIRTY-FOUR

			Jason…

			It all started with a city girl. 

			I’m a man who could start about ten different sentences that way and, in most cases, end each one badly. I’m a country song with city-girl drama. And where am I? In Dallas. In the city on a weekend when I should be at the ranch, tending to the damn orchard. Instead, I’m in the city tending to the damn orchard. 

			I park in front of the diner where I’m about to meet up with Mark Miller, the banker I’d inherited with the ranch, and a bunch of trouble I thought would be over by now. I figure this Saturday is more about him getting his money than me getting more of the bank’s, but that’s not how this ends today. I reach for the door when my cell phone rings and, speak of the devil, it’s the city girl herself. I decline the call, no interest in being her research project. Nor do I want my men to be fodder for her book. 

			I grab the business plan I’ve been working on and reach for the door. My cell phone rings again. Jessica doesn’t give up. This time I take the call. “Did you decide which chapter of your book I’m in yet?”

			“The one about assholes who just can’t stop being assholes.”

			“Am I bachelor number one or number ten? You never did answer that question.”

			“No plans to put you in the romance novel. You will, however, get your very own chapter in the divorce survival guide.” 

			“And you called me why? For more material?”

			“See, there you go. Your asshole skills are really, truly epic. I called to tell you that your grandmother had a great time last night. Don’t go at her about it or us. If she thinks it made us fight, she’ll be upset.”

			“And you know this how?”

			“Hours of baking with her. We talk.”

			“Why are you baking with her?”

			“It’s better than baking with you. Much better. And I like her.”

			My lips quirk. Damn, what is it about this woman that amuses me when she should piss me off? “The implication here being that you don’t like me?”

			“Quick on the draw there, cowboy. And the mound. You’re lightning fast, Jason.”

			“Was,” I say, feeling like she just hit me with one of the balls I used to throw. “I was lightning fast. And then I got hurt.” And it’s time to end this little chat. “I need to go.”

			“Because you have a meeting with the bank?”

			I squeeze my eyes shut. “My grandmother sees and says too much.” 

			“Your grandmother wants you to play ball. Don’t sign anything until you at least talk to her.” 

			“Jessica! Where are you, honey?” I hear my grandmother call out.

			She lowers her voice. “Your grandmother’s calling me. I have to go, but she doesn’t know I’m talking to you. Please don’t say anything. And please, Jason. Think about what I said.” 

			She hangs up and I pound the steering wheel. Play ball. If only it were that simple. My grandmother sees me. I see her and the people we employ who count on us. The ones I’ve been paying out of my pocket. If I’m handed a check, I’m not thinking about taking it. 

			I open the door and get out of the truck, ready to talk to Mark and get back to the ranch where there appears to be a romance writer causing mischief. Crossing the street, I approach the door of the diner, thankful this is a low-key place where pitching doesn’t have to be about the balls. 

			The hostess greets me and leads me through a row of yellow-and-orange booths, pointing to an archway. “They’re waiting on you back there.”

			Back there. 

			She takes off and I wonder who the hell “they” are, but I don’t have to wonder long. I walk through the archways to find a party room filled with kids, who cheer upon my entry. “He’s here!” A little boy with red hair and freckles hugs Mark. “Thank you, Daddy!”

			Now I know why I’m here on a Saturday. My jaw clenches. I love kids. I have reputation for loving kids and being generous with my time, and once upon a time when I had it to give, my money. Things Mark has figured out about me and now takes advantage of. He knows I won’t walk away. He knows I want that money I asked for on the phone when I agreed to this. I paint on a smile, not for Mark but for these kids. Mark and I will talk, though. And he won’t like what I have to say.

			I step forward and a swarm of boys with baseball bats surrounds me. The good news is the kids are happy a good hour later. I’d do almost anything to make kids happy and good, but I’m also holding a baseball in my hands in public for the first time in two years. A decision I’d like to have made on my own, in my own time. I stare down at it, rolling it around in my palm, my mind chasing that idea I’d had a few nights back while talking to Roarke. I glance over at Mark, and he gives me an arrogant prick of a smirk, the kind that says, “I own you.” Like tricking me into his kid’s party is a power trip. It is to him, but whatever. He apparently doesn’t know how many batters gave me that same look while I was on the mound. They found out real quick that they didn’t own me. Mark needs to find out, too. I’m done with this man owning me.

			…

			Three hours later, the party is wrapping up and Mark and I haven’t talked. He’s up to his neck in the party and a kid with a broken tooth, which suits me just fine. I head back to my truck, and rather than feeling used and abused, I’m motivated. That ball belonged in my hand. Those kids and their excitement made me excited. It’s time to get my head out of the apple orchard where I’ve buried it. Roarke was right. I have to make changes, and that doesn’t mean borrowing more money to fail at the same thing I never wanted to do in the first place. I toss the business plan I won’t be needing anymore onto the passenger floorboard. I need to drive and think. 

			I’ve just started the engine when my cell phone rings, and yes, it’s Jessica. I pull onto the road and answer the line. “I’m beginning to think you’re stalking me.”’

			“Oh, good idea. I need to cover that in my book. A stalking after separation is more relatable than you might think. Your grandmother wants to know when you’re coming home.”

			“Why doesn’t she ask me?”

			“Because then she wouldn’t have an excuse to have me call you. And calling you for her also ensures that she doesn’t think she caused us to fight.”

			“Tomorrow,” I say, making the decision right then to go see an old teammate I know here in Dallas. “I’ll be home tomorrow.” 

			“Okay. Drive safe.” My grandmother yells something in the background and Jessica clears her throat. “Kisses from your grandmother, not from me.”

			“And here I thought you enjoyed my kisses.”

			“It doesn’t matter either way, now, does it? I’m the opportunist novelist who will do her research elsewhere. Goodbye, Jason.” She hangs up and I dial her right back. 

			“Yes?” she answers. 

			“Don’t distract my staff.”

			“Right. No cleavage. No tight jeans. Lots of ugly boots.”

			“I’m not joking, Jessica.”

			“I’m just a girl, standing in front of a man, asking him to date her.” She laughs and hangs up. 

			I growl. Holly hell, that woman is going to be the death of me. This is why I’m worried my idea isn’t going to work. Bringing the city to the country is a problem. Jessica isn’t the first woman to teach me that, but she will be the last. 

			Only this particular problem is making my grandmother laugh and smile. She might be city, but Jessica feels really damn real. I’m the one not being real. I’m the one buried in apples that I want to be baseballs. That idea I had back at Roarke’s the other night is back. I need to bring the city to the country. And I finally let myself think about what’s been in the back of my mind since before I ever left the Yankees. I want to open a baseball camp for all ages and levels of play.

			This idea takes root and I turn the truck around. There’s a few people I know right here in Dallas that I need in on this, including a few friends working in the management offices for the Rangers. This is going to be good. And if it’s not, I think, my lips curving, I’ll just have to blame Jessica. She’s the one who woke me up and pissed me off, and apparently I needed to get pissed off. 

		


		
			CHAPTER THIRTY-FIVE

			Jessica…

			It’s early evening when I head back to the cottage, eager to see Kelly, and with the promise to bring her along for future baking dates. I skip a path through the remainder of the mud, one well-placed stone at a time, absolutely giddy when I almost fall only once. Progress. I might be a country girl after all. 

			Hurrying up the porch, I’m elated to open the door and have Kelly greet me. Lots of meows and purrs follow, and if any of them sound like bitching, it’s probably from the heat. “You are definitely going to go with me next time, girl,” I say, opening a can of food for her. “It’s much cooler over there.”

			She meows a short yap of a meow at me and starts eating. I pull off my hot-ass boots and walk to the air conditioner, messing with the knob, but it’s as cool at it gets. I glance around and find a few windows where I might add extra units. I need to fix this because my “landlord” won’t do it. 

			As counterproductive to cooling as it may be, I brew a pot of coffee and decide I need to get some work done. I settle onto the couch, with Kelly on the cushion beside me, my mind on that call with Jason, specifically his use of the word “was” as it related to his arm. I Google his injury, and it was rumored to be rather serious. Could he have lost his edge when it healed? I tab through a few more screens and find headlines about the plane crash. Dated a few months later, headlines about his retirement, and the shocking way he walked away from millions by breaking his contract. Of course, he’d have insurance on his arm, so he’s probably set for life, unless—I sit up straight.

			“His arm isn’t hurt,” I whisper. That’s why he was so defensive about the topic today; he’s hiding that fact. Well, that and it was me he was talking to. So does he just not want to play, or is there a reason he feels he can’t leave? Or can’t go back?

			Maybe I’ll ask him. I snort at the thought. “Good luck with that one, Jessica.”

			I sip my coffee and force myself to stop reading about Jason. We’re just landlord and tenant. He made that clear. I start typing, and I have no idea how it happens, but I don’t write the divorce guide. I don’t write a romance novel, either. I write about what happened the day I found my ex in bed with his secretary. When I’m done, my hand is trembling and I stand up, running my hands down my pants. I need to just write the book I’m being paid to write and get out of my own head. I need an outline. Or no. A storyboard. I eye the desk and decide that’s the spot to find note cards or sticky notes or something I can use. I hurry that direction and sit down, digging through drawers. It’s the center drawer that grabs my attention, or rather what’s inside. A stack of bills that he has labeled “past due.” 

			I tell myself not to look further, but then I pick them up, and some of the invoices are quite large. The irrigation expert is probably not happy right now, and I wonder if that’s why the floods hit the orchards so hard. At the bottom of the stack is a letter from an attorney: I regret to inform you that our efforts to collect your parents’ life insurance remain unsuccessful, on both counts.

			I stand up and hug myself, but I think it’s that big bear of a man that needs a hug. He could solve all of this with one pro contract. Why isn’t he doing it? This has to come back to his grandmother, who doesn’t even want this for him. Heck, she could bake them out of this. My eyes go wide. She could bake them out of this. She’s that good, and lord knows she can do it in bulk. I walk to the couch and grab my computer and start a new Google search. I need to learn how to sell her baked goods for her. For them. 

			…

			A rooster crows. 

			A rooster crows? 

			I sit up straight, the first break of dawn lighting the curtains, and I’m still on the couch with my computer and the cat beside me. I never made it to bed, but I wrote a business plan for The Flying J Bakery that kicks ass. 

			Scanning my work, I smile, excited to share it with Martha and talk her into this before Jason gets back, and I get moving. I shower, dress in jeans and pink tank top with my ugly boots as the supermodel finish. Ready to go, I load Kelly up in the car, litter box and food along for the ride, and we head to the ranch, while Kelly does a meow that sounds remarkably like a scream. I’m pretty sure she believes either me or this car is going to kill us both. I try singing, but that makes it worse. I shut up. It’s a short drive anyway. I let her have the vocal stage. 

			We arrive to a dark house, which means Martha isn’t here yet, but I can get started on adding finishing touches to some of her desserts. Icing and whipped cream are two things I do, and eat, with quite a lot of skill. 

			It’s not long before I’ve set things in motion. Kelly is in the house, aware of where to find her food and litter box. And I’m in the nice, cool kitchen, icing a cake while contemplating the packaging and logo for the Flying J Bakery and thinking through my strategy. Small stores, close by first, and then we’ll spread wider, think bigger. 

			I finish with the icing and have tons left over. I grab the bowl and turn to the fridge—and go flying. Kelly yelps, because apparently I just fell over her, and I crash hard to the wooden floor. A jolt shoots through me, and it takes me a solid two minutes to sit up. When I do, the pain is fading, but the entire front of me is covered in chocolate icing. 

			Kelly jumps on top of me, and Lord help me, now she has icing all over her feet. I grab her and manage to stand up, but she clings to my shirt and smashes in the icing. Now, the cat is covered in chocolate and so am I. 

			With few options, I hurry to the oversized sink, turn on the water, warm it up, and manage to get Kelly underneath it. I don’t have soap for her, but I do manage to clean her enough to dry her off with a towel and let her run away as if I’ve actually killed her this time. 

			I clean up the mess I’ve made and then look down at myself. Either I have to go home with a wet cat running around or I have to wash off here and find a shirt to borrow while I throw mine in the washer. I eye the kitty-painted chocolate prints on my arm and shirt. Jason won’t be back until later, if at all today. I have no idea when he’ll return, but I’m sure I have time to borrow his shirt and return it.

			Seeking out that shirt, his shirt, likely in his room, I exit the kitchen and start a walk-through of the house. I find a den, three spare bedrooms, and a stairway leading to a lower level. That must be his room. I hurry down the stairs and a second living room comes into view. To my right is a hallway and, bingo, it leads to a bedroom. 

			I step inside and flip on the light, my gaze scanning a large masculine-style room with heavy furnishings, my eyes landing hard on a black four-poster bed while my nose flares with the scent of him. Jason really does check the “smell good” box. 

			Feeling a bit stalkerish now for real, I hurry to the closet and flip on the light there, too. There’s a row of T-shirts, and I grab the most worn, basic-looking one I can find in black. With it in hand, I exit the closet, flip out the light, and find the master bathroom a few feet away. 

			This is a big room as well, with a garden tub and white tile. It’s not fancy, but it’s modern. A nice, cozy house. Jason’s house. I step to one of the double sinks and look at myself in the mirror, icing splattered on my face and my shirt—I’m not sure it can be saved. I strip it away and set it on the sink, and even my favorite pink bra is covered. I unhook it and pull it off, too, praying the stains come out. I look around and find a cabinet stocked with towels, and I’m about to clean myself up when a loud crash sounds in the bedroom, followed by a meow. 

			“Oh God,” I murmur, dropping the washcloth and darting for the bedroom door to find Kelly darting out of the other door and Jason standing a few feet in front of me. 

			And just when I think I can’t do anything more incredible, I do this. I’m now standing in front of Jason, in his bedroom, with bare chocolate-covered boobs. 


		


		
			CHAPTER THIRTY-SIX

			Jessica…

			I quickly fold my arms in front of my bare chest. “This isn’t what it looks like.”

			He arches a brow the way he used to when a batter stepped to the mound and got cocky with him. Right before he threw a strike. “No?” he asks. 

			“No,” I say with absolute certainty.

			He closes the few steps between us and stops in front of me, his gaze raking over what I can’t hide of naked breasts, and then slowly, oh slowly, lifting. “Because it looks like you want me to lick chocolate off your breasts.”

			“I can see how that might be easy to assume,” I say, trying to sound prim, not the breathless thing I’m doing right now, “but I’m your tenant and you’re my landlord. I didn’t forget that. And you aren’t even supposed to be home.”

			“So you thought you’d just come hang out naked and covered in chocolate in my bedroom?”

			“I was carrying a bowl of icing and the cat tripped me and then jumped on me. And yes, I thought leaving the cat alone wasn’t smart and I’d just borrow your bedroom. Borrow your shirt. Borrow your washer and dryer. You’d never have known.”

			“And yet here I am.”

			“Yes. Here you are and”—I point behind me—“I’ll just go get dressed.”

			“In my shirt?”

			“Yes, that’s non-negotiable considering my current state of undress, but I’ll make all of this up to you.”

			“Make it up to me now,” he says, his voice low and rough, his hand coming down on my arm as he pulls me forward. I could pretend I didn’t have a choice, but that would be a lie. I’m both clumsy and honest to a fault. 

			“Aren’t you afraid of being a chapter in my book?” I sound breathless, but who wouldn’t be? I just went to war with a bowl and a cat, and I’ve now added a man to list. 

			“Right now,” he says, “I’m not thinking about anything but you and what I want to do to you.” He reaches for my hands, where they hold my breasts captive, and pulls them down. I let his gaze rake over my naked breasts and my now rapidly-puckering nipples. “Correction,” he says, his eyes finding mine. “What I’m going to do to you.”

			“I’m not sure this is a good idea. We hate each other when we have our clothes on. Eventually that’s going to catch up with us.”

			“Says who?”

			“Jessica! Jessica, are you down there?” Martha calls out.

			My eyes go wide. “Your grandmother, apparently.” Footsteps sound and my eyes go wide all over again. “Oh God. She’s coming down here.”

			“Go get dressed,” he orders, and I don’t need encouragement. I twist around and all but dive into the bathroom, shutting the door behind me. 

			Panting out a couple of breaths while I try to calm my body and my heart, I’m about to go for the sink when I hear Martha announce, “I didn’t expect you back so soon, son.”

			“You know I don’t like to miss the Sunday feast, Grandma.”

			“Did you meet with the bank yesterday?”

			“No, I didn’t.”

			“Oh. Well did you talk to someone about baseball maybe?”

			“Everyone is always talking to me about baseball even when I don’t want them to.” 

			“You know you love it,” Martha pushes. 

			“I loved it while I was playing, Grandma.”

			“Talking about it now is salt in the wounds then, right?”

			“What wounds?”

			I can almost see Martha purse her lips as she adds, “You know what I’m talking about.”

			“Grandma—”

			“Was it a woman? Is that why you went to Dallas?”

			My eyes go wide and I silently mouth, “A woman?” Oh God. Why didn’t I think of that? What is it about me that makes a guy want another woman? “I mean I thought you and Jessica were flirting and quite smitten with each other,” Martha adds, “but then I realize—you were gone on a weekend and maybe I’m wrong. You are human. You have needs.”

			“If you must know, I was exploring a few ways to improve the ranch. I’ll share more when I have details, and as for me and Jessica, I’m not sure why two people fighting makes you believe they’re smitten.”

			“Because while fighting, you both look like you want to rip each other’s clothes off.”

			I manage a silent gasp at her boldness while Jason laughs, a spontaneous relaxed laugh that vibrates with love for his grandmother. “Ah, Grandma,” he says. “You do have a way of getting to the point.”

			“Well, in hindsight you two are quite bad for each other. She’s here because she just got hurt. She’ll be rebounding if she dates now. And you’re here because you got hurt, too. That seems like more hurt to come. Anyway, I’m sure you’re tired. Rest and you can stuff your face soon.”

			Kelly meows. And then meows again. I facepalm. Now she’s going to know I’m here, somewhere in the house. I have to get out of this bathroom. “Oh look at you,” Martha coos. “I didn’t know you were here. Kelly. My new baking buddy kitty, but I need your new mama, too.” There’s some muffled conversation that follows, like whispers, and then suddenly a knock on the door. “Kelly and I are upstairs waiting on you, Jessica. I’ll get some coffee ready.”

			I cringe. Busted. “I already made it,” I call out. 

			I can almost feel her smile through the door. “Did you now? I better go get a cup.” There are footsteps, and I rush to the sink and start washing up, wondering what she thinks. Does she think we did get naked? Which we did, but not here, not now. And what was he doing in Dallas? 

			Another knock sounds, and I hold the towel to me and turn toward it. “Yes?”

			“You done in there?” Jason asks. 

			“Almost.” 

			I toss the towel with my shirt and bra onto the floor and then grab his shirt, quickly pull it on and, good Lord, it’s past my knees. I knot it at my hip and then snatch up my clothes, along with the towel that now needs washing. With a deep breath, I turn to the door and pause. A weekend trip is not a business trip. It’s a woman and he was, just now, just minutes ago, trying to do me. He might have still had her all over him. I shiver. Yuck. Ugh. I’m so stupid. 

			Marching forward, I open the door to find him standing there all big and beautiful. I bet the chick in Dallas thought so, too. His gaze rakes over the front of his shirt where my nipples are surely puckering all over again. I don’t look at him. Well, not his smug, could’ve had two women in a weekend if I wanted them face. I don’t need to see that shit. “Move,” I order. 

			“Move?”

			“Yes. Move. I need to go help Martha.” I shove his chest. 

			He catches my wrist and my gaze shoots to his. “Let go. I have to go before your grandmother thinks we’re up to something.”

			“We were.”

			“We aren’t anymore.” I tug at my arm. “Let go. I feel really weird about your grandmother.” 

			“Don’t. She’s—”

			“Jason, I like her. I don’t want her to think I’m some—” 

			“She won’t. She doesn’t. She loves you.”

			“I really want her to keep loving me. So can you please let me go now?” I look down, my eyes on his chest. 

			He stares down at me, which I know only because I feel it. God, I feel this man far too easily. What was I thinking with him? Martha’s right. I’m rebounding. I’m going to get hurt all over again but I don’t seem to care. I just want to avoid that fear of being alone.

			“Jessica,” he says softly. 

			“I’ve got baking to write and a romance novel to do.” I blink. “I’ve got baking to do and a romance novel to write.” 

			He inhales, his jaw clenches. He hates the romance novel, which is why I brought it up. He takes a step backward. Then another, and I hurry forward. I’ve made it to his door when he says, “I’m not that guy, Jessica.”

			I halt and turn to look at him. “That’s why I put you in the divorce guide. Don’t worry, you won’t show up in the romance. That’s a one-hero show.”

			“I’m not that guy who has a woman in every place I go.”

			“Of course you are. You were a famous ball player traveling the country.” 

			“You can’t play ball and women and do both well. I played ball and played it well.”

			I remember the models rumored to date him. I also remember the one he was engaged to. 

			“Okay.”

			I turn away and he calls out, “I didn’t meet a woman in Dallas, Jessica.”

			I don’t look at him, but I’m ridiculously happy about this news, which is a problem. I’m going to rebound myself out of my new house and home, and then where will my newly minted, second broken heart go to heal? This is home. Jason’s right. He’s my landlord. And so, I don’t turn around. I don’t respond. I walk away.


		


		
			CHAPTER THIRTY-SEVEN

			Jessica…

			I stop at the laundry room and put my clothes in to wash. A few minutes later, Martha’s grinning when I enter the kitchen. “Wipe that grin off your face,” I order. “I’m only wearing his shirt because Kelly and I ended up with an icing catastrophe.” I walk to the coffee pot and fill a cup, glancing at her over my shoulder. “I didn’t know he was home when I went down there.” 

			“Then why hide from me?”

			“Because,” I say, adding Splenda and powdered creamer to my cup, “I knew you’d make assumptions. And you did.” 

			“Did I now?”

			I step to the opposite side of the counter and sip my coffee while she ices one of about a hundred cookies left to ice. “Yes. Because as you said yourself while I was listening through the bathroom door, I’m in the rebound zone. And I don’t feel like rebounding. I’m not equipped for romance right now.”

			“And yet you want to write a romance novel?”

			I grab a knife with the intention of helping with the cookies. “You and Shelley came up with that idea, not me. I’m not writing a romance novel. I don’t even believe in love right now. I’m highly cynical, which we’ll blame on my mother and my ex-boyfriend, because that’s easier than blaming me. We can do that the next time we open a bottle of vodka.”

			“Sounds like the perfect person to write an uplifting guide to divorce.”

			“Hey, divorce is uplifting if you’re in a bad marriage, but you know, Shelley thinks I’m going to write it all bitter and forlorn.”

			“Are you?”

			“It’s fairly angry so far, which isn’t my approach to divorce, and I don’t know how to fix that. I need to write the book.” I grimace. “I have a deadline in two months, and this is my job now.”

			“I thought you were just on a leave of absence?”

			“Might as well call it A Prelude to Employment Divorce: The Failed Separation.” 

			“Your choice or theirs?”

			“Theirs.”

			She presses her hands to the island. “You’re a superstar. I Googled you before we signed the lease. Surely they’ll want you back.”

			“I don’t know about that. I pretty much opened my mouth and vomited words at our client. Cheater and pervert were on the top of my tongue. There were others, but those two stand out.”

			“Was he those things?”

			“Oh yeah,” I say, picking up a cookie, and this time, I take a bite. Nervous eating is going to do me in, but I don’t care. I swallow and add, “I only represented him because of pressure from the partners.”

			“Surely your track record mattered? You were about to make partner, right? I saw an article about that, too.”

			“My record would matter if he wasn’t the firm’s largest client, a billionaire many times over.”

			“Oh my. It’s always about money, isn’t it?”

			“Too often, it is,” I agree. “Let’s just hope I actually turn in a good book to my editor. I’ll be screwed if I have to return the advance.”

			“Take it from an old lady,” she says. “Your heart is broken. Once it heals, you’ll look at things anew.”

			“That’s the thing,” I say, holding out the knife that now drips with icing. “I’m not heartbroken. I’m hurt. I’m embarrassed. Honestly, I’m a little scared, and I can’t really explain why—but bottom line: I’m not heartbroken.”

			“You didn’t love him.”

			“I think it was all about security for me. The perfect job, the perfect apartment, the perfect man, at least on paper.”

			“Ah yes. You didn’t have that growing up. Interesting that you know this about yourself.”

			“I didn’t, or I wouldn’t have been with Craig, but this kind of thing makes you look at yourself.” 

			“Maybe it’s not that you’re afraid of being alone. Maybe,” she speculates, “you’re afraid of dating again, and you need an excuse to protect your heart. The whole ‘find myself all by myself’ thing can be quite deceiving.”

			“And you know this how? You were happily married, enviably happy.”

			“I was, but I had a life before my husband. I had a Craig. My Craig was Jesse, and I really did hate men after him.”

			“And yet you ended up happy. How in the world did that happen? Tell me. Inspire me.”

			“I was a wedding planner coming off the Jesse hell, handling a wedding here at the ranch for one of Oliver’s closest friends. Oliver and I were like oil and water. Talk about fights. We went at each other, but you know the fine line between love and hate became love.”

			“A wedding planner. That must have been hard when you were dealing with Jesse.”

			“It helped me to get out of the house and see outside my own self pity.”

			“Yes, but the romance of a wedding must have been brutal.”

			“The romance made me remember that love exists. Take my advice. Write the romance novel. It will make the divorce guide have more depth. It will make you write to people’s hearts when you see your own again. Go on a few dates. Jason—”

			“Oh no.” I point my cookie at her. “I see what you’re doing. Not your grandson.” 

			“You two—”

			“No, Martha. Not Jason.”

			She cast me a curious eye. “But you two—”

			“Martha.”

			“Jessica.”

			“I can’t. He’s very…”

			“Very what?”

			“Too much right now.” 

			“I’m headed out to the orchard,” Jason says from behind me, and when I whirl around to face him, my stomach does this flip-flop thing that it’s never done for another man. 

			His eyes, those bright blue eyes, land on me. “Your cat is asleep in my bed.” 

			“Oh,” I say, my eyes going wide. “I’ll get her right now.”

			He holds up a hand. “She can stay. I’m just telling you where she is in case you need to find her.” He grabs his hat off the peg on the wall and tips a chin at his grandmother before disappearing. 

			I whirl around and press my hands to the island. “Why is everyone, including the cat, trying to get me into that man’s bed? He hates me. Why can’t you and the cat see that?” 

			She laughs. “A fine line, honey. That’s not hate. And as I proved with Oliver, that fine line is like an extra smidge of salt that makes a cookie perfect. That smidge of something is all it takes to make it really special.” 

			“Let’s go with that. Let’s talk about your cookies.”

			“There’s plenty to go around, just like love, honey. Write the romance novel. Go on some dates to remember what your heroine will be facing.”

			“Okay. I’ll write the romance novel if you’ll help me spread some love.”

			“Okay. Jason is perfect for you. He has baggage though. You just have to know—”

			“Cookies, Martha,” I say, before she tells the man’s secrets and has him thinking I’m gathering gossip for a tell-all. “I’ll write the romance if you’ll sell your cookies.”

			She blinks. “What?”

			“They’re too good to stay right here on the ranch. Let’s package them and sell them.”

			“Package them? Sell them? I—I don’t even know how to start.”

			“I do. I did some research. Are you open to hearing what my ideas are?”

			“Yes. Yes of course.” 

			“We need appealing packaging and a logo but if we start out just with the small stores and towns nearby to test the response, we can start out small. A see-through bag and a cute sticker.”

			“You really think I could sell my cookies?”

			“I do, and I even started a business plan, but we need to sit down and crunch some numbers. It won’t cost much to sell-in the products to the local stores and nearby towns, but if we expand we’ll need money. We need to know when and how we cross that bridge.”

			“That’s a problem.” She hesitates. “To be honest, honey, money’s tight and I need you to keep this to yourself. Jason doesn’t know I know, but the banker has called me several times. We’re behind on our credit line payments.”

			I’m stunned that she knows so much and yet she and Jason haven’t talked, but this also makes it easier for me to help. 

			“Apparently,” she goes on, “we were behind when Jason inherited, and I’m not sure of the details on that, but it wasn’t good. Jason caught everything up, but now it’s behind again, and you know he was playing minor league for years. He’d only gotten pulled up to the majors and hit big shortly before the accident. I fear Jason spent all his money on this place, and for what? He needs to stop, just go back and play ball. He’d finally made it. That was his dream. It still is. I know it is. Again. Why stay?”

			“As to why he’d stay,” I say, repeating one of my thoughts from last night, “aren’t there a lot of people here who count on him?”

			“Yes, and I’m sure that’s why he stays, but a baseball contract could make it all come together.”

			“But then who runs this place when he’s playing ball? It could be that he feels that money would just go down the drain if he’s not here. It’s a catch twenty-two.”

			“We can sell.”

			“If the ranch isn’t profitable, how do you sell?” I ask. “Most likely you wouldn’t get enough to pay off the debts, and then the entire crew would be left without jobs.”

			“Oh my. Yes. Yes, you’re right. My grandson is a prisoner here.” She balls her fists on her chest. “I hate this for him.”

			“What if we can turn your baking into profit? Enough that Jason could go play ball because this place has a purpose that doesn’t require his help?”

			“That would be a lot of cookies, Jessica.”

			“Well, I have a lot of time and so do you.”

			“It’s a lot of work.”

			“I’m not exactly employed right now. Are you?”

			“I suppose I’m not, but what about the book?”

			“I can do both.”

			“Okay then, what about money? We’d still need money.”

			“Well, my ex basically stole money from me that I’m working to get back, but for now, I have my book advance money coming soon. We can get our plan together and then test the market while we wait on it to get here.”

			“Then we’re partners. Fifty-fifty split on everything after your investment?”

			“Seventy-thirty, with you getting the seventy. This is your thing. I’m just excited to help and eat cookies. And I need a purpose right now.”

			“Fifty-fifty or I’m not baking another cookie for you.”

			“Okay,” I say. “Fifty-fifty. Let’s sit down and make our plan.”

			“We have the feast to handle first.”

			“Right. Okay. So tomorrow we make our plans.”

			“Tomorrow we make our plans,” she agrees. “Today we feed a whole lot of cowboys.”

			Today we feed a whole lot of cowboys, but as much as I want to deny it, there’s only one cowboy on my mind. And I’m not only wearing his shirt with no bra underneath, but I showed the man my bare chocolate-covered breasts and then actually left his bedroom without letting him touch me.

			I think we both probably hate me right now, but hey, I didn’t get his mouth, hands, hot body, or an orgasm, but I did get to keep my heart.


		


		
			CHAPTER THIRTY-EIGHT

			Jessica…

			The thing about a cat is that you can’t call them and have them come to you. They get found when they want to get found. Kelly is officially missing in Jason’s house. Once I’m back in my tank top and bra, both without stains now, I hunt for her. And hunt for her. I give up for a while and keep working to ice cookies and prep desserts for “the feast”, as Martha calls the Sunday afternoon meal. It’s almost time to leave for said feast, and I find myself back in Jason’s bedroom, looking again. This mission lands me on my knees, ass in the air, searching under the bed. She isn’t there. 

			Sighing, I sit up and turn around to find Jason standing in the doorway with Kelly in his arms. “Looking for something?”

			I hop to my feet. “Were you looking at my ass?”

			“It was in the air, in my room, in the vicinity of my bed. To be honest, Jessica, this is starting to get a little aggressive on your part.”

			I glower and walk up to him, taking Kelly in my arms. “You’re lucky I won’t hurt you when my new daughter is watching. Move. I need to help your grandmother.”

			“I’m here to help as well.” He backs up and motions me forward. “Ladies first.”

			“I’m not going first and letting you look at my ass again.”

			“Because you’re certain I will?”

			I ignore him. “You go first. Then it’s my option to look or not look at your ass.”

			“Because of course my ass has to look good in Wranglers to qualify me as a romance novel hero.”

			“You know, you’re awfully obsessed with the romance novel I’m not writing. Perhaps you’re afraid you don’t stack up. You aren’t handsome enough or alpha enough. That your ass just isn’t tight enough. That your cowboy hat doesn’t tilt just right.”

			“Maybe you’re afraid I stack up a little too well. I’ve had your naked breasts and your ass presented to me all in a matter of hours.” 

			My cheeks heat. “You’re my landlord and nothing more.”

			“And that’s why you ran earlier?”

			“I was simply getting out of your space.”

			“But not my shirt.”

			“I’m out now.”

			“And yet you’re in my bedroom.”

			“Because Kelly was here.”

			His lips quirk ever so slightly, and he motions me forward. “Ladies first.”

			I could refuse, but then I’d just stay here in this standoff with him having the upper hand, as this is his bedroom, and that’s not going to work. I move forward, and yes, I know, he’s looking at my ass. I feel his eyes on me, and believe me, I’m aware of every step I take, all the way down the hallway and up the stairs. 

			Finally, we’re on the upper level, and when he clears the lower level and steps to my side, he says, “In case you were wondering, yes, I did assess your ass on the way up to determine if it was romance heroine quality, and for no other reason.” 

			And then the asshole says nothing else. He doesn’t tell me if that assessment was good or bad. He wants me to ask. My chin lifts defiantly. “I’m not going to ask what you thought because I don’t care.”

			His eyes light with mischief. “Yes, you do.”

			“No, I don’t.”

			“Ask me,” he challenges. 

			“No,” I say, setting Kelly down, and Lord help me, she runs for the stairs and heads back down toward his room. “I will not.” 

			“You will not what?” Martha asks, joining us in the living room. 

			Jason arches an amused brow at me, daring me to tell her, but he forgets that I’m an attorney with a skilled tongue. One that got carried away and all but fired, but that’s not the point. “I will not call Jason an asshole in front of his men,” I inform Martha. “I’ll do it now, in front of his grandmother.” I look at him. “Asshole.”

			Martha laughs and motions us forward. “Come, you two crazy kids. We need to load up and get moving.” She hurries away. 

			Jason’s lips twitch. “I should warn you that you calling me an asshole is starting to turn me on.”

			“Then I guess I better pick another insult.”

			“I guess you better.”

			…

			Jason…

			It’s no surprise that when it’s time to leave, my grandmother, the apparent hookup queen, insists that Jessica sit in the middle, sandwiched between her and me. And holy hell, I’m aware of her there, craving her closer, hot and hard. Which means nothing besides the fact that I saw her naked breasts covered in chocolate today. What man wouldn’t want to pull her close and kiss her after that? What man wouldn’t be turned on when she called him an asshole after that?

			Thankfully, the ride to the farmhouse my parents converted into a supper house and living quarters for some of the men years before is short. Soon, I’m out of the reach of temptation and inside the main hall, which is basically a giant cafeteria that, as usual, plays loud country music, while fans turn above rows of tables. I spend a fortune on these Sunday meals, but the men deserve them. Now that I’ve made the decision to do something new, I know it’s a great decision. I’m tired of dreading the Sunday price tag. 

			To Jessica’s credit, she works hard, helping me carry in trays of desserts and forbidding my grandmother from lifting a hand. It’s not long before I’m listening to Jimbo, our sixty-year-old cook, greet Jessica. “Never trust a skinny cook,” he tells her, patting his fat belly. 

			“I’ve never trusted a skinny cook,” she assures him. “They don’t taste, they don’t get it right.”

			“Exactly,” he says. “And you, you’re a city girl. And I hear from Martha, a divorce attorney. Good thing I don’t have a wife. You might give her ideas.”

			“I’m pretty sure you’re the only one who could do that,” Jessica replies. 

			“Marry me and let’s find out.”

			I shake my head, wondering how many proposals she’ll get today, and not liking it. My grandmother punches him. “Behave,” she warns, linking her arm with Jessica’s and pulling her to the dessert station, a protective mother hen. Thank God for it. She loves Jessica, and I do believe Jessica sincerely adores her. For that, I owe Jessica. I might even get her a new window unit in the cottage. Or not, I think, as I watch her bend over to get something under the table and stick her perfect ass in the air, and a few of my men nearby don’t miss the show. I told her no tight pants, cleavage, or make-up. So why the fuck did I buy her those pants? 

			Grimacing, I focus on supervising the crowd while the men start piling in, filling plates, and it’s not long before Roarke has found his way over from his property to join us. He and I and what round out to be another five men huddle around together, beers in our hands, when the talk turns to the inevitable. 

			Kirk, one of my foremen, is the first to comment. “Grandma’s new helper certainly livens things up. Livens me right up.”

			Paul, a new hand who’s barely out of diapers, chimes in. “She’s pretty. Is she single?”

			“Older than you,” I say, knowing from my grandmother’s desire to win me over where Jessica is concerned that she’s twenty-seven. “What are you? Twenty?”

			“Twenty-one,” he says. “Means I have lots of stamina. Women like that about me.”

			Lots of male laughter and glances in Jessica’s direction follow that comment. They’re all thinking about her, and even though it all seems innocent enough, I don’t like what they’re thinking.

			Roarke smirks and turns his attention back to me. “Old men like you and me don’t stand a chance, then, do we?”

			I grunt. “She’s writing a romance novel,” I say dryly. “Anyone who dates her is nothing more than a city girl’s research for the book.”

			Paul jumps back in. “As long as she rides me before she goes, I’ll even teach her to ride a horse. Might even help write that book. I’ll be all romantic about it.” He sticks his tongue out.

			I cast him a brutal look. “Have some respect, Paul,” I snap. “She lives in the cottage. She doesn’t need your shit.”

			Paul holds up his hands. “Sorry, man. Just talking trash.”

			Darius, one of my horse handlers, jumps in. “I’m a perfect gentleman. I’ll treat her real nice, and I don’t mind the romance novel. Kind of interesting that she writes like that.” He turns and heads toward the dessert table where Jessica is working. Someone asks me something about apples. I answer with a grunt and force myself to pay more attention, but damn it to hell, Jessica is laughing at something Darius just said. 

			Roarke elbows me. “You going to kill Darius or just cut him here or there?”

			I scowl at him. “What are you talking about?”

			“You’re a little distracted by what he’s up to.” He sips from his beer. “Or what she’s up to.”

			“I’m pissed is what I am.” I don’t explain. I pull away from the group and head toward Jessica, who serves a cowboy while smiling at Darius. 

			I don’t like it, and I round the serving station to stand beside her. “That sounds good,” she says to Darius, casting me a sideways look before refocusing on him. “It’s in town?”

			“Yes ma’am. I could take you, if you like. How about Wednesday night?”

			Already she’s dating my damn men. “I need a word.” I look at Darius. “Go eat and get back to work.” I turn Jessica and walk several feet with her in tow before stopping and turning to face her. “I told you. Don’t distract my men. They’re not your research project. I don’t need them getting hurt.”

			“I’m serving them food.”

			“While setting a date with one of them. I told you not to date my men, not as long as you live and work on the ranch. Move off the ranch, date who you want, but not while you’re here. Distractions are dangerous and costly.” 

			She purses her perfect, pink painted lips. I hate that I notice her damn mouth. I hate that I think about where I want her mouth, and I bet every man in the place is as well. They don’t get to find out. “Darius was telling me where the post office is located.”

			“Darius. First name basis and all.”

			“I can’t call everyone asshole,” she snaps. “I told you—”

			“The post office. I heard. And I’m expected to believe that you, a city girl, needs help getting there? There’s not much in our town.”

			“You’re being—”

			“An asshole?”

			“Obnoxious, Jason. He was being friendly.”

			Jason.

			Why does my cock twitch when she says my name? Holy hell, I need her to go back to the city. “He wants in your pants. I told you not to dress to invite that shit.”

			“I wore the jeans and boots you bought me.”

			“I have enough problems right now,” I continue. “I don’t need them being played with while you write your book. If you want to stay—”

			“Don’t fuck anyone but you?”

			“Don’t push me,” I warn, releasing her and walking away, but I don’t leave. I stay to make a point. I run this place. I fill a plate and go and sit down at a table where I can supervise her behavior. 

			Roarke fills a plate, says a few words to Jessica as he accepts a few dessert choices, and then sits down next to me. “Talk to me, man. What’s going on?”

			“I don’t need her distracting my men.”

			He leans in closer. “Are you sure you aren’t judging one girl by another? Because Jessica isn’t Tessa.” 

			Tessa.

			Just the name pisses me off. 

			“And you know this how?” 

			“For starters, Tessa was a diva movie star who never even stepped foot in this place. It was beneath her. She was only here until you got the ranch out of your system. She didn’t get you or this place. Jessica’s not only here, she’s having fun. She needs to be here. I feel that when I talk to her.”

			“For her research.”

			“Nah, man. It’s not like that. I don’t get that off her. Tess wouldn’t be caught getting her hands dirty with pies or dirt.”

			“She was about to set a date with Darius.”

			“And what’s wrong with that?”

			“Aside from me telling her that she could stay if she didn’t distract my men? And with good reason. The last time one of my men got distracted on the job, he was naked in the hay, left a valve on, and the orchard ended up flooded. We’re still paying for that.”

			“She’s not Tess. She’s not taking turns riding your men instead of your horses, and even if she was, that’s her prerogative. Tess was your woman. You considered proposing, which I never understood, and I was glad as fuck when you didn’t. My point? Jessica is not yours.”

			She’s not mine.

			Those words punch me in the chest with a force that all but tilts my chair. 

			“Now, if you want to change that,” Roarke says, “change it. If not, back the fuck off. Otherwise, you’re coming off as an asshole to her and your men.”

			Leave it to Roarke to put things in perspective. 

			She’s not mine.

			I’m an asshole.


		


		
			CHAPTER THIRTY-NINE

			Jessica…

			Jason disappears while we’re serving, and when Martha’s feeling tired, I decide, rather than call him, I’ll walk back to the house and get my car. I make it to the door to exit the farmhouse and come face to face with Roarke. “Where are you off to?”

			“I’m going to jog up to the house and get my car to give Martha a ride. She’s tired.”

			“I’ve got my truck. I’m headed out anyway. Grab Martha and we’ll get her out of here.”

			“Oh well, if you don’t mind?”

			“Martha helped raise my rebellious ass. She and my grandmother were close. I’d do about anything for that woman.”

			“There he is,” Martha calls out. “My second grandson. I just talked to Jason. There’s another busted pipe down at the orchard. He’s going to be a while. Can you hustle a grandma home, son?”

			Roarke winks. “I’ll do more than that.” He scoops Martha up and carries her toward the truck. He’s charming and good-looking, a man acting like a romance hero. I tell myself to swoon over him and not Jason, who doesn’t even like me. It doesn’t work. He loads Martha into his shiny black pickup truck, and she scoots into the center. 

			Roarke holds the door for me, and when we make eye contact, there aren’t butterflies in my belly, but Jason, Jason gives me butterflies. Maybe I’m turned on by men who just don’t want me. Point in case, my ex and Jason. “Thanks, Roarke.”

			I climb into the truck, and before long, Martha and I are back at the ranch house. “Come in and get some cookies for your men,” Martha orders him. “I made extra.”

			“I’m not going to argue,” Roarke says, and we all end up in the kitchen as Martha packages up the cookies. 

			“You don’t have a dinner for your men?”

			“My operation isn’t the same labor intensive operation Jason has here.” He leans on the banister and tips his hat back. “Medical services and horse training is it for me.” 

			“For how long?

			He grabs a Tupperware container from Martha and helps her with the lid. “Always been this way for us. My father was a horseman and a vet, and so am I. Unlike Jason, I went off to school and came right back, but also unlike Jason, I travel to train and heal horses. In other words, I’m not so negative on city girls.”

			“That’s Tessa’s fault,” Martha says. “That witchy actress hurt him.”

			My brows furrow. “I thought she was a model?”

			“You didn’t Google her?” Roarke asks. 

			Why do I want to punish myself with details about the gorgeous woman Jason wanted more than he wanted baseball? “No. No, I haven’t.”

			“Well, let me tell you, honey,” Martha starts.

			I hold up a hand. “Don’t say anymore. The man already thinks I’m going to write some sort of tell-all about him. I don’t want to know about Tessa, because I already know who she is. Famous and beautiful and—I don’t want to know more.” 

			Both of them stare at me, and Roarke picks up the bag Martha has now filled with Tupperware. “Thank you, Martha.” He eyes me. “Walk me out.” He doesn’t wait for a reply. He starts walking. 

			Obediently, I follow him, and he’s waiting for me beside his truck. I walk down the porch steps and join him. “Are you going to lecture me on distracting the men, too?”

			He laughs. “He did that?” 

			“Oh yes. He did.”

			“Interesting. I just wanted to say two things to you. Tessa was a mistake. Pushing you away because of Tessa is a bigger mistake. He’ll come around.” 

			“Who says I want him to come around?”

			“Me.” He winks and gets in his truck without saying another word. He just drives away. 

			…

			It’s a few hours later when Kelly and I enter the scorching hot cottage and try to cool it off. An hour into it, I go online and order two window units that promise cold air. Yes, please. I need cold air more than I need Jason’s hands on my body again, and apparently both are on my mind, since I just had that thought.

			I make a TV dinner and aspire to forget the heat and the man, diving into the book I’ve officially titled A Girl’s Guide to a Happy Divorce, but for short, my divorce guide. An hour later, I’m on edge and punching the keys harder. I think it’s safe to assume that I get angry and bitter when I’m writing this project. Like, so angry that I can’t decide if I want to call Craig or Jason to yell at one or both. Thankfully, Shelley calls me from Europe to check in and talks me off the Craig ledge. I don’t share the Jason scenario. I just really can’t take talking about another failed moment with a man.

			“This book is negative,” Shelley declares. “Because divorce is negative no matter how you want to paint it as something positive. Write the romance novel. Go on a few dates. Seriously. Get back on the horse and ride, baby.”

			It’s like she and Martha are channeling each other. “I’m not getting on any man and riding.”

			“Jason’s pretty ride-worthy.” 

			“Where is your man when you say these things?”

			She laughs, and we chat a few more minutes and disconnect, leaving me alone with my computer again. I set it in my lap, and somehow I start writing about a girl in a rainstorm, saved by a brooding cowboy. Lord help me, I have a thing for Jason, and even when he’s looking at my breasts, I’m pretty sure he’s wishing me back to the city. I abandon the books and email my agent about my advance, as well as send Craig a forceful email. I try three times: 

			Dear Bastard:

			Dear Jerk:

			Dear Manwhore:

			Finally, I rein myself in. 

			Craig:

			You have a morals clause in our contract. You don’t get to keep your secretary and my money. I need ten grand now. You have six weeks to get me the rest, or I’ll go to the partners and tell them why I was so out of my mind the day I went off on their largest client. 

			And just so you know, I’m better now. So much better without you. I just want my money. 

			Jessica 

			I pull up the business plan I created for the cookie project, scan the numbers, and then order the supplies to start taking samples to nearby stores mid-week. Once that’s done, I make a target list of stores to visit. Based on the numbers, we do need to sell a ton of cookies to make money, but if Martha and I do the baking and use the ranch facilities, we can do this. The Flying J Bakery is going to kick ass. I’m going to make sure of it. 

			…

			Monday, I call ahead before going to Jason’s house and make sure Martha is already there. I don’t take Kelly. I don’t want her running around Jason’s bedroom. 

			Martha notices immediately. “Where’s Kelly?”

			“I couldn’t find her this morning,” I say, which is the truth, but I also didn’t look very hard.

			“Too bad,” Martha says as we sit at the island and prepare to work on the business plan. “I love her.”

			“She loves you, too.”

			She slides a pastry in front of me. “For you and for me. I need a favor.”

			“Anything,” I say. 

			“Jason’s prideful. Let’s be really careful about not telling him about our little business.”

			“Eventually you’ll have to tell him, and if we sell locally, he’ll find out.”

			“That can be played off as a hobby. I just don’t want him to think that you’re this city girl turning the ranch into your city society.”

			“Oh,” I say, a bit stunned.

			She touches my arm. “That’s not what I think at all. I don’t want him to know that we know about the money issues. That’s what I should have said.”

			“Of course,” I say. “I won’t say anything. Martha—”

			“No. I don’t think you’re trying to do anything bad for us. He was just really burned by Tessa. He’ll think the worst of you, if we aren’t careful.”

			I nod and try to ignore the stab wound that I don’t really understand, but it’s there, festering all day long while Jason is noticeably absent, as we work on the business plan and bake. 

			That night I write a chapter of my romance novel, in which the heroine tries to fend off the hero with a flashlight while dropping her towel. I don’t write anything in the divorce guide. 

			Tuesday morning, I repeat what I did Monday, leaving Kelly behind, digging into our business with renewed morning energy, and it goes well, making the calls to find out what licensing we need to actually fill orders. I go home early that day to write, and the more time between now and when I last saw Jason, the more nervous I get about when the inevitable moment happens. The more I decide he’s avoiding me as well.

			Wednesday, I go to Pilates with Martha and she’s right. It’s a fabulous class. The instructor, Lori, is about my age, and we connect, even talking about meeting up for coffee later in the week. “I’ll teach you how to survive small town politics, but Lord help me, introduce me to a man that doesn’t wear a cowboy hat. I need a weekend in the city soon.”

			I don’t make any promises in that department, but coffee and small town politics, those are a go for me. 

			After class, I head to the town diner with Martha’s good friend Evie, who is as fit and active as Martha and runs a store in Sweetwater. She’s also a redhead with a loud personality that’s quite funny to the point that she was practically turning the Pilates class into a comedy routine. 

			Once we’re seated at a cute wooden table, I meet the forty-something owner, Stanley, who turns out to be the son of the cook at the ranch, with a belly and a friendly personality to match. It’s not long before I’ve convinced him to put Martha’s cookies on the menu starting next week.

			Martha and Evie are giddy with excitement. “This is thrilling,” Evie says. “Of course I want some for my store. Why next week?”

			“We need a license first,” I explain. “Which I’m going to get today and then after that, I’m hitting the road to get us more orders.” 

			Both woman clap and there are more exclaims of, “This is exciting,” in various formations of the same sentiment. We’re about to leave, and I run to the bathroom, and good Lord, I need a shower. I’m a mess and look like I haven’t slept. It’s the heat, I tell myself, but I know it was really me thinking about Jason and that fight we had and Roarke’s “he’ll come around” comment. 

			Unable to look at the mess I am right now, I tighten the tie around my ponytail and exit to the hallway, turning back toward the seating area, only to smash into a hard chest. I gasp, and my arms end up in the grip of big hands, familiar big hands. My gaze jerks upward, and I find Jason staring down at me. 

			“Hi,” I say, and the butterflies are back, swimming butterfly laps in my belly. 

			Something warm flickers in his eyes, and his lashes lower a notch as he responds with, “Hi.”

			“Sorry I ran into you.”

			“Are you?”

			I swallow hard. “I’ve been staying out of your way.”

			“At my house.”

			“Is that a problem?”

			“No, Jessica, it’s not a problem.”

			Why oh why did my nipples just pucker when he said my name?

			“You’re holding my hands.”

			“I know.”

			“Are you planning to say something to piss me off, and you’re ensuring I don’t hit you? Because I still have a knee.” 

			“How’s the book coming?”

			“Which one?”

			“Either.”

			“Slow.”

			“I was a jerk Sunday. I can’t tell you or my men who to date.”

			In other words, his distance was a message. He’s decided I’m bad news, and he’s better off without me. “Okay.”

			“Okay? No snappy comeback.”

			“No. No snappy comeback.”

			He inhales, that big broad chest that my hands roamed over several times, but will never roam again, expanding. “If you have something you want to say to me—”

			“You’re my landlord. I get that.”

			“Jessica!”

			At the sound of his grandmother, Jason steps back. I waste no time moving around him and hurrying toward her. And I have no idea why, but my eyes prickle with tears. I didn’t cry this easily when my ex was naked with his girlfriend while I stood outside the bedroom door. 

			A few minutes later, we’re exiting the diner and Martha turns me to face her. “I saw Jason and now you’re upset. What happened?”

			“I’m PMSing in a big, big way. Like I need cookies and chocolate.”

			She and Evie are studying me. “Honey,” Martha says. 

			“Please don’t. When I PMS, I get all emotional.” 

			Which is true, as of now, because there’s no other explanation for why I feel weepy. Jason and I had sex. We never even liked each other. Okay, he never really liked me. Apparently I had a bigger crush on that asshole of a cowboy than I realized. 


		


		
			CHAPTER FORTY

			Jessica….

			Once I’m home to shower, I step onto the porch to find my window units, but they’re so big I can’t even move them off the porch. I have no clue what to do about this, but right now, I don’t care. I’ve just shut the door when my phone buzzes with a text message. My heart lurches with the idea that it’s Jason, and I grab my cell from my bag.

			It’s my agent: Advance on the way today by wire. It’s in our office.

			“I guess I better write the book,” I whisper, and while I have yet to hear from Craig, now, there’s money in my account. I’ll have to be frugal in case I have no job, but I want to make the cookie business work.

			I shoot a text to Martha: Good news. My advance is in so we’re funded but I better come back here after I get the license and write the book. Tomorrow I’ll go find us some business.

			Martha replies right away: If you need those cookies and chocolate, I can bring them to you if you don’t want to be here. 

			Dear Lord, now I tear up, but I manage to type: Good to know, thank you. 

			Kelly rushes to my feet, and I pick her up and hug her hard before feeding her. God, I’m glad she’s here and loves me. When she’s heartily eating, I shower and dress in my typical uniform of jeans and a T-shirt. I’m going to the courthouse, not to make sales pitches. 

			A few minutes later, I’m in my car for the first time in a week and I’m headed to the courthouse one town over. It doesn’t take me long to snag our license, and with it in hand, I’m feeling better. I head back to Sweetwater and stop by the country store, where I pay off Jason’s bill that I owed him for, and then on a whim, buy the pink boots I wanted because I can. 

			I’m just walking out to the car when I come face to face with Darius. “I’ve been wanting to catch up to you,” he says, his brown eyes friendly and flirty. And he’s cute, maybe a few years younger than me, I think, with sandy-blond hair that isn’t covered by a cowboy hat. “I guess today’s my lucky day. How’s country life treating you?”

			“Good,” I say. “I like it. Or I would if I could cool the cottage down, and if that’s my worst complaint, I think I’m doing pretty well.”

			His brows dip. “Don’t you have window units?”

			“Yes, but they don’t work well. I ordered a couple new units that got here today. I think once those are in place, all will be well.”

			“How about I install them for you?” he offers. 

			“You’d do that?” I ask, because the truth is that I’m desperate to get some air blowing properly. 

			“Of course. I can come by tonight.”

			“But it’s not a date, right? This is just you being kind. I mean, I can microwave you dinner in exchange for the help. And I have a stash of Martha’s cookies. But that’s all, Darius.”

			He laughs. “You give me cookies, I’ll bring dinner. How about that?” There’s an eagerness to his question. He really wants me to agree, and considering how Craig and Jason have made me feel, it’s kind of nice. Just not “go on a date” nice. 

			“But it’s not a date,” I reiterate. “Right?”

			“Friends,” he agrees. 

			“Then yes. Okay. I’d like that.”

			We set a time for seven, and I head to my car. I’m about to get inside, and he glances back at me and smiles. Oh God, it’s not a friendship smile. I don’t know what to do now. I get in my car and scold myself, because why can’t it be a date? Jason told me to date. The world told me to date, but even if I wasn’t all about Jason, which I am, I’m worried about the butterflies I don’t feel with Darius but do feel with Jason. Maybe those aren’t butterflies Jason gives me. Maybe it’s indigestion from his judgmental attitude. That’s got to be it. I’ll make this Darius thing work, one way or the other. 

			Once I get home, I start a new book, another romance novel with a cowboy, and this one isn’t going to begin with me falling in the mud. This one begins with a gentleman coming to a girl’s rescue when her air conditioning won’t work, because another asshole cowboy doesn’t care about how hot she is. Ultimately, the heroine is destined to fall in love. And not with the asshole cowboy. The other one. 

			…

			Darius arrives with bags of food and a bottle of wine. “If you want to put the food in the oven, I can get the air conditioners going,” he says, offering me the bag. 

			“Terrific. Thank you.” I look at the wine. Do friends bring wine? Nope. They don’t bring wine. I was right about that smile. 

			“Do you know what windows you want them in?” he asks. 

			“I’m clueless on this stuff.”

			He winks. “I’ll handle it.” 

			I wait for butterflies. There are none. I don’t think those Jason-induced butterflies are about indigestion, after all. Darius is already kneeling next to one of the boxes, and I hurry inside to inspect the contents of the takeout to find steaks and potatoes. I need to pay him for this meal. I can’t lead the man on like this. I stick it in the oven on warm, which should be safe for a good long while. Long enough to have another friend talk. 

			I also don’t want to take advantage of him, and I decide to grab one of Jason’s beers from the fridge for him. I exit out to the patio and, oh my God, I run into him while he’s holding the air conditioner. He tumbles backward, down the stairs, toward the yard. The unit flies with him, and so do I. He groans as he and I fall, and the air conditioner lands on top of him, or part of the air conditioner, the sharp edge. I jolt upward, shove it off of him, and he sits up to scowl at the deep gouge in his leg that is really, really close to that part of a man’s body they value most. 

			“Oh God, oh God, oh God,” I say. “We have to stop the bleeding.”

			“I got it,” he says, his face pale as he yanks his belt out of his belt loops, while making noises that sound a lot like the ones my client that went into labor in my office made—kind of a groan, grunt, and howl all wrapped in one. He tosses it on the ground. “You got it. Wrap it around my leg and pull it tight, will you?”

			I nod and it’s not long before my hands are all over his body and really close to that part of him, and he’s making those sounds. If anyone walked up right now, I’m pretty sure they’d think we were having the worst sex on planet earth, but I don’t think he really cares about anything but his leg. “All done,” I say. “I’ll call 911.”

			“You have to drive me to the hospital.”

			“What about an ambulance?”

			“Just drive me, will ya?” He tries to get up, and I have to help him, which almost lands us on the ground again. And so we hobble to the car while he settles on a howling sound this time.

			I seal him in the car and hurry to the driver’s side. Once I have us on the road, I blow out a deep breath. This is my life as a single gal. I’m definitely not putting this in the romance novel or the divorce guide. I’m not exactly the poster child for the perfect romance or dating experiences. 

			…

			Fifteen minutes later, we walk into the ER of the hospital right by the courthouse and everyone knows everyone, including Darius.

			“What happened?” a nurse asks. 

			“I went on a date with her,” he groans, scowling at me. 

			The nurse gives me a dubious look. “Oh good grief,” I say. “We collided and he fell down. He was holding my air conditioner at the time. I’m kinky like that. Guys holding air conditioners turn me on. I even gave him a cookie for the show he put on.”

			“See?” Darius snaps. “She’s crazy.”

			“Obviously our love affair is over.” I look at the nurse. “I’ll go get some air.” 

			I head for the door and don’t look back, but the minute I step out into the muggy night, I halt, as a big, brawny angry man charges toward me.

			“What the hell happened?” Jason demands, stopping in front of me. “What the hell did you do to my man?” he demands, stepping up on me. Like right up on me.

			“It was a freak accident. He was helping me put a new window unit in and—”

			“I’m your damn landlord. You want a window unit, you talk to me.”

			“I did. You blew me off and mocked me.” 

			He grabs my arm and pulls me to him. “I told you not to date my men.”

			“Actually, you told me to do what I wanted and pretty much said you were through with me. And can you stop grabbing me?”

			His jaw clenches, and he cuts his stare before looking at me again. “That’s what you think? That I told you I was done with you?”

			“You did.”

			“I didn’t.”

			“Whatever. This wasn’t because of a date. I told you. It was a freak accident. The kind that seems to follow me everywhere lately. I came through the door. He was holding the air conditioner and we collided. And how do you even know?” 

			“It’s a small town. Everyone knows everything.”

			“And yet you thought I was your local TMZ? I’m just a city girl standing in front of a country cottage asking it to take her away.” 

			“Until you leave.”

			“Right. When I leave, I’m going to write a tell-all about you. That story perhaps about a man who played ball and decided to be a rancher while wishing he was still playing ball. A man who secretly practices while he thinks no one is looking, but his grandmother knows.” And that was out before I could stop it, damn it. “I wouldn’t actually tell that story. That was just me talking to you. You know that, right?”

			He studies me, his expression unreadable. “Let’s go inside.” 

			“That might be safer than me standing here speaking to you.”

			“Yes,” he says. “Yes, it would.”

			I nod and he releases me, which should please me, but the cold chill that washes over me in the hot night say it doesn’t. He not only lets go of me, he starts walking away. I stand there, watching him walk, not sure if I should follow. I just called the man on his fake life after trying to kill one of the men who works for him. Really? Should I even be here? That’s when Jason halts and turns my direction. “Coming?”

			“I don’t know if I belong here.” And I’m not just talking about the hospital. 

			Jason fully rotates, closes the space between us, takes my hands and starts walking again. 

			I double-step to keep up with him, and he doesn’t let me go until we’re solidly inside the hospital again. He motions to the desk. I motion to the empty waiting room. He nods and we divide and conquer. I with the important task of saving him a seat in a room full of empty chairs. Him finding out what’s going on with Darius. 

			It’s a tough choice for me, but I choose a row of chairs facing the door Darius disappeared through that leads to the back. Jason speaks to the lady behind the counter, a young blonde who flirts with him, of course, because he’s the local hottie, the Flying J, the man they probably all want. Not me. I don’t want the man a million women want. I want a man who wants me and makes me forget a million women want him. This man, the one I got naked with like a fool asking for a broken heart, saunters back my direction and claims the chair next to me. “He won’t be long. They’re stitching him up, and apparently he has a broken rib he claims is from your elbow.”

			I cringed. “I was on top of him.”

			His brows shoot up. “Is that right?”

			“Oh good grief,” I breathe out. “Stop saying is that right. You ask me that when you don’t believe me, and I don’t like it.”

			“I never said I didn’t believe you.”

			“I was on top of him because we fell, Jason.” I twist around to face him. “It wasn’t even a date.” 

			“Of course not.” He leans back in his seat and sits there, smelling good and being an asshole. 

			“I told you. He was doing me favor.”

			He glances over at me. “Did you kiss him?”

			“Is that some criteria to judge what is or is not a date?”

			“Did you kiss him?”

			“No. Apparently I only kiss men who hate me. No wonder I’m writing a divorce guide.” I sink back into my chair. “No wonder I’m so damn good at divorce.”

			He looks over at me. “You mean your ex?”

			I don’t look at him. “And you.”

			“I don’t hate you, Jessica.”

			“You hated me the minute I got into town in my high-heeled boots.” I glance over at him. “And what could you possibly know of my ex?”

			“Enough.”

			“Obviously not, or you wouldn’t keep acting like I came here to destroy your world.” I cut my stare. “I came here because—you know why I came here.” 

			Seconds tick by before he says, “We’ve both been burned.”

			I dare a look at him. “I guess that’s one thing we can agree on.”

			“I think there’s a lot more than that that we agree on.”

			“Do we?” 

			“Yes,” he says. “We do.”

			“I’m just a city girl and you’re—”

			“Someone who’s been unfair. I’m sorry. I told you that you could stay and heal.” He scrubs his jaw and presses his hands to his knees. “And I kept judging you by my past.” He draws a breath, exhales it in a puff, and then offers me his hand. “Truce. Friends.”

			Friends. 

			Why does this word cut me open when “friends” is supposed to be a good thing? He looks at his hand and mine, a question in that look. I hesitate and then press my hand to his, the connection electric, heat radiating up my arm and across my chest. “Friends,” I whisper, but I’ve never had a friend that makes me feel what this man feels.

			His eyes warm, a sizzle in their depths, and if this is what friendship feels like, I’m very confused. “Jason, you’re still holding my hand.”

			“Yes. Yes I am.”

			“Mr. Jenks?”

			At the nurse’s voice, we break apart and stand. “You can come back if you’d like.” 

			I grab my purse, eager to see how Darius is doing, and Jason and I move forward. The nurse holds her hand up. “Just Jason. He doesn’t want to see you.”

			I feel this like a punch. Jason turns to face me. “Let me just go talk to him and—”

			“I need to go, Jason. We both know I do.”

			I turn and hurry out of the hospital and to my car. Once I’m inside, I turn on the engine and start to drive. I want to go home, only I’m not sure where that is right now.


		


		
			CHAPTER FORTY-ONE

			Jason…

			I watch Jessica walk away, and I want to go after her, but Darius is hurt and he’s one of my men; he’s family. We’re his family because I happen to know that, like so many of the men on the ranch, I’m it for them; my grandmother and I are home and family. But damn if I’m not starting to think the same of Jessica. The minors gave me a taste of what it’s like to be in between things and unsteady, like she is right now, but I always knew I had this place to come back to. Jessica doesn’t have that place. Damn it to hell, I’ve been hard on her. Roarke’s right. She’s not Tessa.

			“Jason?”

			I snatch to attention and nod to Lily, the nurse, that I’ve known since grade school. “Take me to him.” 

			“He’ll be glad to see you,” she says, leading me down a hallway. “I called the minute he checked in. I knew you’d want to know.”

			“And I do.”

			“Who’s that woman who did this to him?”

			“Jessica didn’t do this to him. It was a freak accident.”

			“I don’t think I’ve ever heard of someone throwing an air conditioner on a man. I thought about calling the police.”

			I scowl at her. “It was a damn accident, Lily. Let it go. Jessica feels bad enough.” We stop at a door. 

			“If you say so,” she says. 

			“I do.” I open the door and enter the room to find Darius sitting on the table with his ribs bandaged up. 

			“I doubt this makes it into her romance novel,” he says. “And for the record, I’m officially a country girl kind of guy.”

			For a man trying to draw a line of friendship with a woman, I’m way too relieved by this news. 

			I laugh and sit down. “Your ego is bruised. You’ll get over it.” 

			“Yeah, well, that might be true, but I’ll do it with some space between me and that woman.”

			It’s two hours later when I walk him to my truck and drive him home. Once he’s inside and drugged up, I call my grandmother. “Darius is hurt. He could use some grandma time in the morning.” 

			“Oh my. What happened?”

			“He tried to date Jessica. It didn’t go well.”

			“What in the world?”

			I tell her the story, and by the time I hang up, somehow I’ve driven to the damn cottage. I’m sitting outside while Jessica’s inside, but damn it, she was upset. She was upset when she came to the cottage anyway, and a blow on top of a blow is something I understand well. Me being here is about that friendship I promised her. She’ll leave and I won’t. I can’t. Diving into this training camp, poking old contacts in the baseball world for this training camp, stirred my itch for baseball, but Darius’s injury reminded me of why that can’t happen. I’d have to turn my back on this place and my family.

			I exit my truck and start walking toward the cottage. She’s a city girl who won’t understand my decisions, and I won’t try to convince her. I’m not diving in deeper with Jessica. I’m not falling for this woman only to have me stay and her leave. I’m just checking on her. 

			I cross the lawn to find the offending air conditioner lying on the ground. It’s big. That thing had to have hurt like a bitch. I climb the stairs and my boots scrape the wooden surface. I reach to knock, and Jessica opens the door, her dark hair piled high on top of her head. She changed into black leggings, a tank top that clings to her naked breasts, and despite this, I hyper-focus on her pink painted toes. She’s a rose in the middle of a place that is all cactus and thorns, and yet she’s not a delicate flower. 

			“How is he?” she asks. 

			“His ego is bruised, but he’ll live. He’s home resting. Martha will go by and see him tomorrow.”

			“Those cookies will cure anything, especially hand-delivered.” She cuts her stare and then looks at me. “What are you doing here?”

			“Installing your air conditioners. It occurred to me that had I gotten you a pair before now, none of this would have happened.” 

			“That wouldn’t have served your purpose.”

			“Which was what, Jessica?”

			“Sending me back to Dallas.”

			“I’m not trying to send you back now.”

			“But you were?”

			“Yes. I was.”

			“What changed?”

			“What didn’t change?”

			She searches my face, looking for something she might just find if she tries hard enough, and I can’t let that happen. “You going to let me in?” 

			“It’s late, Jason.”

			“The heat doesn’t go away at night this time of year.” I squat down and glance at the other unit still in the box on the porch. “Good choice.” I stand up and pull a knife from my pocket to open the box, pulling the unit out and tossing the box over the rail. “You going to let me in?” I ask, stepping to the door. 

			“Jason,” she breathes out. “I can’t keep doing this with you.”

			She can’t keep doing this with me. I could read ten things into that. I’m not her ex, in a three-piece suit, driving a BMW, but I don’t think that’s where her head is at all. “Friend. Landlord. The man who’s going to cool you off tonight.”

			“I doubt that, but fine, come in.” She backs into the cottage. 

			My lips twitch with that comment, and I follow her. “I’m going to take the old units out. They’re way past their day. The two new ones will have you freezing and wrapping in blankets, I promise.” 

			“What if the one we dropped is broken?”

			“I’ll check it. If it’s broken, I’ll replace it for you and pay for both of the units.”

			“I don’t need you to do that. I got my advance. The money might have to last me a long time if I don’t go back to the city, but now I have months to decide.”

			If she doesn’t go back to the city. Those are the last words I expected to hear from her. My gaze lands on the bottle of wine, and her date comes back to me. I don’t like the punch to my gut that follows. My jaw sets hard. “I’ll pay for the units.” 

			Kelly meows at her feet, and Jessica picks her up. I go outside, grab the unit on the ground, and come back inside to test it. “It’s fine,” I murmur without looking at her. I stand up and get to work, eager to get out of here before I do something foolish, like forget the meaning, and restriction, that comes with “just friends,” though I didn’t technically use the word “just.” 

			I decide the unit in the bedroom needs to be over and done with. I walk in there and think of her, and her naked body, in the bed that I’ve slept in many a night. And her, standing in front of the window, grabbing that damn flashlight and threatening to kill me with it while wearing absolutely nothing. She was killing me, all right. Shaking off that thought that will get me in trouble, I get to work. I’ve just finished installing the unit, when I hear, “Jason.”

			I rotate to find Jessica standing in the doorway, looking like the city girl I want to strip naked. Right now.

			“What’s up?

			“I feel kind of bad for suggesting this, but Darius brought dinner. Steaks. I put them in the warmer. They might be a bit dry now but—would you—have you—oh hell. Stay for dinner? Or at this point, a midnight snack. I don’t want to throw the food away, and I suck at eating alone.”

			I should say no. I should be smart and leave before temptation takes control, but damn it, I’m not going to do it. I close the space between us and stop in front of her. “What’s wrong with being alone?”

			“It’s very empty.” 

			She’s right. It is. “It’s better than spending time with the wrong person,” I say. “A lesson I learned the hard way.” 

			“Right.” She steps back. “I understand.”

			I catch her arm. “What do you understand?”

			“You don’t want to stay.”

			“I’m not going anywhere.”


		


		
			CHAPTER FORTY-TWO

			Jason…

			“I wasn’t talking about you,” I repeat. 

			She wets her lips nervously, and I think it’s the first time I’ve seen her show insecurity. It reminds me again that she’s human, while the city is not. While fucking Tessa was not. “I wasn’t talking about you,” I repeat, releasing her. “Let me finish up. I’m starving. I haven’t eaten since breakfast.”

			“Me either,” she says, and when she backs away I want to pull her to me. I want to forget all the reasons this thing between us can’t be a thing at all. 

			She whirls around and then she’s gone, and fuck, I huff out a breath I didn’t even know I was holding. I pick up the old unit and carry it out to my truck. By the time I’ve installed the final unit and loaded the junk into my truck she’s filled two plates with steaks, potatoes, corn, and macaroni and cheese. “I have no idea where this is from.”

			“Carl’s Bar and Grill in town. It’s good eating.”

			“You want to eat in the living room? The barstools are kind of awkward for me.”

			“I’ve got the plates, if you’ll grab a couple of beers.” I hesitate. “Or does a city girl like you even drink beer?”

			“I drink beer and wine. I’m versatile like that, but after that vodka last week, I’ll stick with water.” 

			I carry the plates toward the couch. “When you got my grandmother drunk.”

			“She got us drunk,” she argues, following me then sitting down next to me, setting a beer in front of me. “And she’s really fun. I love her for too many reasons to count.”

			“She’s special,” I agree, digging into my food, as she does the same. “She’s a rare breed. That’s why I don’t want her hurt.”

			“And you still think I’m the evil city queen here to burn cookies and devastate cowboys?” She takes a bite. 

			“I know you are,” I tease. 

			“Well, at least we’re being honest with each other now.” She takes a bite and moans her delight. “You’re right,” she says after another few bites. “This is great. I love it.”

			“We don’t have a lot of choices round here, so it’s good when it’s good.”

			“Do you ever miss the choices, like running to Starbucks or McDonalds?”

			“Yes, I do. I traveled the world, Jessica. I’m not without an understanding that this place comes with limits.”

			“But it comes with your grandmother and the men who work and live here. They count on you.”

			I’m stunned that she sees this. “Yes. Exactly.”

			“Do you miss playing ball?”

			“According to you, I do.”

			“Do you?” she presses. 

			“You don’t give up, do you?”

			“Do you?” she repeats. 

			“Yes, Jessica, I miss it.”

			She twists around to face me, energized by my reply. “There has to be a way—”

			“Don’t go down that rabbit hole. I can’t go down that rabbit hole. Entire families count on me.”

			“You’re still young. It can change. We can plan and—”

			“We?”

			“I feel a part of this. I know I’m not, but I adore your grandmother and you called us friends.” 

			“We are friends.”

			“Well, then, let me aspire to be the pain in the ass to you that Shelley is to me.”

			“You already won that contest.”

			“And I’m not even done yet. You need to be on the mound with a ball in your hand.”

			“A new, faster, better pitcher will come along well before that. I’ll still be here when you’re back in luxury in Dallas.”

			“Doing what? I don’t want to divorce people anymore.” She breathes out. “That’s the first time I’ve said that out loud. It feels kind of liberating. I don’t want to divorce people anymore. That’s the reason I’m struggling with this book.”

			“The romance or the divorce guide?”

			“I was never supposed to write a romance. Shelley and your grandmother think that if I write a romance, it’ll humanize the divorce guide.”

			“And you?”

			“I don’t believe in love. How do I write romance?”

			“You didn’t love Craig?”

			“I thought I did, but I think losing someone you love feels different than what I felt when we broke up.”

			“Different how?”

			“I listened to him having sex with another woman in our bed, from the next room, and I didn’t cry, I didn’t shout, I didn’t want to fight. I didn’t cry until I was here that night, standing in the rain. You know why I cried here?”

			“Why?”

			“I was alone. I felt so damn alone and that’s why I think Craig was all about security to me. He was stable. He made money. He had a plan. He was predictable.” She laughs bitterly. “Until he wasn’t, but that’s not the point. My mother really is a revolving door of marriages.”

			“And so you embraced divorce? Isn’t that a contradiction, the exact opposite of stability?”

			“Bad marriages don’t equal stability, but in the process of playing what I turned into a heroine role, I really lost touch with what a healthy relationship is. If they even exist. I’m cynical. I really sound like a catch, don’t I?”

			She’s not talking about her job. There’s more to that statement. “You think you aren’t? You’re beautiful, smart, and tough, Jessica.”

			“Thanks, but you know, I didn’t cry for Craig, but that doesn’t mean having your man in bed with another woman doesn’t gash a girl’s self-esteem.”

			I notice how she switches to third person, how she removes herself from the girl she’s talking about, which is herself. Or the way she turns away and takes a bite of food. “I didn’t love Tessa, either,” I say. 

			She turns a surprised look on me. “She hurt you. I see that in you.”

			“She woke me up.”

			“Taught you that all city girls are the devil?” she teases. 

			“It would seem that way, wouldn’t it?”

			“Yes. Yes, it would. I take it she was here at the ranch. Did she, too, come in high-heeled boots and get stuck in mud? Or perhaps drop an air conditioner on one of your men?”

			“No, she just fucked a few.”

			Her eyes go wide. “Oh, I—I guess I know why you don’t want me to date your men now.”

			“I bought that woman a ring, Jessica. She wasn’t you.”

			She sucks in air and turns away. “Right.”

			I catch her arm. “I didn’t mean that in a bad way. I’m sorry. I tend to get angry talking about this. After my parents died, she wanted me to sell out and leave everyone here to fend for themselves. She was angry when I declined. Because that wasn’t who I was or am. I convinced her that we could live here, out of the Hollywood spotlight, and that was a mistake. In turn, she fucked three of my men and told me that it was because when I left baseball I lost my balls. Looking back, I don’t know what I was thinking. Aside from being in love with the success. I wanted the actress wife, the pro-ball career, the enviable position in life. I don’t like what I became, and I owe her for waking me up. That was enviable.” 

			“I guess we both had our own version of storybook lives that weren’t the fairy tales we’d hoped.”

			I turn away from her and rest my elbows on my knees. “I guess we did.”

			“Playing ball doesn’t have to make you become that again. You know that, right?”

			I straighten with rejection. “It does. It will. Maybe that’s a flaw in my personality. I do one or the other. I’m this or I’m that. When I play ball, I become that world.”

			“That world can be what you want it to be. You were young and on a high you hadn’t yet matured into handling.”

			“I was thirty. That’s a damn man.”

			“Who did what needed to be done for the ranch and your family. Who stepped up when your parents died.”

			“I should have stepped up sooner.” The words are out before I can stop them. I grab our plates and take them to the kitchen. 

			She doesn’t follow me, clearly understanding I need a minute, but when I grab another beer, and this time bring her one, too, she readily accepts it. And she proves a walk to the kitchen doesn’t make a change of topic. “What you’ve done since your parents died, going through that, it changes you.”

			“Maybe too much to go back.”

			“Maybe. That’s an open door. Is your arm healed?”

			“My arm is fine. My arm didn’t keep me here.” I open her beer and mine. “This place and family did. I’m not going back.” I hand her the beer. “Darius reminded me that I need to stay here.”

			“Darius? You mean me?” She takes the beer and sets it on the table. “Don’t say that. Don’t use me or him as an excuse to quit. If you just want to quit, if you can’t take the pressure, that’s one thing. Quit. If you’re afraid of not being good enough or you’re worried about the ranch, those are two different things.”

			“Are they now?”

			“Yes. They are. And I’m not going to ask you to bare your soul and tell me if it’s choice A, B, or C. I’ll just say this. Life is short and you have to chase your dreams. And I’m not saying that because I want you to go be famous and rich and I can chase you into luxury. You had your dream in your hand. Jason, you can still have it.”

			“And you, Jessica? What’s your dream?”

			“I don’t know, but it’s not what I was doing before. Right now, I’m just having fun baking with your grandmother.”

			“From almost-partner in a top law firm to baking cookies with my grandmother. We both know that won’t last.”

			“I’m glad one of us does. Because right now, this place feels pretty safe.” 

			Safe.

			Her comment about security comes back to me. “You’re hiding here.”

			“Aren’t you, too?” she challenges. “Don’t you avoid everything to do with baseball?”

			She’s officially hit about ten nerves. “I couldn’t if I wanted to. Everyone wants to talk about fucking baseball.” 

			“Okay, well me, too. I love to talk about baseball.” 

			“You actually really like baseball, don’t you?”

			“Yes, I do. My boyfriend in college played. He was a catcher, which really makes you appreciate pitching, by the way. I swear he and I dated because I became passionate about ball. We had that bond. That love.”

			“Where is he now?”

			She waves him off. “I have no idea. He transferred to play with a bigger team and I stayed behind, but he left me baseball. I never lost that love.”

			“Did Craig like baseball?”

			“Hated it. Shelley likes it, though. We watched it together. What about Tessa?”

			“Loved the idea of being with a pro pitcher. Didn’t know shit about the game. She just wanted me to win for the press.”

			“She really sounds shallow and horrible. Maybe we should introduce Craig and Tessa. I’m sure Craig will dump his secretary for her.”

			My lips quirk. “How did two nice people like us end up with them?”

			“I’m nice. You’re still an asshole.” She angles my direction. “I missed the draft. Did you watch it?”

			“You didn’t miss the draft.” I grab the remote. “I recorded it on this television.” 

			She gives me a sideways look. “Because you’re still obsessed and you hide it by watching here.”

			She sees too much. “Do you want to watch the draft or not?”

			“I would love to watch the draft and hear perspective from an insider.”

			I really want to kiss those fucking comments off her lips right now. Instead, I turn on the draft. She asks me questions, and I find that talking to someone who loves the game feels good. She feels good. This feels good. She feels good, too good, but just as I think I need to go before this gets out of hand, she falls over onto my shoulder. She’s asleep and I don’t want to move. But I do. I need to go before I make a mistake, but when I shift, she makes a soft sound and nestles closer to me. A woman who never feels safe, feels so damn safe that she doesn’t even know when I move. I test her; that’s what I tell myself at least. I lay down and pull her under my arm, and she doesn’t wake up. And once again, it’s clear.

			I’m not going anywhere.


		


		
			CHAPTER FORTY-THREE

			Jessica…

			I wake to an explosion of my senses. There’s a hard body beneath mine, a hand on my head, the familiar scent of delicious man filling my nostrils. I jerk up and look at Jason, to realize we’re on the couch and sunlight is breaking through the blinds. “Did we have sex and I don’t remember? Because that would really suck.”

			“If you think you can have sex with me and forget it, then I did it wrong.”

			“No. I didn’t mean. Sex with you was—”

			He arches a brow. “Was?”

			“Very good,” I breathe out, the flex of his hard body and the thickening of his cock against my hip impossible to miss, and why would I want to? 

			His eyes light. “Which is why I’ve been lying here for four hours, thinking about having sex with you.”

			“Friends don’t have sex.”

			“Right. Friends don’t have sex.” He sits us up with such a sudden force that my head spins as I go upright. “Which is why I should go before we do,” he adds.

			I grip the edges of the couch and, afraid he thinks I just rejected him, and because rejection sucks, I decide to go bold. “We could—”

			He drags me to my feet, his hands on my arms, our bodies facing each other. “If we do, this goes to a place that neither of us needs right now. You’re rebounding. You’re hurting. You’re leaving. I’m fucked in the head for ten different reasons.”

			Now I’m feeling the sting of the “friends and rejection” thing. “All named Tessa.” I don’t even try to hide the bitterness in that statement. It’s there. It’s ripe for the picking. 

			“There’s not one moment that I’m with you that I think of Tessa.”

			“All the moments that you’re with me, I’m the city girl. I’m the girl trying to write a romance novel to remember what love is or figure it out for the first time ever.” 

			“So now you’re writing the romance novel?”

			“Why is that a bad thing? Are we friends? Because if we are, maybe you might have some advice. Maybe you can give me a guy’s point-of-view without us having to get naked to do it. I had a good time with you last night. Maybe we’re just—maybe we’re going too fast. Maybe we need to shoot for somewhere between hot and cold instead of only having two temperatures.”

			“Right. You’re right. We can land in between. We’re friends.”

			“Don’t sound so stiff and angry about it.”

			His phone buzzes with a text, and he grabs it from the coffee table, his eyes narrowing as he does. There’s something about the text, the way his expression shifts, that I can read. “I need to go,” he says. “Let’s talk later.” 

			I nod, disappointment filling me. For all I know, that message was from Tessa. For all I know, he’s so damn obsessed with her that I’m not really here. “Yeah. Later. I need to go pee and brush my teeth anyway.” It’s not a sexy thing to say, but why do I need to be sexy? We’re not having sex. Ever. Again. I turn and walk away. He lets me. It’s a jag in my belly, but that’s okay. I’ll get some good, cynical, divorce guide pages in today. He’s done me a favor. Maybe that’s the only way to write a divorce guide. Straight up and no bullshit. 

			I step into the bedroom, and I can hear the moment the front door opens and shuts. I squeeze my eyes shut and sit down on the bed. My body aches from being pressed to his. My heart aches because it didn’t matter to him. Because it does to me. 

			…

			Jason…

			I walk out to the truck and get inside, staring down at the text message from the Rangers’ manager, Russell James, a man I’ve known and respected for years: I was told you wanted to talk about a training camp. All we need to know is that you’re involved. Come talk to us about it and you. You’re too damn gifted to sit on the sidelines. Whatever is holding you back, we’ll find a way to get by it. 

			I inhale on that unexpected message, taking a moment to just breathe because it’s pretty fucking impossible right now. The Rangers want to talk to me about me. They want me on the mound, and fuck, I want on the mound. I want to go. I want to talk. I want to dream again, but while I’m off playing ball my grandmother is getting older. Before I sat there talking to Jessica about dreams, I wouldn’t even be thinking about talking to them. I don’t know if she’s a good or bad influence on me. I don’t know if she’s my next Tessa who makes me block out everything but success or if she’s a voice of reason. What I know is I need to step back from her and get her voice out of my head. This decision has to be about the ranch, my grandmother, and my responsibility. Not dreams.  

			Whatever the case, I text Russell back: Name the time and place, but I need you to know, the arm is still strong, but the obstacles are big. The only reason I’m talking is because you’re in Dallas. This is as close to home as I could get.

			I start the truck and drive home, take a hot shower, and play last night with Jessica over and over in my head. I can’t keep that woman and her body, and mouth, especially the words coming out of it, from playing. I step out of the shower to my cell ringing. It’s a Dallas number and I answer to hear, “Monday morning,” from a familiar male voice. Russell James. 

			“Can you do it?”

			“Yes. I can do Monday.”

			“Good. And, man, the owner is looking forward to this right along with the rest of us. I want you to know I’m rooting for you. I get it. I know your parents died in a really shitty, sudden way, but I met them. They were proud of you. They want this for you. I want you to have it.”

			“The camp—”

			“We’ll support you any way we can on that, but we’d rather do it on off-season, while you’re playing for us.”

			“You haven’t seen me pitch lately. No one has.”

			“Come ready to throw, then. We’ll have our gloves ready.”

			We hang up, and I grab the counter, lower my chin to my chest. “What am I doing?” I whisper. 

			My cell phone rings again, and this time it’s the banker from hell. I hit decline. It’s like that call was a push that answered my question. What am I doing? Going to Dallas again, apparently. 

			An hour later, I walk toward the kitchen, feeling a punch in my gut just thinking about seeing Jessica. I have never wanted to strip a woman naked as much as I did her today. I have never wanted like I want her, but as time ticks by this morning, I decide not doing it was self-preservation. I’m getting my head back in the game. Jessica will leave, and since I can’t seem to just make her a damn fuck buddy, I can’t make her anything but a friend and keep my head on straight. 

			Steeling myself for the impact of seeing her, I walk into the kitchen, but she’s not there. My grandmother smiles and waves a rolling pin in her hand. “Morning, Grandson.”

			“Morning, Grandma.” I walk around the island and kiss her. “What’s your plan today?”

			“I already went to see Darius and he’s doing well, but we both know that’s not what you’re asking. She’s not coming today. She’s got stuff to do that’s not here.” 

			“I didn’t ask.”

			“Yes, you did,” she says. “With your eyes. A grandma knows how to read the eyes. Want me to text you if she shows up?”

			“No. I don’t want you to text me if she shows up. If I need her, I’ll text her myself. We’re friends, Grandma. Nothing more.”

			“Oh well, then you won’t mind if she dates someone else, right?”

			I narrow my eyes on her. “What are you up to?”

			“I have some ideas for her.”

			I consider telling her that Jessica is writing a romance novel that turns every date into research, but I don’t want to pit her against Jessica. She’s protective of the men here that are all her boys. And Jessica needs to feel at home here right now. I’m not going to take that from her, and I haven’t seen my grandmother this happy since my mother was alive. 

			“It takes time to be ready to jump back in the saddle,” I say. “Give Jessica some space. Let her do things on her own time.”

			My grandmother’s gaze lifts toward the door, and I know immediately who’s standing there. Adrenaline surges through me even with the idea of seeing her. Eager to prove that reaction wrong, I rotate and find Jessica is indeed inside the archway, and holy hell, she’s beautiful; her long brown hair soft and shiny at her shoulders, her jeans dark, snug, hugging the curves I’d like to be hugging right now. Her blouse pink and lacy. Her boots, those damn pink boots I vetoed because they don’t properly protect her legs. I scowl at them and then at her. 

			“So glad you understand that I need to make my own decisions,” she says. “I certainly don’t need a man in my life right now dictating what I do or don’t do. I mean some men even want to dress a woman.”

			“Phyllis Roger’s husband was like that,” my grandmother chimes in. “I didn’t like that man. He’s dead, so God, forgive me. I shouldn’t talk badly about the dead.”

			Jessica’s lips twitch. “Good thing Jason had you to teach him right.”

			“Isn’t that the truth?” my grandmother quickly agrees. 

			I walk toward Jessica and stop in front of her, my gaze raking over the pink gloss of her lips and lifting. Fuck, why didn’t I at least kiss her before I left this morning?

			“My grandmother taught me a good many things about women, but there are others I learned all on my own.”

			“Is that bait I’m supposed to take?”

			The archway is wide enough that I step to her side. She smells like flowers. I didn’t need that kiss this morning to remember she tastes like honey. “No need. I wasn’t going to tell you anyway.” With that I leave, and holy fuck, I want that woman, yet I turned her into a friend today. Meanwhile, my grandmother wants to fix her up with someone else.

			Right now, I need to have a chat with Roarke about the future of this ranch, and even what my plan does for this town. Later, but soon, I’m going to have to have a more in-depth chat with my grandmother about Jessica and the retirement of her matchmaking efforts.


		


		
			CHAPTER FORTY-FOUR

			Jessica…

			Jason leaves, but I swear testosterone lingers in the air, tingling down my spine and teasing me with what I could have had this morning but didn’t. What I could have had but never will. He and I are not the fine line between love and hate; we land solidly as friends instead.

			“What was that?” Martha asks as I force myself forward and step to the island. 

			“Your grandson hates my boots,” I say, because it seems more appropriate than the other two or more things I might say like, “male ego eroding the kitchen” or “my hormones about to burst.”

			“Your boots are adorable,” she approves.

			“Thank you,” I say. “I thought they were perfect for sales pitches in country stores, but Jason says they won’t protect me from snakes.” 

			Her lips curve. “Such a protective friend.”

			“We are friends, officially declared, in fact. I didn’t call him asshole one time.”

			“I noticed.” She laughs. “But you wanted to. I felt the crackle between you two. You’re fighting again. You two are always a sway from a kiss or an insult. You really are a pair.”

			“We are a pair, you and me. I think I’ll travel to surrounding towns today, and it hit me that they won’t know what the food tastes like. Can I get some samples?”

			“I’m working on the orders you got in for the diner. Take those. I can make more. I have cookies, bread, and pastries. How do you want to do this?”

			I reach in my purse and pull out the bags and labels that came today. “This isn’t all of the supplies. I left them in my trunk when I saw Jason was home. I know you don’t want him to know just yet, but once your products show up in the stores, he will find out. Don’t you want to be the one to tell him?” 

			“I think you should tell him.”

			“Me? Why me?”

			“Because you’re business savvy. Because I want him to see the numbers and the potential this has for the ranch.”

			“I know you want to take the stress off of him,” I say, “and I know you want to make him start thinking about his future. But your grandson is a prideful man and he worries about you.”

			“You know him quite well already.”

			“I know enough to feel like approach is everything. Why don’t you just tell him that selling locally is a hobby that’s really keeping your mind occupied? It makes you happy. It’s true now. This isn’t a real business until we get real orders.”

			“It does keep my mind off what this time of year represents, which is a blessing.” She reaches over the island and squeezes my hand. “You make me happy.”

			My heart swells. “As you do me.”

			“We’re family now, honey. Don’t you forget that. Now. Let’s get your goodies together and get you on the road.”

			“Yes,” I say. “Let’s. I’m excited to try our new packaging.” And I am. I hurry out to the car, grab the supplies, and a few minutes later, we have adorable boxes and bags with ribbons on them, filled with her baked goods and slapped with a logo on them.

			We’re almost done when Martha glances over at me all coy like as she says, “How’s the air conditioning?”

			I glower at her. “Don’t joke. The poor man is hurt. And my dating life has once again proven better left alone.”

			“Nonsense. He’s fine. I saw him this morning and took him some pastries. Jason went ahead and installed the air conditioners, too, right?”

			“Yes, he did.”

			“And he didn’t come home last night. Would a friend know anything about that?”

			“A friend might have watched the baseball draft with him. We fell asleep on the couch. Nothing more to it.”

			Her eyes light with hope. “He watched the draft with you?”

			“He did. Don’t read into it, though, or mention it. He doesn’t need that pressure. He has to decide what comes next himself. If he doesn’t want back on the mound, he won’t do well. Let him do it for himself, whatever it is that he wants to do.”

			“What if he doesn’t do it? What if he just walks away because of the ranch?”

			“Then he doesn’t want it and that’s okay, right? You just want him to be happy.”

			“You’re right. You’re right. I do. See, I told you. You really have become family.”

			I carry that comment with me as I travel from store to store, racking up a remarkable number of orders. All the while the man that is now my friend is on my mind. I’m madly into Jason, that’s undeniable, but Martha was right when she told him I’m rebounding, and rebounds always end. I don’t want to lose my new family over a rebound. I don’t even have an old family.

			I can’t kiss Jason or rip his clothes off. I have to settle for friendship, because this family has given me a purpose that I haven’t felt in a very long time. 

			…

			Jason…

			The way you talk to Roarke is usually with a horse in between you. On this day, he and I are on a stable floor while he checks a horse’s hoof and I present him my idea. He sets the horse’s leg down and stands up. “You want me to help you run a baseball camp? What does horse training have to do with baseball?”

			“You have the YouTube platform. And it’s the discipline. The way you convince that horse, a magnificent, intelligent beast, to do your bidding. It computes; it translates to baseball. The way the players have to convince themselves to do what needs to be done. The way a pitcher has to convince a batter to swing high or low and think it’s the right choice when it’s the wrong choice.”

			“Tell me again why you aren’t playing?” he asks, motioning me forward to a couple of bales of hay where we sit down. 

			“Regardless of whether that happens,” I say, skipping over the meeting with the Rangers I may never share with anyone, “this is a future, this is me using what I know to keep Flying J on the map. And it’s what my father knew, too, not damn apples and orchards.”

			“That’s still going pretty shitty, huh?”

			“Hell yes, it is. I should have looked beyond those damn trees a long time ago.” 

			“What happened to not wanting the city in the country? Because this is going to bring the city to the country, at least on some level.”

			“I was hiding from the questions about my family and my arm. I didn’t want those questions coming here. But new industry and attention brings jobs, by way of stores, restaurants, and new ideas. It brings growth to the town.”

			“Jessica got anything to do with this change of heart?” 

			“You sure as hell do,” I say, avoiding the topic of Jessica’s influence. A topic better analyzed on my own. “You told me to get my head out of the sand,” I remind him, “and I am.”

			“I’ve been telling you that, but now you listen?”

			“Yeah. Now I’m listening.”

			“Back to Jessica.”

			“She’s a friend.”

			“Who went out with Darius. You okay with that?”

			“Who tried to kill Darius.”

			“That’s not an answer.”

			“We’re friends.”

			“Then you’re okay with her dating other men?” he presses. “You’ve decided to step back.”

			“This is a vacation for her. I’m not on vacation. There is nothing about the past two years that has been even remotely like a vacation.”

			“Maybe that’s the problem. Maybe it’s time to live again, Jason. You can’t bring them back.”

			“Right now I’m worried about bringing the ranch back. I can’t do that trying to get in Jessica’s pants.”

			“We both know you don’t have to try. You two are already there, blowing up the scene when you’re together. If sex and just sex is what either of you wanted, you wouldn’t be running from her.”

			Running. I’m not fucking running. I’m done with this conversation. “Think about the damn camp. I’ll send you the numbers. I’ve got meetings in Dallas on Friday. I need to know before then.” I stand up and leave.

			I love that man like a brother, but he’s misplaced with a lecture about me moving on. That’s what I’m doing. Moving on. And that’s what Jessica will do soon. Move on and go back to the city.


		


		
			CHAPTER FORTY-FIVE

			Jessica…

			My day selling Martha’s baked goods is the best day I’ve had in forever. I’m actually wearing jeans while selling something I love, something everyone loves when they try the samples. I’m so ridiculously excited that I dare to drive down to Riverland, a city of thirty thousand, and it’s a winning visit. I have orders from fifteen stores, all eager to support a local business. I start to feel like we can become the cookie version of the Texas-based sensation, Blue Bell Ice Cream. We can own this state. It’s big thinking, I know, and it’s going to require capital and management. Money. That capital could become an issue quickly. Jason doesn’t have money lying around to fund his grandmother’s baking. I have ten thousand and my advance coming, though. That will get us a long way. 

			It’s near sundown when I turn down the road where I’d first met Jason as I talk to Martha one last time for the day. “It’s a lot of orders,” I say after we come down from the squees and celebration talk, “and we have to start supplying Monday.”

			“I have tomorrow’s orders ready, but we might need help. I can get Evie to come help us, but is the kitchen even big enough?”

			“I need to rush more supplies, too, but as for the space, what if I talk to Jimbo and see if we can use his kitchen and even have him help?”

			“Yes,” Martha says. “I was thinking the same thing.” 

			“Where would I find him? I should just talk to him tonight.”

			“He does supper for the live-in crew in about an hour, so he’ll be at the same place the Sunday feast is held.”

			“I’m just pulling into town. I’ll head that way now. I’ll call you afterward.”

			“You’re not coming by?”

			“I need to work on my book.”

			“Which one, honey?”

			“Well, my skill at love and dating keeps proving that’s not my thing.”

			“Write that, then.”

			“What?”

			“When someone who struggles to find love and navigate the dating world finds love, it’s the best story of all. It’s the one we all want to happen to us.”

			There’s a wistful quality to her voice, like she’s missing that in her life. “It is, isn’t it?” I say, and I think maybe I will try my hand at that romance novel again. I’m chasing dreams right now. Maybe I need to write about them. A solid few days of focus, and I’ll knock out the divorce guide, no problem. “I’ll think about that story.”

			She’s pleased, and I hang up with a buzz of energy zooming around me. I’m eager to talk to Jimbo.

			A few minutes later, I pull into the farmhouse and find the parking lot packed. Obviously dinner is a popular time. I walk into the crowded dining hall and I’m greeted by a number of guys I met Sunday. They’re all friendly, and while I’m the female needle in the haystack of men, I’m remarkably comfortable. I find Jimbo in the kitchen area, cooking, and he has a crew of people working with him that I didn’t realize he used, but of course this makes sense. 

			“What brings you here, missy?” he asks. “My fabulous cooking?”

			“And Martha’s fabulous baking,” I say. “Can I steal you a quick minute?”

			“Of course.” He wipes his hands on his apron and yells instructions to one of his men. He motions to me, and we walk a few steps away. “What’s up, pretty lady?”

			“Martha and I sold-in some of her baked goods to nearby stores.”

			“How nearby?”

			“Riverland is the farthest out.”

			“Riverland? That’s forty minutes away.”

			“I know. Our first delivery is Monday. That means we need to ensure the food is super fresh for repeat orders. I’m thinking we start baking about four a.m. and I can get on the road by nine. I need all deliveries complete by noon. That’s where you come in. This is the Flying J Bakery. This is ranch business. Can we use your kitchen on Mondays, and will you and your team help us bake?”

			“I would be honored to help make this happen. Martha is an angel. She deserves this.”

			I smile and squeeze his arm. “I couldn’t agree more. See you here Monday morning?”

			“See you here Sunday first. I expect you to come help me serve. You brighten up the place. We need that here these days.”

			Everyone knows things aren’t going well. That’s what he just told me when he didn’t mean to tell me. “As long as I get to eat your food, I’ll be here.”

			“Do you need supplies?”

			“Yes, but I’ll pick up all of our ingredients on Sunday and bring them. I don’t want to dip into your stock for the crew.”

			We say our goodbyes, and I head through the dining area, speaking to a few people as I do, promising to see them Sunday. I’m mid-room, chatting with Allen, a tall, dark-haired man who apparently loves horses. He’s friendly, not flirtatious. I like this about him. He really is just trying to be friends, to make me feel welcome. “I can teach you to ride. I’m a hell of an instructor.”

			“I’d like to learn,” I say. 

			“You can’t live on a ranch and not know how to ride.”

			And I’ll never feel like I belong if I don’t. I want to belong here, I realize. “Yes, please.”

			“How about Sunday after the feast?”

			“Perfect. Thank you.”

			I head toward the door, and I’ve just stepped into the parking lot when I feel the tingling sensation of being watched. My gaze lifts and lands on my car, where a long, lean muscular cowboy is resting against my hood, arms crossed over a broad chest, ankles crossed at his boots. At the sight of Jason, my heart starts to race in a wild, wicked, I’m-so-hot-for-this-man way, but I’m also excited to talk to him about cookies. I rush toward him, smiling as I do. He watches me, his eyes hooded, his body unmoving. Whatever. He can play the aloof bad boy, but I have news. 

			I stop just in front of him. He straightens, towering over me, his timing pure strategy, of course. “What are you up to, Jessica?”

			“Cookies. Lots of cookies.”

			“What?”

			“Okay, so when we were at the diner the other day, we sold-in some cookies. Martha and I have this idea to sell her cookies. Right now it’s just a hobby, but she’s excited and honestly, so am I.”

			“About cookies at the diner?”

			“Not just the diner. I sold them in all the way to Riverland today. People tasted the Flying J Bakery cookies and they wanted more.”

			“Flying J.”

			“Yes. Enough orders that we’re going to bake here early Monday morning before I go deliver the orders.”

			“How many are we talking here?”

			“A thousand cookies.”

			“That’s an expensive habit.”

			“I funded it.”

			“I thought you were broke?”

			“My book advance is coming in and my ex—he owes me money, enough to live on, so I can use my book advance to do this with Martha.”

			“And what happens when you get tired of an expensive hobby or leave? We both know you’re going to leave.”

			“I’m glad one of us knows what I’m doing, because I don’t. Right now, I don’t know what comes next for me, but I hope that it’s writing books, which I can do anywhere. And—cookies. We, your grandmother and I, both feel like we have a purpose now, Jason.”

			His eyes soften. “I get that, but I don’t want her hurt. When you leave—”

			“Why are you pushing me to leave? I have months before my lease is up, and I hope you won’t kick me out when that happens. I mean if you plan to, I need to know, so I can find another place nearby. I’m not leaving the cookie business because you need your office back.” 

			“I’m not going to kick you out, but I won’t have to. You’ll leave, Jessica, and I don’t want my grandmother to be led to think otherwise. The anniversary date is coming up.”

			“When?”

			“October fourth. A month from now.”

			“I’m not going anywhere but home to write that book I just got paid for.” I walk to my door and glance at him. “Did you want to ride on the hood or did you have something else to say to me?” I open my door. 

			He closes the space I’ve put between us and steps close, really close. He steps around the door, trapping me between the car and his big body. “You make her happy.”

			“She makes me happy.”

			“Until you leave, Jessica,” he repeats. “I love the hell out of that woman. I’m asking you now not to live in the bubble that will burst, and don’t forget that you have a life outside of Sweetwater. She doesn’t.” He presses his hand on the door.  

			“What if I don’t?”

			“What if you do? You’re becoming her granddaughter at a time when she’s grieving the loss of her daughter. She seems strong, but I saw her after they died. I saw her weak and frail. Tread cautiously.”

			“And this is why you don’t play ball, Jason. You think you can’t be there for her if it’s not here. That’s not true.”

			“In other words, you plan to leave and kid yourself that a little old lady will matter.”

			“If you play ball—”

			“Stop with the ball talk. I’m talking about her.”

			“And she wants you to play ball. She wants that more than this ranch. You want her last years to be great? Keeping her in her own bubble isn’t the way.”

			His eyes burn through me, unreadable, and then he’s gone, walking away. I take a step toward him, but I stop myself as several of his men are present nearby. I have to let him go. It’s then that I realize I was burned and bruised by a man that I didn’t love. Jason was injured, cheated on, and suffered the loss of his parents. That’s a whole lot of hell. That’s a big wall he’s erected around him and his grandmother. I head home, and Kelly greets me with all kinds of sing-song meows and purrs. Apparently she approves of the cool air and so do I. I snuggle with her and decide that letting her go back to Shelley will be hard. 

			I sit down to a TV dinner, a glass of wine, my computer in front of me, and Kelly beside me, feeling the emptiness of the cottage. I need to embrace being alone, I remind myself. I will not end up with another man just to be with someone. If I go down that path, I’ll feel passionate about him and him me. He’ll be my friend, too. I think of Jason, and his wall, his story, his friendship. Our passion. The divorce guide is on my screen, but I pull up the romance novel I started writing about the girl who fell in the mud. This time I write about the man who lost everything, including himself, until a woman loved him enough that he found not only her, but also himself again.


		


		
			CHAPTER FORTY-SIX

			Jessica…

			I get wind under my sails, and not only do I write three chapters of the romance novel, I write part of the divorce guide, too, and it’s not quite as jaded as before. When I wake to an email from my agent asking to see the first three chapters, I happily send it and, as a bonus, three chapters of The Truth About Cowboys. She can hate it if she hates it, but I don’t even come close to hating it. 

			Since I’m going nowhere soon, no matter how much a certain cowboy believes differently, I need a routine and a slimmer waistline. In other words, I do what any self-respecting girl who enters the cookie business does: I sample a stash of the product and then head out for a jog. With the guidance I was given by Martha, I walk to the trail Jason had told me about. Earbuds in place, I crank up some Kane Brown and get a Texas-style run going on with the story I’ve been working on playing out in all kinds of ways that has me thinking about Jason. It’s painful how long it’s been, but the burn in my body feels good. I need this. 

			I’m about three miles into the run, about to circle back and start walking, when I spy a barn. Didn’t Martha say Jason practiced at a barn? Surely not this one, but then, Martha knows everyone. Someone could have told her. My heart racing just a little bit faster now, I run toward the barn, and as I turn a corner, I see it, Jason’s truck. He’s here. He’s throwing balls. A thrill at seeing him throw, up close and personal, darts through me. I hurry toward the door then slow, keeping quiet. Flattening to the wall, I inch around the doorway to find Jason with a net and not one, but four, buckets of balls. He throws. Holy crap, he throws and it’s so damn fast. He throws again. And again. I think he’s faster now than before, if that’s even possible.

			“Are you here to tell me I suck and you see why I’m not playing?”

			I round the door, and he looks over his shoulder at me and then throws another ball. “You’re pulling left. Is that intended?”

			He smiles and grabs another ball that goes right before he turns to face me, giving my leggings and sneakers a quick, but no less heated, inspection. “I can throw that damn ball wherever I want, whenever I want.”

			“Wow. So damn arrogant. Almost like I’m speaking to a pro pitcher who knows he belongs on the mound.”

			“I know my way around a ball. What are you doing here?”

			“Running off your grandma’s cookies before I deliver her product to a few places here in Sweetwater.” I sit on a bale of hay, and he comes and joins me, sitting next to me, engaged enough to angle toward me, for once, and despite me finding him pitching, he’s not angry.

			“I don’t want my grandmother to know this yet, but I’m going to start a baseball camp here at the ranch.” 

			My eyes go wide. “Really? So, you’re really not going to play again?”

			He turns away from me and looks skyward, seeming to struggle before he gets up, grabs a ball, and throws it. And another. And another. I grab a bucket, fill it with loose balls, and bring it back to him. He keeps throwing. I’ve just set another full bucket beside him when he squats and presses his fingers to the dirt. I squat with him. It just feels like the thing to do. He rotates to face me. “They want me to throw some balls.”

			“They?”

			“Fuck. Yeah. I guess it would be good if I told you who, but this goes nowhere.”

			He’s trusting me. That’s huge. “Friends,” I say. “It’s between you and me.”

			“I asked the Rangers to invest and support the camp. They asked me to throw some balls this weekend. They’re holding the support captive.”

			I have to force myself not to jump up and down for him. “Captive?” I ask, sounding remarkably cool and calm. “It sounds to me like they’re offering you your dream back and a camp here at the ranch.”

			“My grandmother, Jessica.”

			“Wants this for you very badly. She and I can come see you play. When you’re rich and famous again, you can fly us to our favorite cities.”

			He gives a small smile. “You have an answer for everything. You are an attorney.”

			“I’m an author. I sent my first chapters to my editor today.”

			“And?”

			“And I’m afraid to check my email to see what she thinks, but I wrote them.”

			“Which book?”

			“Both. I’m writing both. Good to have options that don’t include divorce.” The alarm goes off on my phone. “Oh crap. I have to get home and shower and make the deliveries.” I pop to my feet, and in all my expected glory, trip over the bucket. 

			Jason catches me, and my hand lands on his chest. “Thanks,” I whisper. “You’re always saving me.”

			“Is that what I’m doing?”

			“Yes. You just don’t seem to know. And you’d save me if you gave me a ride. I’m really late.”

			He yanks his keys from his pocket. “Let’s go.”

			I turn in his arms and almost fall again. He laughs and catches my waist, leaning in close to say, “I really do need to keep you close.”

			He’s right. He does. He takes my hand and pulls me forward, and that’s romantic. That gets me in a way nothing else has. He opens my door, and I climb into the truck. “When do you go to Dallas?”

			He starts the truck and sets us in motion. “Monday.”

			“Then I hope you’re going to be throwing balls every day until then.”

			“I am. You going to be running?”

			“I am,” I say. “Well, every day but Monday. Monday is delivery day for the cookies. I have to go to Riverland.”

			“Your voice lifts when you talk about that. You’re really excited.”

			“I am. So is your grandma.”

			He pulls us to the drive in front of the cottage. “Thank you for the ride. Wish me luck.”

			“Luck.”

			I climb out and peek back inside. “You belong on the mound. All the rest will work out. Believe that or you can’t make it work.” With that, I shut the door and rush toward the cottage. I can feel him watching me walk, and when I reach the door, I turn and wave to him. 

			He doesn’t immediately respond, but then he lifts his hand and drives away. I don’t think he wanted to leave. I didn’t want him to leave. And yet he did.


		


		
			CHAPTER FORTY-SEVEN

			Jessica…

			The deliveries go well, and Martha and I agree that I will spend the rest of the day writing. I need to be ready for a busy week next week. Plus Sunday feast is not something to take lightly. I plan to help her bake tomorrow. And so I grocery shop and head to the cottage, where alone is bittersweet, though Kelly disapproves of the term “alone,” and to prove her point, she jumps on my keyboard, making it impossible to work. She also hates my keyboard cover, thus tries to fight it to the death. She wins. It rips. The good news, though, is that words flow. 

			Finally she sleeps and I log into my email, my stomach fluttering as I see a message from my agent. 

			Jessica—

			I’m in the airport so I can’t call but I just read your chapters—both books. I love everything. I’m going to show the romance to a few editors next week. Stay tuned. You’re a rock star.

			Laura

			I grab my phone and dial Jason. “Jessica. Everything okay?”

			“Okay? Oh yes. I didn’t mean to call you. Ignore me. You’re actually very good at that.” I hang up. He doesn’t call back.

			I swallow hard. Obviously I misread this morning. My eyes pinch. Oh God, my eyes pinch. I want to cry over a man that doesn’t even want me, again. This is proof that I have no business getting involved with Jason or any man right now. When a man can turn a non-crier into a crier, he’s the wrong man.

			I set my computer down, walk to the kitchen, and grab a cookie and inhale it. So much for jogging. Why do my hips matter? I’ve sworn off men officially. I can get big hips and a big everything and I will love it. Cookies don’t judge me. Cookies don’t want another woman. There’s a scrape of boots on the doorstep, which I assume will be the supplies I ordered. I take a bite of the second cookie, set it down, and walk to the door. I open it and jolt to find Jason there. “What’s wrong?”

			“What?”

			“There was something wrong on the phone and then you hung up on me.”

			“Because you acted like you didn’t want me to call you—”

			“So you did mean to call me, but pretended you didn’t because you thought I didn’t want you to call me?”

			“I refuse to answer that question.”

			“I was standing with two of my men, and one of them was pissing me the fuck off when you called.”

			“And you still answered.”

			“Well, you do seem to get in trouble and need rescuing a lot.”

			“I do not need rescuing.”

			“Look, sweetheart, I have to go deal with the same problem I was dealing with when you called. I know something is going on. Have mercy on me and tell me what.”

			I feel silly telling him about my agent now, and he’s in a rush. “It was—nothing. I just—nothing. Can’t a girl just call a friend and tell him he throws like a rock star?”

			“That’s not why you called me.”

			“It was nothing important.”

			He leans in closer. “Friends don’t kiss friends, right?”

			“Right,” I say, feeling breathless, so very breathless. 

			He lowers his lashes, his jaw clenching before he pulls back. “See you tomorrow morning. Call me later if you decide you want to tell me why you called.” He reaches out and strokes my cheek before hurrying down the stairs. He throws like a rock star and his butt is a rock star in those jeans. 

			I back into the cottage, shut the door, and lean against it, a smile on my lips. Maybe I won’t swear off men just yet, and I won’t eat another cookie. Not until tomorrow.

			…

			The next morning, I wake for my jog with Jason on my mind, and how could I not? I have a “friend” date with him. I make this about me, though, about the run, about feeling good again. About my new life. I turn on Kane Brown and Jason Aldean, and I sing and sing as I pound out the run. And then I’m there, at the barn. I step through the entryway and Jason blasts a ball into the net. Over and over, he throws a ball, and I don’t even speak. I’m his ball girl and I love it. He’s ready for Monday. So very ready. This man was born ready. 

			He’s a good two buckets in when he finally turns to me. “How was the run?”

			“Good. Your grandma went to Pilates, but the run helps me think.”

			“About what?” he asks, grabbing a bottle of water and drinking, his throat bobbing with the action, water dropping over his lips that he wipes with his hand before he offers me the bottle. 

			“Do friends drink after friends?”

			He steps closer, towering over me. “They do now.” He takes my hand and presses the bottle into my palm. “Drink.”

			I don’t take orders well, but I have this fear that the only way I get my mouth on his mouth again is by way of that bottle, so I drink. It’s cold and refreshing while his body, this close, is hot and arousing. “Thank you,” I say, and when he reaches up and wipes the water from my lips, I’m pretty sure I melt at least a little bit. 

			“Why’d you call me yesterday?”

			“It wasn’t important and you were working.” 

			He snags my hand and leads me to the hay where we sit down. I’m not sure all this hand-holding is the way friends work, but I’ve never actually had a man I consider a friend. Jason I do. “Tell me.”

			“My agent liked both books. She’s sending the romance novel out to some editors.” I shrug. “Maybe nothing comes of it, but I’m excited.”

			“I’m proud of you.”

			“Thank you. I didn’t tell your grandmother. I think she’ll get so excited for me that if it doesn’t happen I’ll get even more disappointed.”

			He arches a brow. “Is that right?”

			A lightbulb goes off. “That’s how you feel.”

			“You’re the only one I’ve told about the Rangers. I’m going into business with Roarke and I haven’t told him.”

			“With Roarke?”

			I listen as he explains the way he believes the camp can connect dots between him and Roarke. “I think it’s an amazing concept. Why not tell him about the Rangers?”

			“I don’t need a bunch of hype about me playing again. I’m focused on the camp.”

			“And yet you’re throwing balls.”

			“I throw balls all the damn time. It’s my thing.”

			“I told your grandmother if you want to play again, you will. That she needs to let you decide what makes you happy.”

			“And she said what?”

			“She agreed. Are you going to play again, Jason?”

			“I don’t know, and that’s the first time I’ve said anything but ‘no’ out loud, so I really don’t fucking know. The camp is happening. I have enough industry support that, one way or the other, I can get it off the ground.”

			I want to ask him how the financial troubles affect his decision, but my gut says that would be a mistake. “I think you’ll know Monday how you feel. I think you’ll know what you want. I think you’ll know what’s right. I’m nervous and excited for you, and not just about pitching. The camp is an amazing idea.”

			“I’m pretty pumped about it. I don’t know why I didn’t think of it before now.”

			“It wasn’t the right time. You weren’t in that headspace. You wouldn’t have done it the same way.”

			His eyes move over my face, studying me. “You’re pretty smart for a divorce attorney turned romance writer.”

			“I don’t know about that. I’m a work in progress, but progress feels better than divorce.”

			His cell phone buzzes with a text, and he glances down at it. “Contractor confirming a meeting for today.”

			“What contractor?”

			“Someone to build me a baseball field right outside these doors.”

			I smile. “If you build it, they will come.”

			He laughs. “Field of Dreams. It’s technically if you build it, he will come. I think I need to watch that movie again.”

			“Me, too, actually.”

			He stares at me, and I think he’ll suggest we watch it together, but he doesn’t. I want him to ask me to watch it with him. Seconds tick by, and then he’s smiling, and he really has a charming smile, a smile I realize I haven’t seen until now, not this smile. Not a real smile. He stands up. “I’m going to throw a few more balls. How’s my ball girl holding up?” He pulls me to my feet. 

			“Reporting for duty, Flying J.”

			He winks and my belly flutters. I’m falling in love with him and I’m just his friend. He’s decided this. That’s clear. I need to change how I think about Jason. He needs to be family. He needs to be a big brother. And damn it, I cannot keep looking at his ass and lusting after him. 

			…

			Jason…

			When I finally give Jessica a ride to the cottage, it’s all I can do not to walk her inside, strip her naked, and forget everything but her. Damn it, I’m falling for her and I can’t get distracted. I can’t lose focus because I let a woman fuck with my head. Field of Dreams reminded me of that. I can’t get on the mound with a woman on my mind. And yet, she is on my mind. She stays on my mind. It’s all I can do not to take the sketches of the field to show her after my meeting. I return to my house and enter the empty damn kitchen with a jolt of disappointment. She’s not here. Because she’s writing a book. A book that could keep her here, but that’s not going to happen. Everyone wants out of a small town. Everyone. I think of the conversation with Jessica. Does that include my grandmother? Am I blind? 

			It’s midnight when those thoughts lead me toward the cottage, but I drive by. I drive to the barn and I throw balls, minus the ball girl. Because I can’t count on her to be around. I have to do this on my own. And I have to do it right, and outside of a throwing a ball, I’m not sure what that means.


		


		
			CHAPTER FORTY-EIGHT

			Jessica…

			Sunday morning I’m at Jason’s house early, long before Martha arrives. I’m not baking, though. I’m putting together boxes for the next day’s orders when Jason walks in and, for the first time, I’m not thinking about how hot he is and how much I really am probably already in love with this man.

			“I see my ball girl is occupied this morning.” He walks to the coffee pot.

			“And suddenly nervous.” I turn to face him as he sets his cup down. 

			“Why are you nervous? Just yesterday you were on top of the world.”

			“Your grandmother wants this to go well, Jason. I don’t want to hurt her. I don’t want to let her down. What if these are the only orders we get?”

			His hand settles on my hip, a current charging with the touch. “I think a whole lot more of you and my grandmother to believe that would ever happen.”

			“I do care about her.”

			“I know you do.”

			“I don’t want to let her down.”

			“You won’t. Now. Tell me what we’re doing? What can I help with?”

			“Nothing. You go throw balls.”

			“You can go with me tonight. Let’s help my grandmother get this going.”

			“Jason—”

			“Don’t make me kiss you into silence and ruin our vow of friendship. That would be really shitty of me.” He releases me and backs up, turning back to his cup. 

			I turn to find Martha standing in the doorway, a smile hinted on her lips. She saw. She heard. “How do I bake when you have boxes everywhere?”

			Jason turns around to face his grandmother. “I’ll help you get the boxes done, go take a run while you bake, and be back to take you ladies to the feast.”

			“Well, then,” she says. “Help from my favorite grandson and my now adopted granddaughter. I’ll take that.” 

			Her words warm me but also remind me that Jason has reasons for keeping us as friends. Sex muddies the water. Sex can lead to trouble. It leads to beginning and endings. It leads to divorce. Family is forever. “I’m your only grandson, Grandma,” Jason reminds her, stepping to my side and offering me his cup. 

			“I won’t tell if you don’t tell,” his grandmother teases, grabbing a box and inspecting it. 

			I stare at Jason’s cup and look up at him. “What are you doing?”

			“Try it. I added a special something. I want to see if you can guess what it is.”

			Martha looks down, trying to hide a smile. I take the cup, again aware that my mouth is on his mouth. Sort of. I sip and a burst of flavor touches my lips. “Chocolate. I glance up at him, his eyes warm, mischief in their depths. He knows good and well his mouth was on that cup.

			“That’s right,” he says. “I have powder in the cabinet. If you want it in the future.”

			And so it goes. There’s this warm intimacy between us that stays until he leaves. Even then, it’s there, low in my belly, doing funny things to my body and mind. “I see you two have put fighting behind you,” Martha observes when we’re alone.

			“For now,” I say. “That could change at any moment.”

			“The fine line,” she says. “It’s always a bumpy ride to the other side.” She winks and grabs a bag of sugar. 

			…

			A few hours later, Jason returns and checks in with us on his way to shower. “How are my two ladies doing?”

			His two ladies. He’s killing me right now. And when his eyes meet mine, those are not friendship butterflies I feel low in my belly.

			“We’re good,” Martha says. “Almost ready to go feed the hordes.”

			Jason eyes me. “You?”

			“Good. How was the run?” I ask, code for: how’s your arm? 

			“Felt good. Real damn good.” He gives me a nod and disappears. 

			When he returns, we’re ready to leave, and this time when I slide in next to Jason, I’m even more aware of how close he is. My God, my body is tingling all over. I need to touch him. I need him to touch me. We’re about to leave, and he leans over the seat to grab something from the floor, his arm brushing my leg. A charge shoots through me and I all but gasp. He knows. I sense that in him. He did that on purpose, and bless him for it. I swear I needed that. 

			A few minutes later, he helps his grandmother out of the truck, and when it’s my turn, he offers me his hand. I don’t take it. I can’t touch this man again and stay steady on my feet. I got my fix in the truck. I climb out and run my palms down my hips. “Thank you.”

			His lips quirk. “Friends, right?”

			“Yes.” His grandmother is already heading for the door, and I step to Jason. “What is up with you? What happened to friends?”

			“I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

			“You do know. You’re confusing me. I don’t know how to be friends like this. Either I’m obviously in a different place than you, or you’re enjoying playing with me. It’s messing with my head. I’m going to get hurt. I don’t have the capacity to get hurt by you right now. I don’t want to lose you or this place. I don’t want to lose your grandmother, and I’m rambling. I don’t ramble.” I try to walk away. 

			He catches my arm and pulls me back to him. “Jessica.”

			“Really, Jason. You’re confusing me. This is going to end badly. I’m doing this thing with your grandmother and—”

			“Okay, you two,” Martha says. “Snap. Snap. We need to get everything inside.”

			For a moment, Jason doesn’t let me go. He just doesn’t, but finally he says, “We’ll talk later.”

			And then I’m free and confused, flying like a bird into the building. Once I’m inside, I’m greeted by familiar faces and eager to join Jimbo to start serving. It’s not until I’m behind the serving station that I realize I brought none of the food. Jason did, though. He’s walking toward me, and he sets Tupperware down in front of me.

			“We’re going to talk. Alone. After this is over.” He doesn’t wait for a reply. He walks away, and I start unpacking, not sure what just happened between us. I can’t think about it now and stay pulled together.

			Thankfully, I’m talking to Jimbo when Jason brings the rest of the desserts. I don’t look at him, but inevitably Martha comes to check on me. “What happened?”

			“Nothing bad. All is well. I promise.”

			She squeezes my arm. “You two need to talk, really talk. Or just get naked and be done with it.” She walks away, and I swear I feel Jason looking at me, hot and heavy, but I don’t seek out his stare.

			About an hour into the line, Allen comes up to me. “We still on for that ride today?”

			“Oh. I want to, but today is bad, after all. We’re getting ready for some orders for Martha’s new bakery.”

			He’s instantly engaged and excited for Martha, but he doesn’t give up on the ride. “How about later this week?” he asks.

			“Yes. Great.” 

			“How about Wednesday? We can meet here?”

			“Okay, yes. Wednesday, but it’s not a date. This is a friends thing, right?”

			“Friends,” he agrees. 

			“Great. Thanks for doing this.”

			He smiles and walks away, and my eyes meet Jason’s where he’s sitting with Roarke a few tables from my serving area, his stare sharp. I cut mine and talk to Jimbo and Martha, who are standing a few feet away. “I’m going to go. I have to get some work done, and we have an early morning tomorrow.”

			“We do,” Martha says. “So exciting. You want me to get Jason to take you home?”

			“No. I didn’t run this morning. I need to walk.”

			Her eyes light with understanding. “I hope you two talk.”

			“We will,” I promise, hugging her, and I slip toward the backdoor where the crowd hides my exit from Jason. I start walking, taking the long way to avoid being seen, thankful that today I have on my ugly boots. The grass is high and I keep running in random places to avoid snakes. 

			I can’t get home fast enough. I really can’t. The sun is hot. The walk stretches eternally, but finally my little cottage appears. I’m home and I’m inside the door quickly, cool air blowing over me. Kelly greets me, and I love on her, feed her, and then pull off my boots before I walk into the bedroom, stripping away my jeans and pulling on leggings and a tank top. I’m going to write, and when it cools off I’m going to go run. Or not. That’s Jason’s spot. I’m not going to talk to Jason. Not tonight. I need to breathe. I need to think.

			I walk back into the kitchen and Kelly is sitting in front of the refrigerator, staring down at the floor beside it. “Kelly?”

			She doesn’t look at me. 

			“Kelly? What are you doing?”

			I squat to look and a mouse runs right at Kelly. I scream and jump to my feet, running for the door. Yanking it open, I launch myself forward and smack into Jason. “A mouse. A mouse. There’s a mouse.”

			He laughs. “This is the country, sweetheart.”

			“Okay, you were right. I’m going back to the city.”

			He strokes my hair from my face. “I won’t let you leave over a mouse. Where is it?”

			“I think Kelly has it. Oh God, don’t let her eat it.”

			He kisses me fast and hard. “Wait here.” He sets me aside and walks into the cottage. 

			My fingers touch my lips. He just kissed me. I follow him inside. “You just kissed me. We said—”

			Kelly tosses the mouse in the air. I scream, and when the mouse lands in front of me and it’s still alive, I scream again. I jump over it and go straight to the bedroom, launching myself into the bathroom and sitting on the sink. Feet off the ground. I’m never stepping on the floor again. Ever.

			There are noises and meows and then silence. “Jason!” Silence. “Jason,” I whisper. 

			He appears in the doorway, a smirk on his face. “It’s handled and you scream like a girl.”

			“I am a girl and I’m not ashamed. Where is it?”

			“It’s gone. I’ll get some traps out, but with a cat, you aren’t likely to have this issue again. That was an anomaly.”

			“Obviously she’s not a scary enough cat. I need like ten cats. I need to become a cat lady. Now I know why cat ladies exist.”

			He enters the bathroom, and it shrinks even before he stops in front of me and presses his hand to the counter on either side of me. “You kissed me,” I say, and damn it my voice trembles. 

			“Yes. I did. And I’m going to kiss you again. You know why?”

			“Why?”

			“Because last night, when I couldn’t sleep and I was pitching balls without my ball girl, I decided that it’s time to live again. It’s time to stop denying myself what I want.”

			“Baseball. You’re going to play again?”

			“Yes. Baseball. And you, Jessica.”


		


		
			CHAPTER FORTY-NINE

			Jessica…

			Jason leans in to kiss me. I catch his shirt. “What happened to talking?” 

			“Fuck talking,” he says, and then suddenly, he’s tugging my hair and slanting my mouth to his, in a deep, drug-me-and-turn-me-inside-out kind of kiss. 

			“What happened to friends?” I demand, shoving at his chest. “Friends don’t have sex.”

			“I never said we were just friends.”

			“Oh.”

			“Oh,” he repeats, and then he’s kissing me again, drugging me again, and while I have warning bells going off in my head, my body has none, not a one. It’s humming with pleasure every time his hand slides here or there, which it’s doing plenty of right now.

			“Sorry, sweetheart,” he says, pulling his shirt over his head, “but I had you lying on top of me for four hours. This isn’t going to be slow and easy. We’ll do that tonight.”

			“Tonight?” I ask as he drags my shirt over my head, his eyes sizzling a path over my naked breasts. 

			“Yes, tonight,” he says, and already his mouth is on my mouth again, his hand cupping my breast, pinching my nipple and moving on to slide my pants down my legs. 

			It’s a wild, frenzied, tug here, tug there, step here and there, kind of thing that has enough tongue and touching action in between to have my sex clenching and my thighs slick. I end up on the counter, while he’s naked and perfect with the most amazing, powerful thighs, and well, his cock is still quite impressive, too. He reaches for a condom package and the damn thing flies out of his hand across the room. He curses and I grab his arm. “I’m on the pill, but I need to know you really aren’t a manwhore. Because A) I don’t want you if you are, and B) I don’t want to catch something from you.”

			He cups my head and says, “I told you I’m not that guy.”

			“But Tessa was that girl. She slept around. You said—”

			“We used condoms,” he says. 

			“Craig was a manwhore, so if you don’t want to—”

			His answer is kissing me again, and good Lord, I love the way this man kisses me, like he can’t get enough of me, like he needs more every time he gets more. Still, somehow I manage to tear my mouth from his. “Are you going to decide I’m the devil from the city the minute this is over?”

			“Are you going to decide I’m the asshole cowboy?”

			“Maybe.”

			He nips my bottom lip and then presses inside me, stretching me and pressing deep. His hands come down on my backside and he lifts me. “Then we both better hold on tight,” he says, and I’m convinced he’s right. 

			My legs wrap his waist, and he’s right. There’s no slow and easy to this. This is fast, hard, and wild in a way I never was with Craig. He lifts me, those powerful thighs holding me up, pulling me down. Over and over, until somehow he’s carried me to the bed, laid me down, and driven into me with a whole new definition of pleasure following. My orgasm is fast and unexpected, my sex clenching while his cock drives harder into me. 

			I shudder and he follows, the hard lines of his body jerking with his release, with my release. He collapses over me, and I sink deeper into the mattress. I expect some weird, awkward moment to follow, but it doesn’t come. He kisses me and then cups my backside and carries me into the bathroom, where he sits me down and offers me a towel. 

			“You were very trusting not to use the condom,” I say. “What if I wanted you to be my baby daddy and produce an heir to the baseball mound?”

			He laughs and starts pulling his pants on. “Trust is why I did it.” He doesn’t button his pants. He leans into me, pressing his hands on either side of my hips. “If I still thought you were the devil from the city, would I have done that?”

			My hand settles on his shoulder. “Why did you change your mind about us?”

			“For two hours, I stood in that barn, throwing balls, while denying myself everything I want. The minute I decided to say fuck it, and go for it—baseball and you—I pitched the best pitches of my life. When I woke up, I tried to rein myself in, but when I walked into the kitchen and saw you this morning, I knew there was no fighting anymore. You have me. If you shred me, sweetheart, I’m going to enjoy the ride until we get there.”

			“If we do this, and we go bad, then what? I’m here. I’m working with your grandmother. I’m afraid of losing you and her.”

			“We’ll go slow. We’ll test the waters.” He strokes my hair. “We are too damn good together to just say no to this. I can’t. I don’t want to. Can you?”

			“No,” I whisper. “No, I can’t.”

			“Good. Then spend the night with me. Wake up with me. Go to the barn with me in the morning and everything else. Let’s see where this goes.” He settles his hand under my hair at my neck and kisses me. “Say yes.”

			“Yes.”

			“Good. I want to watch the draft again, research and all. You in?”

			I tell myself to pull back. I tell myself I could lose a friend, lose Martha, but I can’t do it. “Yes. I am. I’d like that.” 

			“Good.” He pulls his phone from his pocket. “I need to make a call real quick.”

			“I need to put on shoes. I’m not going to get over the mouse thing quickly.”

			He laughs. “I’ll meet you in the living room.” He kisses my forehead and walks out into the living room. 

			I look down at my feet and freak out, thinking about another mouse. I hurry to the closet, grab a shoe, and turn it over, checking for mice. Then I repeat with the other shoe. Once I know that I’m safe, I sit down on the bed and put my shoes on. Kelly joins me and I scold her. “Don’t throw mice at me!”

			She meows her objection and I head into the living room to find Jason at his desk. My heart falls. He turns a hard stare on me. “Why are my bills on your desk? Why?”

			“I stumbled on them and—”

			“That didn’t make you look. You made a list of my bills.”

			“I know, I just—”

			“I should have taken the time to clear out my desk. I should have known—”

			“Jason—”

			“Does my grandmother know?”

			“Not about those bills, but she told me there was trouble. The banker called her. That’s why the cookies—”

			“Holy hell, you made her think that she’s got to pay the bills by baking.”

			“No. Not at all. I’m investing money. I put ten thousand—”

			“I don’t need your charity. I don’t need to be your pet project to make yourself feel like you have purpose again. I need to go talk to my grandmother.” He heads for the door. 

			“Don’t take the cookies from her. Don’t make her feel like they’re a problem for you. She loves this. She’s excited. You’re being defensive and prideful to an extreme.” 

			He doesn’t look at me. He opens the door.

			“Jason!”

			“I won’t talk to her until I get back.” That’s all he says. He leaves, convinced that I’m no different than everyone who’s ever burned him. He’s living in the past, turning me into Tessa, who knew his struggles and still turned on him. This is so badly timed. Together we’ve just officially made sure that he goes to meet the Rangers, worried about his grandmother while hating me. And right before the anniversary of his parents’ death. I’m not sure we can come back from this. I’ve probably lost the family I’d just found.


		


		
			CHAPTER FIFTY

			Jessica…

			I try to call Jason several times, and when he doesn’t answer, I consider going to his house, but I fear that will only upset him more. He needs to focus on his future. I settle on a message. I start talking, pouring my heart out, and then I hang up.

			I love him.

			It’s too soon, but I love him. The kind of love I have never felt. And apparently love doesn’t wait a respectable amount of time. It does what it pleases and it claims who it wants. I sit on the couch, pick up my computer, and start writing that romance novel. The words pour out of me, and it’s really an easy story. It’s a cowboy and a city girl. It’s a romance I now know. Only the one on my computer is going to have a happy ending, even if mine doesn’t.

			…

			Jason…

			I arrive in Dallas, around eight, a few hours after my explosion with Jessica. I enter my hotel room and toss my bag on the bed. I look down at the missed calls and breathe heavily before I listen to the message.

			Jason, you’re my friend. More than a friend. You and I—from the beginning—look, I should have told you I knew. Your grandmother told me I couldn’t tell you she knew. I love her, Jason. I would never make her feel like she had to pay the bills. She wants to live, and she wants you to live. She wants you to play ball. I thought about packing and leaving, but then I leave your grandmother and our little business, and we both love it. If you want me to leave when you get back, I will. I’ll look for a place nearby but not on the ranch. I don’t want to, but I will. Just—get the contract. Your grandmother wants you to get the contract. And you want it and deserve it. 

			Anyway—other stuff I just won’t say. Good luck. So much luck.

			I lay back on the bed and replay it, listening to it again. And again. I want to believe her, but I told her about this, and she couldn’t even tell me my grandmother knew the trouble I was in. And made her work to pay the bills I couldn’t pay. 

			I feel like a failure.

			A failure about to play ball when ultimately, this camp, and baseball, are my way out of this. I need to be here. I need to be focused. And then I’ll come home to my grandmother and to Jessica. I’ll figure out what that means when I leave Dallas.

			I stand up and walk into the bathroom and look in the mirror with pride staring back at me. I have to take care of my family. I need Jessica to know I could take care of her even if she’d never let me. Damn it, I inherited this mess and now she thinks I can’t manage money. And I did mismanage it. I didn’t do enough to get new money in. I kept trying to fix things by staying in a box. I need to fix this. I’m going to fix this, and then I’m going home and she and I are going to talk, preferably naked, but any way I can get her to listen. 

			…

			Jessica…

			I check my phone for messages all night long and wake up and do the same. I type a text to Jason that reads, Good luck, and delete it. Just hearing from me might make him lose focus. He has to focus. I arrive at the farmhouse to bake at the crack of dawn with Martha, Jimbo, and several of Jimbo’s helpers, who prove so efficient that I have no regrets about not inviting Martha’s friend Evie to help.

			By nine, I’m on the road, delivering the pretty boxes with amazing treats inside. I’m at the only major retailer I landed when the manager calls me into his office. “My regional manager was here when you were here last. He tasted the cookies. I don’t know if you know but we own restaurants that feature sweets and seasonal cookies.” 

			“Yes. Yes, I do know. That’s one of the reasons I thought we’d mesh well. You carry some of those seasonal cookies here in the grocery store.”

			“We do. And right now, we need a sweet seasonal treat that advertises well and gets attention. Our manager, all of us actually, think your cookies might be it.”

			My eyes go wide. “How much volume?”

			“It’s substantial, which is why he’s interested in mass producing for you with the recipe. You’d still get the credit; you’d just get a lower margin in profit.”

			“I’m blown away. This is fast. We’re new. What numbers are we looking at?”

			He hands me a folder. “Look this over. The margins are low and you won’t be able to sell the cookies anywhere else for a year, but you can piggyback the success and sell other things.”

			“Thank you. When do I need to let you know?”

			“This week. We have other vendors lined up to get this placement. Honestly, it was a random happenstance that he happened to taste your cookies.”

			I take the folder, and once I’m in the car, I read the offer. It’s a lot of money, but the margins are low and the cookie is the centerpiece of the business. The cash flow, though, is probably enough to turn the ranch around. That alone is a win, and it lets Jason just go play ball with no pressure. I want to tell him, to discuss it with him, but he doesn’t want me involved in the ranch finances. That’s obvious. I feel like I won a battle for him, but I’m the enemy. I think I have to ask Martha to talk to him. And I can’t even tell her until I know he’s through his audition. She might call him. 

			He’ll be back soon. I’ll share the good news then. I start to smile. This is big. This is exciting. Damn it, if I can’t tell the people involved right now, I’m calling Shelley. And so I do. I call her, and good friend that she is, she shouts for joy with me. 

			Once we hang up, I call my agent and I pitch a cookbook by Martha. She likes the idea. She wants a proposal. Now, I have something I can share with Martha. 

			I drive a little faster. I’m going to share happy news with Martha, and when Jason gets back he’s going to be happy about it, too. If I have to tie him down and let Kelly pounce on him until he listens.

			…

			I park at Jason’s house and exit my car with a bounce to my step, excited to talk about the cookbook with Martha. She greets me on the porch and she’s crying. My heart starts to beat erratically and my knees are weak. 

			“Jason,” I shout as I drop my purse and run toward her. “Is it Jason?”

			“I don’t know, but I’m terrified.” Her voice cracks. “He won’t answer his phone. The bank called demanding money and he’s not there. He told me he was there. He didn’t show up.”

			Relief washes over me and my hands settle on her shoulders. “He’s meeting with private investors. Some very powerful people. I’m sure he turned his phone off. He knew you were with me. I told him I’d look out for you.”

			She grips my arms. “Oh, thank God. Thank God. You have no idea what I’ve been going through, and I didn’t want to call you and upset you while you were driving.”

			“How very selfless of you. This is going to be okay.”

			“It’s a lot of money, Jessica. I don’t know if he can get it in time.”

			“How much by when?”

			“Thirty thousand by Friday or they’re going to foreclose.”

			“I’ll call my agent and ask for my advance to be rushed. It’s enough.”

			“We can’t take thirty thousand dollars from you. This place is a mess. You may never get it back.”

			“Jason’s good for it, and I’ll call my ex and pressure him. I have three hundred thousand that he owes me. It’s my entire savings, and the more I think about him holding it, the more pissed I get.”

			“Oh my God. That’s a lot of money.”

			“It is.” I debate and decide now is the time. “I have news, but you have to promise not to call Jason. He’s doing big things right now. He needs to be focused, and he’s not happy I started pimping you out.”

			“That’s ridiculous,” she says. “You are doing no such thing.”

			I cross my arms in front of me, remembering the heat of his words. “He wants to take care of you and the ranch. I saw some of the bills. He figured that out. It’s complicated, but just promise me you won’t tell him this news until he returns.”

			“Okay, yes. What is it?”

			I tell her everything and she starts hopping around, shouting with joy, to the point she has me laughing and smiling until my cheeks hurt. “I love you, honey!” she exclaims and hugs me.

			Tears prickle my eyes, but this time they’re happy tears. Half an hour later, we’re sitting in the kitchen when I call Craig. To my shock he answers on the first ring. “You want money.”

			“I’m done being ignored. You have two days or I’m going to the partners. I have an investment opportunity worth big money, and if you make me miss that, you’ll be paying me back a lot more than what you stole from me.”

			“I’m sure that will do a hell of a job getting you your position back.”

			“I don’t want to come back. If you think I’m bluffing, I’ll call one of the partners now. Jillian loves me, but she does have a big mouth. I might not have to wait two days for the rest of the partners to find out.”

			“You are such a bitch.”

			“Yes. I am. The kind of bitch that will go to the partners and take a copy of the moral clause with her, while spilling all your dirty secrets.”

			“I’ll get you your money by Wednesday.” He hangs up.

			“Well?” Martha prods, searching my face.

			“He’s getting me the money by Wednesday, which means he always had it to give. I let him push me around.”

			“Sounded like you pushed him around.”

			“Yes. Well, times are changing, and we’re paying off the bank on Wednesday no matter what. And I have a good feeling Jason is coming back with good news.”

			“When will he be back?” she asks. 

			“I don’t know,” I say, taking her hand. “But we’ll bake cookies and wait on him together.” 

			A knot twists in my belly at a new dilemma. If I pay off the bank note before he approves me doing so, he’ll hate me. If I don’t pay it off before he approves the idea, he might not let me. The idea of me paying off that bank note and how furious he will be with me proves downright daunting. 

			Martha squeezes my hand. “I see the worry in your eyes. If he’s mad at you when he comes back, he’ll be in hot water with me,” she says. “I’ll kick that butt of his the way only a grandma can.”

			She can and will, but that doesn’t make things right for me and Jason. And I really want us to be right.


		


		
			CHAPTER FIFTY-ONE

			Jason…

			The mound felt good. My arm felt good. I had a hell of a Monday with the Rangers.

			I sit at dinner with Russell James, a damn good manager who, at only thirty-eight, is the kind of young and hungry that wins, as well as one of the owners of the team, the energy at the table telling me they know, too. Edward, the owner, a sixty-something man with billions, finally takes this talk where I want to go. “Tell me about the camp.”

			I can feel myself unnaturally animate as I start talking. No matter what happens with my game, I have learned a lesson. It doesn’t matter if it’s baseball or apples, one thing can’t be your only thing if you want security. The way Jessica and my grandmother both want security, security that I plan to give them. 

			Edward’s engaged in what I say, leaning forward, asking educated, thoughtful questions. An hour later, he says, “I’m in. I’ll personally invest, and as for the role the team itself will play, I think we need to decide that after we talk about you.”

			Russell chimes in, inching his chair closer to the table. “Why’d you walk away from baseball, Jason? You were on top of your game and obviously your arm is just fine.”

			“You have to have ideas.”

			“I don’t know what was in your head. I can’t know that. I’m not assuming based on speculation or press. I want the real answer. Your answer.”

			I don’t even hesitate. “My parents died. The ranch was damn near bankrupt with a hundred and fifty men counting on me for paychecks. And I was worried about my grandmother.”

			“And now?”

			“My parents are still dead. The ranch is still bankrupt. My grandmother is an entrepreneur selling cookies. Meanwhile, I’m still not playing ball and that just doesn’t feel right. It never has.”

			“You sure as hell didn’t stop practicing to be able to pitch like you did today,” he comments. 

			“Every day,” I say. “I practiced every day. I can’t not hold a ball and then throw it.” 

			Edward and Russell exchange a look before Russell says, “You play for us, man. I need your arm, and we will make you one hell of a sweet deal to ensure you don’t go shop.” 

			For a moment, just a moment or maybe it’s ten, the room fades away, the clink of glasses and hum of voices becomes empty space. I’m here. This is really happening. This is my dream, and it’s found its way to me not once, but twice. 

			“Jason?” Russell prods.

			I snap back to the room, to Russell and Edward. “I look forward to seeing what’s in the contract.”

			The other two men smile, and Edward holds up his glass. Russell and I take a hint and raise our glasses. “To The Flying J wearing a Rangers uniform,” Edward says. 

			An hour later, I sit down on my hotel room bed in stunned disbelief. I want to call Jessica. I want to call my grandmother, but that negotiation could go all wrong. And the reality here is that I really fucked up with Jessica. I need to see her in person. I grab my phone, turn it on, and find several messages from my grandmother that amounts to a lot of worry. She’s easy to get to that place after losing Mom and Grandpa, and guilt stabs at me. I should have checked in with her sooner. I wonder how she’s going to deal with me being on the road, and a part of me doesn’t want to go down that path. Jessica’s lecture about living life, me and my grandmother, comes back to me, though. Living in a shell at the ranch isn’t living. I glance back down at my phone. It’s late and Grandma will be asleep, but I text her back: All is well. I’ll be home Wednesday or Thursday. Love, Jason.

			…

			Jessica…

			Tuesday night comes with me in bed, wishing Jason would call, wanting to call him. The day had started the same. Me running and then spending some time in the barn where Jason practices, willing him to call me. When that hadn’t happened, I’d showered and then headed to his house with Kelly in tow. That mischief maker finds his bed and goes to sleep, like she’s telling me that’s where we both belong. I let her stay there. I want to be there, so I’ll live vicariously through her. That’s my life now, living the higher life through the eyes of a sphynx cat born naked and boldly living just as buck naked.

			I spent the rest of the day in the kitchen, writing, and reviewing our cookie contract, while Martha has me sample random cookies to be the new top product. Lying in bed now, I think of the apple cobbler cookie that had won me over, for the taste and the connection to the ranch. I really believe I can sell cookies along with the bags of apples that allow people to achieve the same flavor at home. We can be a team. Jason grows apples. Martha bakes. I sell the products. I roll over and punch my pillow. Too bad Jason will hate the idea. I shut my eyes and will Jason to stop being a stubborn, prideful asshole. I want him to just be his regular asshole self.

			I wake Wednesday morning with no word from said asshole, in any version of his asshole-ness. I run again and, not long later, return to Jason’s house to work, hoping he might be home, but his truck is still gone. He’s still gone. Resolved to hang on the moments until his return, Martha and I both get to work. She bakes and I make phone calls to sell-in the apple cobbler cookies with great response. It’s about ten when Craig sends me a text: Deposit made. 

			I straighten, eagerness humming inside me, my fingers hitting keys as I check my bank account, and sure enough, the money is there; all of the money is there. Relief followed by conflict races through me. “Martha,” I say, drawing her attention from the whipped icing she’s preparing. 

			“Yes, honey?”

			“I need the banker’s information to call and pay him.”

			Her expression goes deadpan. “You got the money.” It’s not a question.

			“Yes, and if I don’t pay now Jason might not let me.”

			“Right.” She sets her spoon down and rushes to a drawer, returning with a card. “Are you sure you want to do this?”

			“Completely. He might hate me for this, but we’ll just get him over it.” I dial the number and I’m forced to leave a message. “I’m calling to pay the money that is past due on the Flying J Ranch. Please call me immediately.” I add my name and number then disconnect. “Now we wait.”

			Martha breathes out a sigh. “I’ll keep trying him.”

			Hours later, it’s nearly four, and desperate to make the payment, I call the reception area of the bank. The banker in question, I am told, is gone for the day. Defeated, I share the news with Martha and we both sigh in frustration. It’s right then that a knock sounds on the front door. I stand up. Brows furrowed. “I’ll get it. Maybe the bank came to us.”

			I hurry forward and open the door to find Allen standing there. “We forgot to set the time for the ride.”

			“Oh right. The ride.” Guilt stabs at me. This isn’t a good idea, not with Jason returning any time now. “Allen—”

			“Don’t say no,” he says. “I know you want to show Jason you can get around this place, and to be honest, I could use some advice about a woman.”

			I soften instantly, and Martha appears by my side. “I think this is a great idea,” Martha says. “You need to learn to ride. You need to get away from work.”

			Surprised at her eagerness to push me on a man other than Jason, I give her a curious look. “What if Jason comes home?”

			“He hates traffic. At this point, if he comes home tonight, he’ll come home late. Go. Have fun.” 

			I hesitate, but the idea of learning to ride and getting out of my own head is a good one. Allen needing advice on women, also charming and sweet. “Let’s do it.”

			Allen perks up, and it’s not long before we’re on our way to the stables, where I have a love affair with loving the horses. Allen runs down rules and basic riding etiquette with me, as well as talks me through common mistakes to avoid.

			Finally, an hour later, I’m on a horse named Betsy, and I’m actually riding. It’s amazing, and Allen says that I’m a natural. Who’d have thunk it? A girl who rolls in mud and drops appliances on men is a natural on a horse. About thirty minutes into the ride, Allen circles back toward the stables but has us stop at a river that runs beside them, where he helps me dismount. We sit under a shady tree, and as the wind lifts lightly and the water plays music to our ears, he gets to the advice part of this ride. “About that woman.”

			“Yes,” I say, turning toward him. “Tell me all about her.”

			“Her name is Debbie. She works at the travel store.”

			“I met her. She’s pretty.”

			“She thinks I cheated.”

			“Did you?”

			“No.”

			“Then convince her.”

			“I’ve tried.” I listen as he tells me the story of another woman throwing herself at him and Debbie walking in. “I love her,” he says, setting his hat on the ground next to him. “I’ve lost her.”

			“Do something big and dramatic to get her attention. I promise that she wants you to.”

			“If she says no?”

			“Ask again and repeat. Don’t be stalker-like, but make it clear you’ll try again.”

			The horses start to move around, uncomfortable, it seems. I straighten. “What’s happening?”

			Allen lowers to a squat. “Don’t move, Jessica,” he warns, and that’s when I hear it. That’s when a rattling sound lifts above the flowing water. The horses do, too, neighing and throwing their legs around. Allen pulls a gun I didn’t even know he was carrying, fires the weapon, and while I’m still reeling, jumps to his feet, grabbing one of the horse’s reins. The horse kicks him hard in the leg and he goes flying to the ground. He moans, and I scramble to his side, but not without enduring the sight of a dead snake a foot away, which is better than a live snake a foot away.

			“Get back,” Allen shouts at me, “back from the horses.” He’s dragging himself toward the tree as the horses simply refuse to calm, but he’s barely moving. Still, he tries to grab me and move me. “They’ll kick you, too.”

			He’ll be kicked again if I leave him this close to the horse. I grab him and pull while he lifts his weight. Once he’s safe and the horses are calming, I snag my phone but have no signal. “This area is bad,” he says, groaning in the midst of that sentence. “Holy hell. I think it’s broken.”

			“I’ll run for help. Stay still. I’ll be right back.” I don’t wait for a reply.

			I take off running, and suddenly a horse is on the horizon, a man on top, the pair coming right at me. 

			Relief at the sight of help motivates me and my pace quickens as I shout, “Help! Over here!” And suddenly that horse and man prove to be a horse with Jason on top, and he halts the animal beside me.

			“A snake scared the horse,” I pant out, “and the horse kicked Allen. I think his leg is broken.”

			He curses and scowls. “I told you not to date my damn men. Call my grandmother to get a doctor over here.” He jerks the reins and then man and horse are trotting away from me.

			I quickly check my phone, and to my relief I have a signal. Punching in Martha’s number, I will her to answer, and thankfully she does, listening as I ramble and tell the story. “Help is on the way, honey,” she assures me, and by the time she disconnects to make that promise a reality, I’m already running back toward Allen, where Jason is now on the ground next to him.

			Huffing through a breath, I fall on my knees next to Allen and across from Jason. “Help is coming.” I look at Allen. “How are you?”

			“I’ll live,” he says. “Lucky you will, too. Pulling me away from the horses, woman. You could have been killed.”

			Jason’s eyes land on me, narrowing, and anger churns inside me at the way he’d treated me when he rode up. I open my mouth to say as much, but his gaze jerks over my shoulder, and I glance behind me to find about four men running this direction.

			I jerk my gaze to Jason’s and, worried he will be angry with Allen, I say my peace before we’re overtaken by help. “This wasn’t a date. This was him teaching me to ride and me giving him advice on a woman who isn’t me. I didn’t date him, but I could have. We’re not together. You don’t get to tell me who I date or don’t date. And I didn’t cause a damn snake to scare the horse. I’m just not as capable of causing nature to act out as you might think.”

			“Oh shit,” Allen murmurs. “Jason, man. It wasn’t a date. I didn’t—” 

			“I didn’t do this,” I say, cutting him off, too angry to shut up now, “but you, Jason, would believe that I did anything with malice.” I’m shaking now, my hands trembling. “Everything I do is wrong and everything that goes wrong is me. But don’t worry, I finally get the message. You don’t want me here. I can’t be here.”

			Shouts sound just behind me now and the men running toward us are now upon us. 

			I back up so they can help Allen and turn away, running toward the parking lot. Done. I am so very done right now. Who was I fooling? I was falling in love while that man was wishing me away. I’m a fool if I don’t listen.


		


		
			CHAPTER FIFTY-TWO

			Jessica…

			I reach the parking lot of the stables and keep running. I need out of here. I need air. I need to pack my bags, but leaving Jason means leaving Martha. I stumble and catch myself on the ground. Of course, I stumble. I also call snakes to my location and tell them to attack horses and men. That’s who I am. That’s really how Jason just behaved. I start running again. I’ll go to a hotel. I’ll find a place to stay close and help Martha, but I won’t be on Jason’s property. I stumble again and curse as I cross the parking lot to the farmhouse where the feast is held. That’s when a truck pulls up beside me. 

			“Where are you going?”

			I glance over to find Roarke as the driver. “Away. I’m going away. Tell him he finally won.”

			“He doesn’t win if you go away. Get in.”

			“No. You’re his friend.”

			“His best friend. Get in. I know him. Let me help.”

			I stop walking. “How are you going to help, Roarke?”

			“By getting you out of the moment and giving you a safe place to calm down.”

			“Are you going to call him and tell him I’m with you?”

			“Not unless you want me to.”

			“I don’t.”

			“Then I won’t,” he says, his dark hair lifting with a slight breeze that I, too, feel at my nape, rushing over my hot skin. 

			God, it’s hot. I’m so hot and frustrated and I hurt. Right now, I hurt. “Why?” I ask. “Why would you help me?”

			“Because I’m a good guy.” He motions to the door. “Get the hell in.”

			I hesitate, but I need an escape, and any minute I feel as if someone I don’t want to talk to will trap me. Roarke is safe. I don’t know why, but he is. Maybe because he’s so close to Jason. I race around the truck and climb inside. “Your best friend’s an asshole. If you have a problem with me thinking that, I should get back out.”

			“He was born that way, I think.” He laughs. It’s a nice laugh. A masculine laugh that some might call sexy. I just want to hear Jason laugh again. I like his laugh. I love his laugh. He doesn’t laugh enough. Roarke gives me a wink. “But I think you hold your own pretty damn well.” He places us in gear and sets us in motion. 

			A truck pulls past us, and the guy inside waves at Roarke. I’d worry he’d tell Jason I’m with Roarke, but really? Does Jason even care? Probably. I’m disrupting his life. That’s the problem. Everything I do is disrupting his life.


		


		
			CHAPTER FIFTY-THREE

			Jessica…

			I tell myself that I don’t care what Jason thinks, but I do. Lord help me, I do. I glance over at Roarke, worried about his friendship with Jason. “Jason won’t like that I’m with you.”

			“He has his hands full with Allen right now, from what I hear. I’d text him and tell him I picked you up, but you don’t want me to.”

			“Maybe you should.”

			“Then I will.” 

			“I tried to help,” I say. “I got a big contract for Martha’s cookies. Enough to get the ranch on its feet and stay that way for about six months, I think. I’m guessing, but I think.”

			He arches a brow my direction. “Really?”

			“Yes, but he doesn’t know. It happened quickly. It was really the right time and place kind of thing.”

			“But you put yourself in the right time and place.”

			“I suppose so, but do you know that I didn’t call him when it happened? I didn’t want to tell him because he’s angry that I saw the past due bills and feels like I turned Martha into labor to pay his bills.”

			“Ah. He’s a prideful son of a bitch, but I’ll eat my damn hat if that man is upset that you sold a cookie contract. He’s got his guard up. This time of the year—”

			“I know what this time of the year is, Roarke.”

			“Good, then it’s easier for you to understand that it sets him off. It stirs anger and guilt. He’s not himself right now.”

			“He told me that I was using his grandmother. He just—it’s too much. There’s too much that’s happened.”

			“I get it. I can see him being embarrassed over the bills and protective of his grandmother, but he’ll see that you don’t deserve his reaction. He’ll apologize. He’ll appreciate you helping. When did this happen?”

			“Right before he left.”

			“In other words, he left, and you two were fighting.”

			“Yes.”

			“I know him. He cleared his head and he would have apologized, but he returned to you with another man.”

			“Allen is a friend. He’s in love with another woman. I knew that. He was just teaching me to ride.”

			“I get that, but you do know what Tessa did to him, right?”

			“I know quite a bit.”

			“Do you know that the minute things got rough, she went to another man, right here on his ranch? The minute. That bitch didn’t even wait two minutes.”

			I swallow hard. “I know, he told me. God, I shouldn’t have gone on the ride. Martha pushed me to do it. She said—I shouldn’t have, but I’m tired of being afraid to just live, Roarke. I left the city to stop being judged and pushed. Now Jason—he judges. He pushes. I’ve earned trust.”

			“Martha probably wanted to make him jealous to give him a wake-up call, but she doesn’t know what Tessa did. She doesn’t know that Tessa used his own men to punish him for making her stay here. For leaving baseball and putting other people first. She doesn’t know the way Tessa taunted him about this place making him poor and pathetic.”

			My head jerks to his profile. “No. Please tell me no.”

			He pulls us into his ranch property and parks in front of his house. “’Fraid so.” He kills the engine. “She made it the big league or nothing. I think that’s why he’s here not playing ball. She convinced him he couldn’t do both. Hell, part of me thinks he’s still spiting that bitch or maybe he’s proving her right.” He opens his door and gets out. 

			I do the same, and when we round the truck he motions me to the stables. “I need to check on a horse. Walk with me.”

			“You’re going to text Jason and tell him that I’m here, right?” I ask, catching up with him. “I mean if Tessa cheated on him, I don’t want him to think you betrayed him.”

			“I haven’t yet, but he knows I wouldn’t betray him, and deep down, he knows you wouldn’t, either.” 

			“Maybe he knows that about you, but me? I don’t know. Because when is this about me and not Tessa?” 

			“He knows—”

			“I don’t think he does,” I say. “You don’t understand how many times he’s come at me. How many times he’s apologized and yet here we are again.”

			His cell phone rings and he pulls it from his pocket, glancing at the number. “That’s him. Just to confirm. You want me to tell him you’re here?”

			“I don’t know. Yes. I guess. Go ahead. At least that prevents putting you in the middle.” 

			“Jessica—”

			“Just tell him, Roarke. Please.”

			He nods and answers. “Yes,” he says, eyeing me. “She’s here. I was about to call you.” He listens. “Yes. I know. Yeah, man.” He hangs up. “He’s getting Allen off to the hospital.”

			“And?”

			“He knows you’re here now. I suspect he’ll be here soon, too.”

			“Right.” I breathe out and hug myself, prepared for the confrontation to follow, not sure I have the energy to do this again. 

			Roarke motions to a gated area, and we step to the wooden rail where a gorgeous mustang runs wild. “What makes you the horse whisperer?”

			“YouTube,” he laughs. “The internet these days, it’s nuts, but if I’m the horse whisperer, Jason’s damn sure the baseball whisperer.”

			I burn in that moment to tell him about Jason’s tryout, but I won’t break that trust with Jason. “He’s still good. Really good.”

			“Is he now?”

			“Yes. I’ve seen him throw. He needs to be on the mound. He can do both. He can.”

			“I’m glad to hear you say that. He needs to hear that. I told him I’d look out for his place. He won’t let me.”

			“And I can help. I told him, too.”

			“What about your life in the city?”

			“I’m writing books now and making cookies. I don’t need to be in the city to do that.”

			“What about shopping malls? What about city life?”

			“I can go to Dallas for those things. In fact, I should take Martha on a trip to the city.”

			“You’d have to be here to do that.”

			“True,” I say, and after what just happened with Jason—

			The sound of a vehicle behind me has me turning to find Jason pulling in next to Roarke’s truck. I suck in a breath, and when he exits his truck, my heart lurches. My heart aches with the thought of what Tessa did to him. He takes off his hat and throws it in the truck, his dark wavy hair falling on a brow, framing the hard lines of the mask of unreadable emotions he wears. He stalks toward me, fierceness in every step that still manages to be long-legged swagger. I want to go to him. I want to stay here. I’m conflicted. I’m tired of being judged as Tessa and therefore evil and unworthy. Maybe Jason just isn’t ready for me, for us. And so I stand my ground and then he’s there, taking my hand and pulling me to him. 

			“What the fuck are you doing, Roarke?”

			“Convincing your woman you’re not the dickhead you’re acting like. Don’t prove me wrong.”

			“Don’t attack him, Jason. Believe it or not, I don’t corrupt everyone around me.”

			Jason scowls and then he’s walking, dragging me with him. “Jason.”

			He doesn’t reply. 

			“Jason.”

			He keeps walking and then suddenly we’re behind his truck bed and he’s turning me to face him, his big body a wall in front of me. “Stop pulling me everywhere,” I say, shoving against him. “Stop dragging me. Stop pushing me. Stop.”

			“You belong here with me.” His mouth slants over mine and he turns me, pressing me against the truck, his tongue licking wickedly, possessively into my mouth. 

			I moan with the bittersweet taste of this kiss and somehow I shove against his chest. “Stop. Stop kissing me. Kissing me doesn’t make this go away. I was worried about you and what did you do? Attack me.” 

			His hands go to my arms. “Let’s me be clear, then. I’m sorry. I was an asshole. I came back to apologize. I came back to tell you everything that happened and you were with Allen.”

			“And you just assumed I did something wrong?”

			“I fucked up. I get that.”

			“You always get it. You just do it again.”

			“I’m done with that. We’re done with that.”

			“Because you say so? Is that why?”

			“Don’t be obstinate. Not now. I have things to tell you.”

			“This is me being obstinate? It’s my fault? It’s always what I did wrong?”

			“Jessica—”

			“I need space, Jason. I need to think.”

			“I have so much I want to tell you,” he says. “So much, Jessica.”

			“I don’t want to hear. Not now.” I shove away from him and he shackles my wrist. 

			I whirl on him. “Stop. Stop dragging me around. Stop manhandling me. Let go. Let go now. You don’t get it.”

			His eyes go wide and he releases me. I rotate and start walking toward my cottage. It’s a long walk, but I don’t care. I just need out of here, and my God, I’m a mess. I want him to follow. I don’t want him to follow. He doesn’t follow. And there you go. That says so much. I’m alone. That part of me that’s afraid of being alone wants to turn and run back to him. That part of me wants to be in his arms, but isn’t that exactly what I did with Craig? Stayed when it was time to go, out of a fear of being alone? 

			The sound of tires on the road behind me closes in, and I walk faster.

			“Jessica.”

			It’s Roarke, and my God, I wanted it to be Jason. It cuts and burns that it isn’t him. “I’m fine,” I say, but I don’t stop walking. “I need to be alone. I’m fine.”

			“It’s five miles to your cottage,” he says, pulling up beside me, leaning out of his window. “We don’t have to talk. I’ll just give you a ride.”

			I stop walking and he halts the truck. “Five miles?” I ask, feeling defeated by that number.

			“Yes, and there are—”

			“Snakes,” I supply, and with his nod, that’s all the confirmation I need. I round the truck and climb inside. “I can’t talk,” I say, pulling the door shut.

			“And I promised you that I won’t push you to talk.” That’s all he says. Nothing more. He simply leaves it at that and places the truck into drive again, setting us into motion.

			I sink back against the cushion, willing myself not to lose it. I’m not doing that. I’m not losing my shit over Jason. That’s my rule. You don’t cry over people who don’t really love you. I cried all the tears I had to cry when I was sixteen and my mother didn’t come home for three days. My mind goes back in time, to me pacing our apartment, to me calling everyone we knew, and I couldn’t reach my mother. That’s how little she thought of me. There’s a saying: when someone shows you who they are, believe them the first time. Jason proved to me who he is today. Someone who doesn’t love me. Someone who doesn’t get my tears. He doesn’t get my tears. 

			I blink and the truck is now stopped in front of the cottage, and I don’t even remember the drive. “Jessica.”

			At Roarke’s prod, I turn to look at him. “Yes?”

			“If you need me, I’m here.”

			I barely know this man, but I believe him. I believe he’d help me. I believe he could become a friend. He is a friend. “Thank you. Thank you very much, Roarke.”

			His eyes darken, and I can feel how he fights words. I spare him that battle and reach for the door, popping it open.

			“Jessica.” I don’t turn, and he softly says, “He loves you. You know that, right?”

			“No,” I say. “He doesn’t love me.” I get out and shut the door, running toward the cottage, and the thing is, my path is riddled with bricks and tree roots, but I don’t fall. I don’t go down and that says something, I believe. It says that I’m on solid ground. It says that I’ve made my decision. I’ve decided to love myself enough to be comfortable being alone.


		


		
			CHAPTER FIFTY-FOUR

			Jessica…

			I walk into the cottage and the scent of him is everywhere. I didn’t realize until this moment how much this cottage feels and smells like Jason. I’m suffocating. I’m done right now. So very done. I need to be alone, and alone doesn’t mean living in the cottage that he owns and doesn’t want me to stay at in the first place.

			Kelly rushes to my feet, and I pick her up, hugging her. “You are going to go back to Shelley, and it’s going to kill me.” I kiss her. “No. No, you aren’t going back to Shelley.” I hold her up and she meows. “You’re staying with me and we aren’t staying here.” I set her down and walk to the bedroom and start packing, a burn in my chest and eyes that pisses me off. 

			No tears.

			He doesn’t get my tears.

			My cell phone rings, and damn it, I rush to look at it to find my mother calling. I decline. Why is she even calling right now? I grab a suitcase and head to the door. Fifteen minutes later, Jason hasn’t called or showed up, and why? He believes I’ll be here waiting. He believes I’m a sure thing, and I’m not. I’m not a sure thing for him or anyone anymore. I pull off the stupid ugly boots and pull on the cute ones with pink designs. I’m me. I will not be what Jason expects. 

			Another ten minutes later, Kelly is loaded in the car, litter box and all. I stand by my car door and stare at the cottage. Damn it, it’s cute. I love this place. I pant out a breath and get into the car, sealing myself into the air conditioning and promising myself a new city apartment with lots of cool air. I now have to choose: go see Martha or call her? I’ll call. I’ll tell her that I love her and that we’ll make the cookie business work from a distance. I’ll hire someone to help her. It’s the only way to make this work. I start to dial and instead I just sit there and do nothing…

			…

			Jason…

			Roarke doesn’t come back to the ranch, and the idea that he’s with Jessica eats me alive. I wait and wait for his return, and when he doesn’t come back, I get in my damn truck. Once I’m on the main road, I drive to Jessica’s cottage, but her car is missing. My heart is thundering in my chest as I climb back into my truck and drive toward the main house, praying Jessica is with my grandmother. My gut says she’s not there, and I pound the steering wheel, punching the accelerator as I pass the Flying J sign. 

			My house comes into view as does Roarke’s truck sitting next to my grandmother’s car. Jessica’s car is not here, and I pull out my phone, punching in her number. It goes to voicemail. By the time Jessica’s voice tells me to “leave a message,” Roarke and my grandmother are on the porch, waiting on me. Dread fills me. Fuck. What’s going on?

			I exit my truck, crossing the yard and climbing the steps to stop just before the top level. “Where is she?” I ask.

			“I took her home,” Roarke says. 

			“What was that, Jason?” my grandmother demands. “Why would you attack her like that?”

			My defenses rise. “She wanted to research that damn romance novel. She has a silly list. What’s a perfect cowboy or some shit like that. I didn’t like that she used my man for that.”

			“First of all,” my grandmother says, “I told her to go riding with Allen. She wants to learn to ride. She wanted to fit in for you, Jason. You know that, right? For you. And that list was my chocolate martini list.”

			I blink. “What?”

			“I dictated that list. Who better to know what a perfect cowboy is?” 

			“That was, wait, that was your list?”

			“Yes. I’m a woman, too, my boy. And if you’d ever get a life again and take me to a few baseball games, maybe I’d meet a man I haven’t known for a lifetime and get a new life of my own.”

			“You want a man, Grandma?”

			“I’m lonely. This place is limited. The men are all spring chickens who don’t want an old lady any more than I want a kid wet behind the ears.” She steps in front of me, taller than normal with me a level lower than her, and pokes my chest. “You know what I think—I think you’re so wrapped up in Tessa that you can’t see anything logically with Jessica. You’re going to lose her. I mean, really? You got mad at her for helping me make money doing something I love? You might choose not to play ball and do what you love to make money, but if I can do what I love and make money, that’s a blessing.”

			“You don’t need—”

			“I want to do it. We want to do it together, me and Jessica. I love her. You love her. She did that for me and us. She landed a huge contract with a food chain. Enough money to keep this ranch going for a long time. Enough money to let you go play ball. And what did you do? Attack her the minute you got back. Open your eyes.”

			“Grandma—”

			“We both know you love her.”

			“She’s not Tessa,” Roarke says. “She’s not.” 

			“I know that,” I say. “You think I don’t know that?” 

			“What I know doesn’t matter,” he says. “And hers is the only opinion that matters, but it might be too late, man.”

			“No,” I say, that idea cutting through me. “No. Fuck no. Where is she? I went to the cottage—”

			“Gone,” my grandmother says. “I missed her call. She left me a message and now she’s not answering. She left. She packed up and left.”

			The ground falls out from underneath me and I’m falling straight into hell. “I can’t lose her. I can’t. I won’t.” I turn and charge for the truck.

			“You need to grovel!” my grandmother shouts after me. “You need to make her feel that this is it. There will be no more asshole cowboy.”

			I raise a hand and get into my truck, already starting the engine. I’m going to find her. I’m going to make this right. Somehow, someway, I’m going to win her back.


		


		
			CHAPTER FIFITY-FIVE

			Jessica…

			The world fades in and out, my pulse thundering in my ears. Calling Martha gutted me. I was relieved when she didn’t answer. If she had, I might have cried for her, because Martha deserves my tears. Martha cares about me. I know she does. I start playing our laughter and cookie baking in my head. I start replaying all the hot kisses with Jason. Every moment in Sweetwater, and how much that place felt like home. And now I’m leaving. I’m leaving my home. What am I doing? I’m running. Who am I kidding? This isn’t me being okay with being alone. This is me running, which technically is what I did when Craig cheated, but then, back in Dallas, I wasn’t happy. I am happy now. Why does Jason get to take that from me?

			A rest stop hits my visual, and I cut right and off to the access road, heart thundering in my chest all over again for ten thousand reasons. I pull into the driveway of the travelers’ stop, parking at the community restaurant building, while Kelly meows and shoots to the window. I pick her up and kiss her, crack the window for her, and then get out of the car with a decisiveness I’ve been missing for a long time. I can’t leave. I can’t leave because I don’t want to leave. I’ll rent my own place somewhere close to the ranch and make cookies with Martha. Jason can’t stop us. He can’t run me off. I walk to the entrance with a plan decided upon. I’ll do what any traveler would do. I’ll go inside and pee. Afterward, I’ll buy coffee and then drive back to Sweetwater, my home, and find a place to live.

			I open the door and do just that. I walk through the busy rest station, find the bathroom, and when I’m done, I wash up and look at myself in the mirror. Me, the citizen of Sweetwater, Texas, the woman who knows what she wants. Who cares if my hair is all over the place and my mascara a tiny bit smudged because a tiny tear or two escaped? I didn’t really cry. I claim that flag and fly it hard. He didn’t make me cry. I’m in control. I can be alone and stand my ground at the same time. 

			Empowered, I walk to the door, open it, and exit to find Jason standing there. That’s when I cry. “Oh my God!” I whisper, punching his chest. “Why are you here? Why are you making me cry? You don’t get my tears. You don’t deserve my tears.” I cut away from him and walk into the middle of the busy store, because let’s face it, Jason isn’t going anywhere there might be a scene that puts him on the front page of some sports pages.

			“Jessica, stop!” he calls out. “Please stop.”

			He calls out loud enough that voices hush and heads turn. I rotate and face him, “What are you doing, Jason?”

			“What I should have done a long time ago. I’m fighting for you.”

			A kid next to me raises his phone. “That’s the Flying J. Jason!” the kid calls out.

			“He’s recording, Jason,” I warn.

			“I don’t care,” he says, and then he’s down on a knee in front of me. “Forgive me. Forgive me for every asshole moment I’ve had since meeting you. I know I’ve been living in the past. I know that, but the truth is, I was afraid to love you. I was afraid of getting hurt. I was already afraid of losing my grandmother like I lost my parents. If I let myself love you, I’d have to be afraid of losing you, too.” 

			I can barely breathe. “Jason,” I whisper. “I don’t—”

			“Don’t finish that sentence. Please don’t finish a sentence with the word don’t in it.” He stands up and cups my face. “Let me finish, please. Some part of me knew that if I saw you for you, Jessica, it was inevitable. I was going to fall for you. That’s what I’m telling you. I see you, really see you, and I was right. It happened. I love you, Jessica, so damn much. Don’t leave. Come home with me. Make my home your home. Make me whole again, because I signed another baseball contract and that won’t do the job. Only you sharing this with me will.”

			Those tears he didn’t deserve are flowing hard now. “You—you love me?”

			“Yes, sweetheart. I love you, so damn much, and if you give me the chance I’ll do everything I can to make sure you love me, too. To make sure I deserve it but not your tears. I will not be the man who makes you cry. Never again. I will fight anyone and anything that makes you cry. I will—”

			I press my lips to his and whisper. “I have a secret.”

			“Will I like this secret?” He glances around at the crowd of a good thirty people now surrounding us, cameras flashing. “And can they know this secret?”

			“I’m pretty sure they already know, even though you don’t seem to get it. Apparently, I have a thing for assholes, because I already love you.”

			He smiles, and God, it’s a devastating smile. He cups my head and kisses me. “Say it again.”

			“I love you.”

			“Say you’ll stay. Forever, Jessica. Say you’ll stay forever.”

			“Yes. Yes, I—”

			He picks me up and starts carrying me toward the door and the crowd erupts in cheers. We step outside and it’s official. Sweetwater, Texas, here we come. Home, here we come.


		


		
			EPILOGUE

			Jessica…

			Three months later…

			Jason, me, and Martha walk into one of the restaurants launching Martha’s cookies, and we run to the counter. We all go nuts over the cookies on the menu, and I shove my phone at Jason. “Take a picture of use with the cookie menu!” 

			He laughs. He does that a lot lately, and I fall more in love with him every time. He shoots the picture and then we go to the counter and order cookies.

			While we wait for the order, Allen, who is now the new foreman, calls. “I can’t find Kelly.” He and Debbie are house-sitting and cat-sitting, which is a necessity, since Shelley is now in Germany and planning to live there apparently. We have Kelly and we’re not sending her to Germany. 

			“Check under the master bed.”

			“I did.”

			“Well, don’t worry. When you go to bed, she’ll pounce on you.”

			“Great. I can look forward to nightmares of a demon sphynx cat attacking me in my sleep.”

			“Okay. Well. Happy cat-sitting.”

			He grumbles, “If I’m dead, who’s going to grow apples?” He hangs up, and I laugh as Martha and Jason join me with a bag filled with cookies.

			“Next season it will be the apple cobbler cookies,” Martha says. “I can’t believe they took them, too, and signed me to a contract.”

			“Five years,” I say. “It’s pretty darn perfect. Hopefully we can keep up with the apples those cookies will sell. Though Allen is certain Kelly will kill him and there will be no apples.”

			We all laugh, and Jason motions to the door. “I have a surprise. Come with me, ladies.” 

			“What surprise?” I ask.

			He leans down and kisses me. “It’s not a surprise if I tell you.” He snags my hand and leads me outside to the truck, while I have this surreal feeling of being with family and back here in Dallas, a few miles from my old offices, which I will never visit again. I resigned a month ago and never looked back.  

			A few minutes later, we pull up to a high-rise not far from where the Rangers practice field lies. It’s also only a few miles from the corporate offices for the company buying our cookies. Martha and I share a confused look, but I have a feeling this is about her new cookbook deal, a celebration. We hurry inside, and the lobby is all shiny tiles and high ceilings with gorgeous hanging bulbs. Our destination is the twentieth floor and Jason unlocks the door. “I want you ladies close to me while I’m at camp. It’s a rental now, but if you like it, it’s for sale.”

			My eyes go wide and Martha rushes inside, making sounds of delight. I step to Jason. “I can’t believe you did this.”

			He folds me close. “I can do it all with you, right? Have a family and play ball. Run the ranch and play ball.”

			My heart swells. “Yes. Yes, you can.”

			He motions to the door, and I enter a furnished luxury apartment that is far larger and nicer than the place I left behind. There are lots of windows, a fireplace, and gorgeous chandeliers. There’s also a few dozen roses and balloons, with a bottle of champagne on ice. “For your book deal, Grandma, and you have your own room and even a separate kitchen and bathroom. It’s like a room inside a room.”

			She rushes to him and hugs him. “I love you, son.”

			“I love you, too, Grandma. My rock star grandma.”

			She grins. “Living life the way we should be.” She softens her voice. “They’re up there, smiling down at us. You know that, right?”

			“Yes. I know that.”

			I tear up and Jason catches my eye, releasing his grandma and holding me close. “You like it?”

			“I do, but I love the ranch. I want you to know I love the ranch. I’ll miss it when we aren’t there. I don’t need this.”

			“Good thing, because we’re at the ranch for the camps, but I want to be there every weekend possible, too.” He takes my hand. “Come on.” He leads me to the window and points. “There’s a view of the practice field.” He’s done more than bring us to the city. He’s brought us right to the practice field. He’s keeping us close.

			My cell phone buzzes with a text. I glance down, and it’s from my agent: Why am I always traveling when I have good news? I have two offers on your romance novel. More soon! We’re going to auction, baby. Congrats.

			I blink and show the message to Jason. He picks me up and spins me around. “She sold her romance, Grandma!”

			Martha cheers and Jason sets me down. “Time for that champagne. We have a lot to celebrate.” He kisses me. “And a lot to be thankful for.”

			“Yes,” I say softly. “Yes we do.”

			…

			Nine months later… 

			With the season roaring with wild success, the Rangers playing in the top three for the first time in years, we’re back at the ranch on a break and a high. It’s been a crazy two weeks. The camp prep here at the ranch is in high gear. I hit the New York Times with my divorce guide, and Martha’s book is out in a few months, with huge pre-orders, while my first romance launches in a few months. Jason and I start the morning at the barn with him throwing balls while I chase them. It’s a great way to burn off the cookies.

			It’s mid-morning when we sit down on the hay and share a bottle of water, looking out over the new baseball field that was created only a month before. “It’s amazing,” I say. “I can’t wait to see the players playing ball right here.” My cell phone buzzes with a text, and I glance at Jason. “My agent wants to arrange a book tour for me and Martha. They have all kinds of ideas. Food and romance. Me and Martha and our cookie empire. Me and you in love. They didn’t really say that part. I just wanted to add that. What do you think?”

			“We are in love,” he says, winking at me. “Tell her to coordinate the tour dates with my away games.”

			I smile, loving that he’s always thinking about us staying with him. “Martha will like that. She has a crush on your first base coach.”

			“Yes, she does,” he says. “He’s ten years younger than her. I’m not sure how I feel about that.”

			I laugh. “Oh please. She can run circles around men twenty years younger.”

			“She can run circles around me after a game.”

			“Should we go back and tell her about the tour?”

			“Not yet.”

			He goes down on a knee in front of me. “Not until I give you this.”

			He reaches in his pocket and pulls out a velvet case. My eyes go wide and my heart starts to race. “What is that?”

			He laughs. “What do you think it is?” He opens the lid and a heart-shaped diamond catches in the sunlight peeking through the door and dances with brilliant colors. “Marry me, Jessica. I can’t do this thing called life without you. I would have asked you sooner, but I wanted you to know that baseball wasn’t going to my head. I wanted you to know that it wouldn’t change me or us.”

			I inhale a shaky breath and fling my arms around him. “I love you.”

			“I love you, too, but this is when you put a guy out of his misery and say yes.”

			I lean back to look at him. “Yes. Of course. You know it’s yes.”

			He breathes out in relief, like he actually doubted I’d say yes, and slips the ring on my finger. “My grandmother had you try on rings to get me a size.”

			“She did. She’s sneaky. She was showing me your mom’s rings and told me she wanted to size one for me.”

			“She does. She did. I know she wants to give it to you at the wedding.”

			“The wedding. Let’s have it here at the barn, and Kelly can be our flower girl.”

			He laughs. “Here it is, with Kelly as our flower girl.”

			And so our happily-ever-after is set. And as we leave to go back to the ranch house, back to our home, I am feeling quite inspired to write my next romance novel. This one will be much easier. I now believe in love.
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			Northern Exposure meets Two Weeks Notice in this new romantic comedy series from 

			USA Today bestselling author Amy Andrews.

			nothing but trouble

			by Amy Andrews

			For five years, Cecilia Morgan’s entire existence has revolved around playing personal assistant to self-centered former NFL quarterback Wade Carter. But just when she finally gives her notice, his father’s health fails, and Wade whisks her back to his hometown. CC will stay for his dad—for now—even if that means ignoring how sexy her boss is starting to look in his Wranglers.

			To say CC’s notice is a bombshell is an insult to bombs. Wade can’t imagine his life without his “left tackle.” She’s the only person who can tell him “no” and strangely, it’s his favorite quality. He’ll do anything to keep her from leaving, even if it means playing dirty and dragging her back to Credence, Colorado, with him.

			But now they’re living under the same roof, getting involved in small-town politics, and bickering like an old married couple. Suddenly, five years of fighting is starting to feel a whole lot like foreplay. What’s a quarterback to do when he realizes he might be falling for his “left tackle”? Throw a Hail Mary she’ll never see coming, of course.

		


		
			She’s just one of the guys…until she’s not in USA Today bestselling author Cindi Madsen’s unique take on weddings, small towns, and friends falling in love.

			Just One of the Groomsmen

			by Cindi Madsen

			Addison Murphy is the funny friend, the girl you grab a beer with, and the girl voted most likely to start her own sweatshirt line. She’s perfectly fine answering to the nickname “Murph,” given to her by the tight-knit circle of guy friends she’s grown up with. Time has pulled them all in different directions, like Tucker Crawford, who left their small town to become some big-city lawyer, and Reid, who’s now getting hitched. 

			Naturally the guys are all going to be groomsmen, and it wouldn’t be the same without “Murph” in the mix. The fact that ever since Tucker’s return to town, she can’t stop looking at him and wondering when he got so hot is proof that she needs to mix things up. She’d never want to ruin a friendship she’s barely gotten back, but the more Addie comes out of her tomboy shell, the more both she and Tucker wonder if there’s something more there…

		


		
			From New York Times bestselling author Victoria James comes a poignant

			and heartfelt romance.

			The Trouble with Cowboys

			by Victoria James

			Eight years ago, Tyler Donnelly left Wishing River, Montana, after a terrible fight with his father and swore he’d never return. But when his father has a stroke, guilt and duty drive him home, and nothing is as he remembers––from the run-down ranch to Lainey Sullivan, who is all grown up now. And darn if he can’t seem to stay away.

			Lainey’s late grandma left her two things: the family diner and a deep-seated mistrust of cowboys. So when Tyler quietly rides back into town looking better than hot apple pie, she knows she’s in trouble. But she owes his dad everything, and she’s determined to show Ty what it means to be part of a small town...and part of a family.

			Lainey’s courage pushes Ty to want to make Wishing River into a home again—together. But one of them is harboring a secret that could change everything.

		


		
			How to Lose a Guy in 10 Days meets Accidentally on Purpose by Jill Shalvis in this head-over-heels romantic comedy.

			The Aussie Next Door

			by Stefanie London

			American Angie Donovan has never wanted much. When you grow up getting bounced from foster home to foster home, you learn not to become attached to anything, anyone, or any place. But it only took her two days to fall in love with Australia. With her visa clock ticking, surely she can fall in love with an Australian—and get hitched—in two months. Especially if he’s as hot and funny as her next-door neighbor…

			Jace Walters has never wanted much––except a bathroom he didn’t have to share. The last cookie all to himself. And solitude. But when you grow up in a family of seven, you can kiss those things goodbye. He’s finally living alone and working on his syndicated comic strip in privacy. Sure, his American neighbor is distractingly sexy and annoyingly nosy, but she’ll be gone in a few months...

			Except now she’s determined to find her perfect match by checking out every eligible male in the town, and her choices are even more distracting. He doesn’t want to, but he’s going to have to intervene and help her if he ever hopes to get back to his quiet life.
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