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Everyone in Fate, Texas knows that Bluebell
Carter has always been a little bit crazy. There was that time she
colored her hair pink and the time she keyed her boyfriend’s car
not to mention how she up and left town and her daddy in the dust
ten years ago. Rolling back home in an ugly orange bridesmaid dress
was not the reappearance she’d ever planned to make and staying in
town was the last thing she ever thought possible. Then again,
being in Texas does crazy things to her brain (maybe it’s the
heat?) because before she can say “bless your heart” she finds
herself tangled up with a handsome, hard-muscled cowboy.

Zach West earned his hard body the old
fashioned way – lots of hard work on hard Texas land. He’s spent
his life playing the role of responsible West brother, the oldest,
the protector and guardian. His father’s death left him to care for
two younger brothers, a grieving mother and a ranch. He’s had
enough of caring for other people to last a lifetime and zero plans
to add a woman to that list but Bluebell has a way of driving him
nuts that’s impossible to resist. He dreams about her long blonde
hair and even longer legs. She’s pretty enough to drive a man to
drink, to sin… but to love? Now that’s just crazy.
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Bluebell Carter had always been a little bit…
crazy. Not insane crazy just… different. Not collecting cats and
never leaving the house crazy but a tad irrational. Like that time
she colored her hair pink just for the heck of it or that time she
keyed her boyfriend’s car or better yet when she up and shipped off
never to be heard from again. Crazy.

Everyone knew good Texas girls sprayed their
hair high to heaven and wore their Wranglers tight but Blue had
never been a good Texas girl. She’d never even tried out for the
cheerleading squad which was just plain wrong. It was Texas after
all, the boys played football and the girls waved pom-poms. It was
bound to be in the bible somewhere.

Still, she’d gotten away with a lot since she
didn’t have her mama there to teach her. Liza Beth Montgomery had
been a real southern lady in her day. She’d been Homecoming Queen
and she’d have competed for Miss Texas if she hadn’t married that
Carter boy straight out of high school. It was no secret that her
daddy hadn’t been happy about her marrying the son of one of his
ranch hands but there was no talking sense into a girl in love.

After their wedding Liza Beth had taken over
the wifely duties at Montgomery Oaks Ranch and set about starting
her family. The little girl that finally came several long and
frustrating years later was the prize of her mama’s eye. She’d
dressed her in pretty pink and set about teaching her the things
any good Texas woman should know.

But when her baby girl was just five years
old Liza Beth, God rest her soul, was killed in a freak rainstorm
that washed the old Haggard bridge out. Her dreams of raising a
beauty queen baby died with her. Her little girl was left to the
care of Lyle Carter and he’d always been better with a herd of
cattle than playing pretty pretty princess.

Everyone knew Lyle had done the best he could
with what God gave him. He hadn’t sunk into the bottle or run away.
He’d pulled up his boot straps and taught his girl what he knew.
Course Blue learned more about branding and calving than etiquette
for meeting the Governor or the proper way to curtsy but he’d
tried.

There had been charm school and lessons.
There had been nannies and tutors. Some of it stuck, most of it
didn’t and Liza Beth’s little girl grew up running wild. Her
mish-mash childhood meant Blue could waltz as well as she could
curse like a ranch hand. She’d never been interested in
cheerleading, beauty pageants or even softball. Bluebell had fallen
from grace and all the townspeople said Liza Beth must’ve turned in
her grave the day her baby girl flipped the town the bird in her
rearview mirror and burned rubber in her old Ford as she headed out
for some fancy university up north.

She left behind her daddy and nobody heard
much from her after that. Rumor was she’d never married which was
just plain sad since she’d always been a pretty girl and landing a
man wasn’t really all that difficult. Even Anna Louise Sanchez who
did collect cats had managed to get a proposal out of Clive
Quentin, bless her heart.

And now Molly McBride was getting married
too. An event like that in a small town like Fate, Texas was news.
Molly marrying some out-of-towner she met at Tech was news. The
size of her dress and her ring was news.

But the biggest news was that Molly had asked
her old BFF from grade school to be one of her bridesmaids and now,
after all those long years away, Bluebell Montgomery Carter would
be walking down the aisle of the First Baptist Church. The gossip
mill was booming with whether she’d bring a man, if she’d packed on
the pounds, if she’d still be a little bit crazy and if she’d even
bother to go see her poor daddy.

Blue hit scan on the dash of her little red
sports car and listened as it did a full loop before coming to stop
on the lone country station once again. Miranda was singing about
setting a cheating ex on fire or something so she left it and
rubbed her eyes. She was getting close; the fact that the radio
could only find one scratchy station on the dial was proof enough
even if she didn’t recognize the sights, which she did.

The flat plains of west Texas hadn’t changed.
Everything out the windshield was brown and dusty. The side of the
road in both directions as far as the eye could see was more empty
hard packed dirt and the occasional wind turbine. This was
home.

Her stomach churned at the idea. She did a
pretty good job of not thinking about it in her daily life but no
matter how hard she tried now there was no escaping the truth. She
was back in Texas. That opened up a whole mixed bag of memories and
feelings she couldn’t escape.

Good memories, like the ones of her mother,
were hazy and yellowed at the edges from age. She remembered
pretty, frilly dresses and soft hands and smiles. She remembered
the smell of vanilla, the way it had always made her feel safe when
she curled into her mothers arms and let her hold her tight.

There were foggy memories of her mother’s
funeral too. Flowers, so many flowers piled high at the front of
the church. Bluebells, her namesake and her mother’s favorite, were
tucked into arrangements with roses and lilies. The benches had
been hard and so had her father’s hand as he took hers and led her
out of the church when she started to cry. His words that day were
crystal clear though, “Cowgirls don’t cry.”

Those words he’d spoken to her over the years
remained clear and fresh in her memory just as all the memories of
her father did. His big frame in shadow with the bigger Texas sky
behind him. His big hands lifting her and putting her in the saddle
of her first pony. His heavy scowl when she didn’t follow his rule
and a tear escaped unchecked.

Her relationship with her father had never
been easy. If it had been so before her mother died she didn’t
recall. The years after had been a game of sorts, one she always
lost. He pushed her to be stronger and she tried but it was never
enough. She pushed him to open up and he shut down. Eventually,
they’d given up the game entirely.

They’d stopped talking long before she packed
up and headed off to college. As a kid, she’d tried to be who she
thought he wanted her to be. She’d learned to rope and ride and
work the ranch but he just scowled and told her it was man’s work.
She thought he wanted her to be more like the wife he lost so she’d
played dress up and wore makeup and talked real pretty like a lady
was supposed to. He’d scowled at that too. So she’d just decided to
be herself, to be Bluebell Montgomery Carter.

That had set the town abuzz. Blue didn’t play
by the rules which she understood made her a little bit crazy in
their eyes. She didn’t cheer at the football games. She didn’t
tease her hair and bat her eyelashes. She didn’t speak pretty and
keep her emotions under wraps. She spoke her mind and yelled when
she wanted to yell. Sometimes she wore her makeup too heavy and her
skirts too short. It had gotten everybody in Fate’s attention but
the one man it was meant for. Her father simply ignored her.

So she left. That had been ten years ago.
She’d been back a few times. A couple of Christmases and
Thanksgivings, a birthday once or twice as well, they were always
short visits, a day or two of silent meals with her father and then
she kissed his cheek, told him she loved him and went back to her
real life. The last time she’d called to let him know she was
planning a trip home for his birthday he’d told her not to bother
because he’d be out of town at one of the stock shows. That had
been nearly three years ago.

Guilt threatened to suffocate her in the
small car so she flipped the window switch and breathed in a gulp
of fresh air. The wind whipped her long blonde hair but she ignored
it. She should have come back more, come back sooner but she could
be damn stubborn when she wanted to be. It was a trait she’d
inherited from her father. She told herself if he wanted to see her
he’d visit but he never did so she pretended it didn’t matter and
kept on moving.

Moving she was good at. Her father called her
a rolling stone and she wouldn’t argue with him. Six cities in ten
years and there wasn’t a one of them she’d called home.

She didn’t like sitting still. When she was
still she felt alone and she’d had enough of that in her life. As
long as she kept moving, kept meeting new people and trying new
things she didn’t have to think too hard about why it was she never
felt at home anywhere or with anyone.

Her job gave her the freedom to keep right on
moving. After years jumping from major to major and college to
college she’d earned a degree in journalism. She’d started out with
newspapers and then transitioned into magazines. She could
freelance from anywhere and go where the story took her.

The big metal sign on the side of the road
said it was just a few more miles to Fate, Texas. Blue rubbed her
eyes and slid the window back up. The story definitely didn’t take
her here. She couldn’t define what had.

She hadn’t kept in touch with many people
from her hometown over the years. Molly was one of the few. She’d
refused to be ignored or forgotten. Despite the distance they
emailed frequently and spoke occasionally. The invitation to be in
the wedding hadn’t come as a surprise. That had come when the
words, “sure, sounds like fun” had fallen from Blue’s mouth without
a second of hesitation.

Going home to Fate hadn’t been in her plans.
It wasn’t that she was avoiding her father either. She’d come to
terms with the fact he’d never be the open and loving daddy she
wished for just like she’d never be the son he’d wanted. So no, she
wasn’t avoiding him but she was avoiding Fate.

The good people of Fate were no doubt busy
gossiping about her arrival. They’d be dissecting her hairstyle and
her clothes the second she set foot in town. There would be the
questions of where she’d been and those would be followed with the
pointed looks that screamed of disapproval since she didn’t visit
her daddy often enough for their liking. Worse, she’d have to face
the scrutiny of having the audacity not to be married at 28 years
old.

The last time she’d been home with her
ringless finger she’d gotten looks of horror followed by pitying
condolences.

“There’s still time.”

“Bless your heart, you’ll find some nice boy
someday.”

“There’s someone for everyone, just you wait
and see.”

She could have walked into town dying of some
deadly disease and she couldn’t have been more of a leper. Nothing
said loser like being in your late twenties and not having a man
according to small-town philosophy. And that had been three years
ago when she’d still been young enough to be a catch. No doubt
they’d be calling her an old maid this time around.

Nobody was calling Molly an old maid though,
not anymore. No, Molly had the foresight to stay gone until she got
that ring on her finger but now that it was she planned to throw a
big ol’ party in Fate and show off her husband with pride. Blue
would have been a lot happier for her if she’d chosen to get
married in Lubbock or Dallas or anywhere but their small hometown
but since her father was the mayor that wasn’t possible.

Still, Molly was a good friend and she hadn’t
been able to say no. She hadn’t wanted to say no either until Molly
said it was happening at the Fate First Baptist Church. Then she’d
thought about calling it all off.

She’d considered rescinding her answer for
the past two months. Like when the bridal shower invitation arrived
and her name showed up next to Molly’s cousins who were all a few
years younger than her and who all had new last names. Like when
the bridesmaid dress arrived and turned out to be a tangerine
colored monstrosity with a sweetheart hemline and huge bow that
made her butt look double the size while also managing to show more
cleavage than could ever be church appropriate. She’d hit the road
for Fate with the express reasoning that it was still a fifty-fifty
shot that she be in the wedding or kill Molly on sight for the
humiliation alone.

Oh and it would be humiliating. The tangerine
color against her blonde hair gave her a sickly glow. Add in the
cleavage and the bow and the thing was pure hell on earth. But none
of that would be the worst part. The worst part would be that she
would have to walk down the aisle with every one of Fate’s gossips
watching and she’d have to do it alone.

Alone. No husband, no boyfriend to speak of,
and no date for the wedding. She’d be all alone and they’d give her
those pitying stares and condolences and she’d be lucky to make it
out of town with any semblance of dignity.

She hated that she knew it was coming and was
driving straight into her nightmare anyway but that’s what she’d
been born to do. Cowgirls didn’t cry, they didn’t back down and
they didn’t give up. Her daddy had taught her right so Blue sucked
it up and kept right on moving.

She kept moving right up until something loud
popped and the steering wheel jerked out of her hands. She let out
a squeal of terror before she managed to regain control. Heart
racing she eased the little sports car to the side of the highway
and cursed.

She’d blown a tire. Less than ten miles from
the turnoff to the Montgomery Oaks Ranch and she’d blown a tire.
This was not a good start to her visit.

She contemplated getting out and kicking the
stupid car but instead she did the mature thing. She leaned her
forehead against the steering wheel, squeezed her eyes shut tight
and cursed some more. After throwing her temper tantrum, she slid
through her options.

Fixing the tire wasn’t a possibility even if
she knew how. She’d bought the car on impulse, thinking it might
help her confidence to show up in Fate with a flashy,
ultra-expensive ride. It hadn’t but worse, she hadn’t bothered to
take her emergency kit out of the old car.

She could call her father but what were the
odds he was in the house at this hour? He’d probably just be
stalking in from a long day working the ranch. He might be in the
bunkhouse having dinner with the other ranch hands but even if she
reached him he’d only grumble she should be better prepared and
send one of the other guys to come get her. After three years away
that’s not how she wanted to see him for the first time.

There was the tow company in town but she
didn’t have the number. She called information and wasn’t surprised
when the woman on the other end gave her the number for Bert’s Auto
Shop. Bert was the only mechanic in town and he did everything from
oil changes and tire rotation to towing and collision repair.

Bert had been old even when she was a kid.
His son, Bert Jr. had been in her class in school. B.J. had worked
for his dad during summers and then full time once he graduated.
She wondered if Bert was still working or if B.J. had taken over
for the older man as the phone rang.

An answering machine picked up and she
growled as she glanced at the clock on the dash. It was
twenty-seven minutes after five which meant it was long past beer
thirty. No doubt B.J. and the rest of the mechanics were already
down at the bar sipping a Shiner and commiserating about their
workday.

Blue drummed her freshly manicured nails
against the steering wheel as her other options faded away. She’d
just have to call her father and deal with his grumpiness. She
hated the idea of asking for his help without even setting foot in
the house yet but she picked up the phone to dial.

806-55… She was five numbers in when a large
black truck rumbled past. She squealed as she tossed the phone down
and hit the horn on instinct. A stranger was a better option than
calling home. The truck’s brake lights lit up and she swallowed
hard.

Or was it? That wasn’t the smartest thing
she’d ever done. She was a lone woman on a deserted highway in the
middle of nowhere Texas and she’d just flagged down a truck that
could be driven by a serial killer.

The truck pulled over to the shoulder slowly
and then reversed until it was a half car length ahead of her
sports car. She chewed her bottom lip and tried to figure out the
best course of action now that she had the attention of the
stranger. Should she get out? Yeah, probably. She’d just reached
for the door handle when the cab of the truck swung open and she
froze.

It was a man and he was big, really big. She
thought about hitting the locks but worried he’d hear it as he
moved closer. Yeah that was why she was frozen. It had nothing to
do with the fact she was practically drooling in her lap.

He looked like the type of man that Blue
shunned, the kind that made her a little uncomfortable in all the
right places. He looked like the kind of man that drank beer and
swore and kept women around just long enough to make them fall for
him before he moved on to the next. He looked like the kind of man
that she always, always avoided because he looked a little dark, a
little dangerous and a lot sexy.

Well-worn blue jeans clung to long legs. A
tight gray t-shirt stretched across a broad chest, the sleeve rode
up on one side giving just a glimpse of black ink curled around the
muscular bicep below. His face was shaded by the brim of a dusty
baseball cap but she could just make out the dark five o’clock
shadow gracing his square jaw.

“Need some help ma’am?” His voice was like
gravel, deep and kind of scratchy, in the way only a complete bad
boy could pull off.

“I um… I blew a tire.”

“I can see that.” One corner of his mouth
twitched up, “You need help fixin’ it?”

“No. I mean yes, I mean…” She sighed heavily,
“The thing is, I don’t have the tools to fix it so while I do need
help, I doubt there’s much you can do unless you have superman
strength and can lift a car with your bare hands.”

“No ma’am.” He chuckled lightly, “This things
pretty small but I doubt I can lift it.”

“I figured.”

“I have some tools in my truck if you’d like
the help though.” He shrugged and a smile tugged at his lips again,
“Course you’ll have to get out of the car.”

She looked him over again. So he’d noticed
she hadn’t made a move to get out of the car or even roll the
window down. And he was right, if she wanted his help she’d have to
get out of the car. She was out of other options so she’d take the
help but that didn’t mean she was dumb.

“Can I see your driver’s license please?”

He snorted and shook his head like she was
crazy but pulled his wallet from his back pocket. The movement
pulled her eyes down from that impressive chest and she
automatically noticed the bulge at the front of his blue jeans. And
she’d thought the chest was impressive?

She pulled her eyes away feeling like a
pervert even if it did happen to be at eye level through her
window. The man was a remarkable specimen. Tall and broad and
thick, he looked like the kind of guy she wished she’d had sitting
in the passenger seat to show off to the people of Fate. She’d
proudly parade a guy like him around if he was her date to the
wedding.

“Here you go.” He held the card against the
window and broke into her daydream, “I ain’t an ax murderer
ma’am.”

“Isn’t that exactly what an ax murderer would
say?” She smiled sweetly as she punched the remaining number into
her phone and listened to it ring.

“Good point.” He chuckled again and the sound
roused the butterflies that had been dormant in her stomach for
years.

The answering machine picked up at the ranch
house just as she’d expected so she left a message, “Daddy it’s me.
I had some car trouble and a man stopped to help me. His name is…”
She squinted at the card and her stomach clenched tight, “Oh hell…
I mean, shit, I mean… sorry, Daddy, delete this message I’ll be
home soon.”

She slammed the phone down and took a deep
breath. How had she been stupid enough to think he was a stranger?
In Fate there was no such thing as strangers. Damn it.

“Well that wasn’t exactly the phone call I
thought I’d be hearing.” She heard his deep chuckle and steeled all
of her defenses against it.

“Yeah sorry, I um… I recognized your name.
You’re Zach West?”

“That’s what they’ve been tellin’ me all my
life.” He leaned down with his face close to the windshield, “Do I
know you?”

“Yes. No. I mean…” She let out a frustrated
breath, annoyed she was stuttering again when he looked so amused,
“I’m originally from Fate but I moved away a long time ago. I
recognize the West name, the Triple Star Ranch right?”

“Yes ma’am.” He nodded, “Seems you’ve got me
at the disadvantage. Want to tell me your name?”

She chewed her bottom lip; thankful her
Ray-Ban’s hid a good portion of her face. It was possible he
wouldn’t recognize her. She’d been gone a long time and it’s not
like they’d known each other back then. But the minute she said her
name he’d know exactly who she was.

“I’m not so sure I want to.”

His lips pursed, “And why’s that?”

“Maybe I’m afraid if I tell you who I am you
won’t want to help me anymore?”

She could see his head tilt out of the corner
of her eye but she refused to look up. He was studying her. She
could feel it, could feel him trying to figure out just who she was
and why she’d be reluctant to say her name. And then he stood to
his full height and she held her breath, waiting for him to state
the obvious and walk away.

“Don’t have much faith do ya ma’am?” He
snorted as he tucked his license and wallet back into his pocket.
“How about I get my tools and you go ahead and get out of the
car?”

She watched him walk back towards his truck
and didn’t mind watching in the least. Oh he had a nice ass to cap
it all off. Deep voice. Great chest. Big Package. Nice Ass. No
doubt her first suspicions had been accurate. He was too
good-looking not to be trouble with a capital T. She had no idea
how right she’d been when she came to that assumption.

Zach West. How was that even possible? Sure
Fate was a small town but that small?

The West ranch was the only ranch other than
the Montgomery Oaks in fifty miles. She’d grown up hearing the
stories of how Johnson Montgomery, her great granddaddy supposedly
stole acreage from Wayland West to start his own operation. A West
helping a Carter would be like a Barnes giving an olive branch to a
Ewing.

Her father and Ellis West had been bitter
rivals when the other man had been alive. Rumor said it had
something to do with her mother picking Lyle over Ellis. She had no
idea what the truth was.

As far as she was concerned the family feud
had ended with her parents. She had no problem with the West’s. She
hoped that was enough to earn her the help of one of them
today.

“Thanks for stopping.” She kept her Ray-Ban’s
firmly on her face as she stepped from the car, “Sorry about
thinking you might be an ax murderer.”

“No worries ma’am. It’s smart to be safe,
even in a small town like this, strangers are still strangers.” He
tossed a jack and a small tool box down near the front tire that
was shredded. “Then again, I still ain’t figured out just how much
a stranger you are.”

Strangers. Yes, he had a point there. It’d be
easier if she could remain a stranger at least until he finished
helping her. She chose to ignore the obvious question looming in
the air of her identity and changed the subject.

“Can I help?”

His grin was dazzling, “In those clothes? I
doubt it.”

Blue suddenly felt very self-conscious which
didn’t make a lick of sense. She was dressed in her favorite navy
blue silk shift dress with the little pink patent leather belt
cinching her waist and the matching Steve Madden pumps. Somehow
standing next to him in a t-shirt and blue jeans she felt
completely out of place. She frowned and he chuckled again.

“I’d hate for you to get all dirty for no
reason. You’re obviously going somewhere fancy.”

“I have to go to dinner tonight with some old
friends.”

“Don’t worry about it. I stopped to help.” He
shoved the baseball hat backwards onto his head, “Can you pop the
trunk? I’ll get the spare.”

Green. His eyes were green. Without the cap
shielding the sun she got her first look at his full face and
couldn’t think of anything else. They were green, not emerald but
almost jade and strangely soft and warm for a man as masculine as
him.

“Oh, um, yeah.” She forced herself to turn
away and pop the trunk like he asked.

Uncomfortable. He definitely made her
uncomfortable in all those dark, dirty places in her body that
hadn’t reacted to a man in far too long. Uncomfortable in her
clothes, like she didn’t really want them on around him.
Uncomfortable in her skin, like she’d really like to know what it
would feel like to have those big hands on her.

She pushed those uncomfortable thoughts
aside. It wouldn’t do to react to him like that. Still, she hadn’t
remembered him being so gorgeous.

Not true, she hadn’t remembered him at all
until she saw that driver’s license. He’d been older than her if
she remembered correctly, not that she was certain she did. The man
definitely didn’t look old though. She forced herself to stop
staring as he dropped to the ground and went to work.

“So you’re from Fate?”

“Yeah, originally. Born and raised but I
escaped when I was eighteen.” She frowned when the words came out
so easily.

He tilted his head and looked up at her
curiously, “What brings you back?”

“A friend of mine is getting married
tomorrow, I’m a bridesmaid.”

He chuckled, “You don’t sound too happy about
that.”

She’d have to do a better job of hiding that
fact if a guy that didn’t even know her could see that. Her father
would pick up on it in a second. So would Molly and that wouldn’t
be very nice. She was supposed to be happy for her friend getting
married, not bemoaning the fact she was arriving home ringless to
face a town she’d been avoiding for a decade.

“Let’s just say the dress is less than
flattering.” She shrugged indifferently.

“I doubt anything would look too awful on
you.”

Her breath hitched. Had that been a
compliment? Was he hitting on her? Surely not, the heat was going
to her head.

“This is a nice car.”

“Oh, yeah, thanks.”

She looked the cherry red Audi R8 over with a
careful eye. It was more than just nice really. It was also fast
and expensive. She didn’t regret her impulse buy; the car had more
than performed as she sped from Denver to Fate with the windows
down and the music blaring. Still, her 4Runner probably would have
been better suited to an empty west Texas highway.

“Have to admit I never thought I’d see one of
these in Fate though, trucks, SUV’s, the occasional mustang but
this…” He whistled and she found herself grinning again.

“I was just thinking common sense said I
should have brought the 4Runner.”

“Common sense and fun don’t always go hand in
hand.” He chuckled, “I bet she handles like a dream.”

“That she does.” She nodded, “Can’t imagine
you behind the wheel though, no offense.”

“And why’s that?” He turned to give her a
knowing smirk.

“Really?”

“You think you’re going to hurt my
feelings?”

“Fine, just don’t come crying to me because
I’m going to say I told you so.” She pulled in a snort, “For
starters, the Ford truck over there. It’s built for power and
function, not speed. Second, you don’t strike me as a gear head
since you mentioned it’s a nice car but not the model and third…”
She smiled sweetly, “You’re way too big for it.”

“You know what they say about making
assumptions.” His grin never faltered as he shrugged and started
tightening the bolts on the new tire.

“Hilarious.” She found herself smiling at his
back.

She was crazy. Talking to him like that? Who
said stuff like that to men they just met? Not smart to tease him
when he could get up and leave her on the side of the road at any
second.

“Sorry.” She reigned in her smile. “That was
forward.”

He chuckled, “But it was entertaining.”

“My specialty.”

“Good to know.” He grinned, “My turn. First,
that Ford is for the ranch and you’re right it is functional
because it’s a work truck.”

“Makes sense.”

“Second, this baby is an R8 which I know
because I like cars, all cars, like the ’67 Impala in my barn.” He
pushed to his feet and swiped his hands on his jeans, a slow grin
worked up his face, “And third, if you already think I’m too big,
you ain’t seen nothing yet.”

Her breath caught in her chest again. There
was that sexy innuendo. There was that playful mischievous look
that said he knew exactly how to be bad and how to be oh so good at
it. And she wanted to play along so much; to flirt like there was
no tomorrow because he was gorgeous and because she’d be leaving
town in forty-eight hours.

“Well, looks like that’s it.” His voice broke
her out of her seriously inappropriate thoughts.

“Done already?” She barely managed to find
her voice and couldn’t look him in the eye.

“Yeah. It’s a spare so I wouldn’t drive it
too far though. Bert’s is the garage in town. It’s shut down for
the night but he opens at 9 tomorrow. I’d have him get you a real
replacement then.”

“Thanks. I owe you one.”

“I kind of like the sound of that.” He
grinned as he came to stand just a foot from her chest.

She looked up that big broad chest and just
kept looking. She was average height, in the pumps she could even
be considered tall but she had to crane her neck to look into those
soft green eyes when he was this close. She swallowed hard.

She wasn’t that crazy was she? Maybe she was.
Maybe the good people of Fate were right after all. Oh hell, why
not…

“You want to take her for a test drive?”

His dark eyebrows lifted slightly, “More than
you know.”

“Well, what are you waiting for?” Her voice
quivered ever so slightly and she watched his eyes dart to her lips
and then back up.

Oh she was playing with fire. She hadn’t done
that in a very long time. She couldn’t, shouldn’t, but they were
just talking about driving the R8 right? Yeah, that’d be her
reasoning for acting a little crazy this time.

“Ten minutes ago you were worried I was an
ax-murderer. Now you want me to… test drive your car?” He
chuckled.

“What’d you say about common sense and fun
not going hand in hand?”

“Touché.” He smiled again, a slow parting of
lips as amusement tinted those light green eyes, “Unfortunately, I
have plans tonight so I can’t.”

“Oh.” She fumbled and averted her eyes
immediately.

Plans. Yeah of course he did. He probably had
a wife or a girlfriend or at the very least a date. He’d probably
be having a nice night unlike her.

She’d be stuck at the rehearsal dinner with a
dozen people she hadn’t seen in years and she’d be alone. All the
other bridesmaids would be married and would have their husbands
and each other to talk to. She on the other hand would have nobody.
Just like she’d have nobody to go to the wedding with tomorrow
either.

“Rain check?”

She cleared her throat at his offer, “Oh, no,
that’s okay, I understand I just…”

“You owe me one remember?”

A smile curved her lips, “You wouldn’t say
that if you knew who I was.”

“How about you tell me and we find out?” He
raised one dark eyebrow.

She was crazy, absolutely crazy. Why was she
playing with fire when she knew better? She’d sworn off bad boys.
She didn’t date men with that glint in their eye anymore. She
didn’t give in to the crazy. She forced the words out.

“I’m Blue.”

“Blue?” He green eyes narrowed slightly,
“Like the color?”

“Like the flower actually.” She sighed at the
same explanation she’d been giving all her life and kicked her
accent up a notch, “Bluebell Montgomery Carter.”

“Bluebell Montgomery Carter.” He repeated her
name slowly and surprise flickered in his gaze before it trailed
down and back up in a solid sweep.

“Yeah. It’s a pleasure to meet you.” She kept
her chin up, waiting for the fallout.

“Trust me, the pleasure’s all mine Bluebell.”
He winked playfully and took a step back with an easy grin. “Be
sure to have Bert look at that tire when you get into town.”

“I will.” She paused as her bravado faltered,
“Thank you. For everything. I really do owe you.”

“Oh, I’ll think of a way you can pay up.” He
smirked, “See you around Bluebell.”


Chapter Two

 


 


Zach West watched the little red sports car
pull back onto the highway and disappear in a cloud of dust before
he took his baseball cap off and scratched his head. What the hell
was he thinking? He wasn’t because he’d obviously been leading with
the head south of his belt buckle.

He didn’t mind helping out a beautiful woman
on the side of the road, in fact, it was a nice bright spot in his
otherwise boring day, but Bluebell Montgomery Carter was not his
type. Sure he liked blondes. He particularly liked them with big,
innocent looking blue eyes and a cupid’s bow mouth that’d just
about tempt a priest but gorgeous or not that woman was missing one
very critical requirement. He liked his women easy.

Not sexually easy, though that didn’t hurt
either. He liked them easygoing, laid-back, and casual. He liked
women that didn’t ask things of him, didn’t demand things he
couldn’t give. He wasn’t sure what that said about him, wasn’t sure
he wanted to look too hard at it either. So he didn’t. Easy.

There wasn’t anything casual about a woman
that drove into Fate in a brand new Audi R8. There wasn’t anything
laid back about a woman dressed in silk and stilettos in the middle
of a hot day in Texas. There wasn’t anything easy about a woman
that was the sole heir to the Montgomery ranching business and
daughter of his father’s old enemy. So no, Bluebell was not his
type but she was damn cute and he’d always had a weakness for the
crazy ones.

And she was obviously a little bit crazy.
Driving an R8 into Fate was one thing, driving an R8 into Fate and
believing she could float under the radar was ludicrous. Accusing
him of being a serial killer in one breath and flirting with him in
the next? Comical. Knowing his last name, knowing their family
history and thinking she could get away with not telling him who
she was? Crazy.

His cell phone ringing broke him out of his
thoughts and he grinned as he realized it was his youngest brother
Riley and pulled it to his ear, “Yeah?”

“Where are you? I thought you’d be back an
hour ago.”

“Got distracted but I’m on my way now, just a
few miles from town.”

“Well hurry up, I want to get that part
installed before we head over to Sully’s. If we’re late we won’t
get a good seat for the game.”

“I know. On the way.” He tossed the phone
down on the seat and pulled back onto the highway.

Even if he hadn’t seen her crazy firsthand
he’d still have the stories to go off of because yeah, he knew who
Bluebell Montgomery Carter was. He’d lived in Fate all his life
after all and small towns liked to talk. And talk they had, ever
since news got out that Molly had invited her friend to be in the
wedding the town hadn’t stopped buzzing.

He should have put it together the minute she
refused to tell him her name. He probably would have if he hadn’t
been distracted by the long legs under that short dress when she
stepped out of the car. He had a vague memory of a little girl with
a silly name but not much more. Now that he’d met her he had to
admit the name kind of fit with those big blue eyes, golden blonde
hair and pretty little body.

It was really too bad she was part
Montgomery, not that he’d ever really bought in to the feuding
family stuff. Maybe she wouldn’t care he was a West either, it
wasn’t like she hadn’t flirted too and she’d known all along who he
was. So yeah, maybe he could take her up on that rain check, after
all, she did owe him.

Zach liked gorgeous women. He liked blondes.
He liked them a little bit crazy occasionally and he really liked
it when they were only in town for a day or two and couldn’t
possibly want anything more from him than some great sex.

That managed to put a smile on his face the
rest of his drive over to the ranch. His family had owned the strip
of land for generations. The Triple Star Ranch was his now, had
been ever since his father’s unexpected heart attack when he was
eighteen. He’d resented it at first but at thirty-six years old he
liked to think he’d come to terms with the life he’d been
dealt.

Parking in the dusty circle drive in front of
the main house, he jumped from the truck and strolled up the big
front porch and through the shiny new red front door. The smell of
sawdust greeted him and he grinned. He’d always loved this house so
when his mother insisted she couldn’t take care of it anymore and
wanted to move to a smaller place he’d happily taken it over. He’d
been working on updating it ever since.

He loved construction, loved creating
something from scratch. He loved remodeling too, seeing the scars
and dings of abuse and righting them, setting them back to
something beautiful. He loved working with his hands, getting
dirty. The backbreaking type of work most people hated he loved
because he could lose himself in it, no thinking, just doing, and
when he was done, something new existed where before there had only
been destruction.

He knew innately that had his father lived
he’d never have ended up working the ranch. He loved it sure but
his true passion didn’t lie in the cattle or horses or grain
fields. He’d rather be doing something that had a purpose and an
end. Ranching never ended, every day it was the same, wake up
early, work late, do it all over again the next day. He was lucky
he had his brothers to do a lot of the things he didn’t like and he
could always delegate so that the employees on the ranch could
handle the day to day work, not that he was good at letting go of
the reins.

He frowned as he noticed one of those
employees casually leaning against a wall chatting up a petite
brunette with a high ponytail and hoop earrings. In her mid-fifties
her hair had begun to pepper with streaks of gray and laugh lines
framed her eyes and mouth. Still, she barely looked a day over
forty in her white tank top and pressed turquoise capris with the
matching flip-flops.

“Frankie, we pay you to work, not to
socialize with pretty ladies.” He grinned, “Mom, I didn’t know you
were stopping by.”

“Zach! Honey! There you are.” His mother
squealed as she spun to face him and threw herself hard into his
arms.

She wrapped her arms around as much of him as
she could reach and squeezed him hard with all the love and
affection she’d always given freely with her sons. Still, he hadn’t
gotten his size from her so she barely hit him mid-chest and her
arms didn’t reach all the way around his back. He gave her a quick
squeeze and a pat on the back in return before putting her back on
her feet.

“Heck of a greeting. I’ve only been gone a
few days.”

“We were beginning to think you got lost.”
Reba West pursed her lips.

He’d seen that look a million times in his
life. While he hadn’t inherited his size from his mother he did
have her eyes, dark hair and proclivity for a hell of a scowl when
needed. His restlessness and penchant for beautiful women came
straight from his father though so he avoided the assessing
look.

“She was about to call the police. Send out a
search party.” Frankie explained.

“Don’t you go tattling on me to my boys.”
Reba admonished.

“It ain’t tattling if it’s the truth.”

“Franklin Scott, I am allowed to worry about
my babies. It’s in a mama’s nature. You’d do well to remember
that.”

“Yes ma’am.” Frankie grinned back at her.

Zach watched them carefully and tried not to
cringe. Surely he was imagining things. There was no way the two of
them had been… flirting? A shudder ran down his spine at the
thought.

“That part Riley needed is in the truck. Can
you run it out to the barn?”

“Sure thing boss.” Frankie nodded and tipped
his cowboy hat, “Afternoon Reba.”

When the door swung shut behind him Zach
frowned, “I think Frankie’s got a thing for you Mom.”

“I think you’re right.”

“Oh Jesus…” He groaned.

“Now, now Zachary, I’m a grown woman with
needs and I’m as single as the day is long so there’s no point
taking that tone with me.”

He rubbed his eyes again, the beginnings of a
headache cropping up. He was not having this conversation with his
mother. She was in her fifties for God’s sake and Frankie was
barely a few years older than him. The thought of his mother being
a cougar was downright ridiculous.

“You are not dating Frankie.”

“Who said anything about dating? Maybe I’ll
take a page out of your book. Love ‘em and leave ‘em.” She smiled
primly, her words so sugary he figured it’d rot her teeth if she
tried to say them again.

“Now Mom,” He used the same tone of voice she
had when he chided, “You know love ain’t ever had a thing to do
with it.”

Her eyes narrowed and her lips pursed. Served
her right trying to goad him. Let her think about that. He crossed
to the fridge and pulled out a bottle of water.

“It might if you’d stop jumping from bed to
bed and try a real, adult relationship for once.”

He kept his back to her as he twisted off the
cap and took a long pull. Typical for his mom to hit the nail on
the head in one try. He didn’t do relationships, he’d never seen
one end well and he wasn’t going to set himself up for failure. His
younger brothers felt the same way. The West brothers’ hearts might
as well have been stamped with no trespassing signs. Any woman that
got involved with them knew exactly what she was getting, a good
time, no strings and a quick goodbye.

“Stop trying to psychoanalyze me Mom.” He
turned back to her with a playful wink and noticed the food on the
table, “Mmm, is that homemade pecan pie?”

She gave him another knowing look but nodded
with a sigh, “It sure is but you have to eat the dinner first. I
brought you some brisket sandwiches. Sit on down and eat.”

He did as he was told. His mother could be
persistent when she wanted to be so he was thankful for the change
in subject. Discussing his sex life with his mother was not on his
list of things to ever do. Talking about hers… well he was just
lucky he still had an appetite.

His mother slid into a chair next to him, “So
where’ve you been? I was expecting you an hour ago.”

“Car trouble.”

“With the truck?”

“Nah, not mine.” Zach shook his head, “Saw a
little sports car on the side of the road just outside of town,
blown tire. I stopped and helped.”

The brisket was amazing. He took another bite
of the sandwich and savored the deliciousness. He’d only been gone
two days but he’d missed home cooked meals. Getting out of Fate for
a few days was always a trade off. He could have had the tractor
part shipped, it would have saved time but cost more money.
Instead, he’d packed a bag and hit the road. Two days away had
sated some of his restlessness but not his stomach.

“Of course you did.” She smiled softly, “Was
it somebody from town?”

“Not exactly.”

“A stranger? Don’t get too many of those
around here.”

“Nah, she used to live here. She’s just in
town for Molly McBride’s wedding.”

“Oh you don’t mean…”

“Yep. Bluebell Carter is officially back in
town, let the gossiping begin.” He took another bite of his
sandwich and watched his mother’s mouth fall open.

“Well, I declare…” she shook her head, “I
never thought I’d see the day. That girl took off the minute she
hit eighteen and never looked back. Left her poor daddy out there
on the ranch all by himself. She hasn’t been back around these
parts in years.”

Poor daddy? Zach blinked in confusion. Since
when had he ever heard anyone refer to the Carter’s as poor
anything? Coming out of his mother’s mouth it was even stranger. It
probably meant the rumors going around town were true.

“Everybody said she was coming back for the
wedding but... Bluebell Carter huh?”

“Yep, Bluebell Montgomery Carter.” He drawled
and returned his attention to his sandwich.

“I never did understand why her mama gave her
that silly name. They’re pretty flowers sure but Rose or Lily would
have been just as nice.”

Zach shrugged indifferently. The name was
definitely unique. Still, the memory of those big blue eyes made
him think it was pretty fitting. She hadn’t seemed like a Lily or a
Rose.

“How’d she look?

He smiled at the open invitation to think
about the pretty blond though he doubted his mother wanted the
details that had warped with his testosterone addled brain. Sleek
blond hair, smooth pink lips, perky breasts and legs that’d easily
wrap all the way around his waist were the first things that came
to mind.

“I’ll take that grin to mean she’s as pretty
as she ever was.” He caught the eye roll his mother did and
couldn’t suppress a chuckle.

He couldn’t confirm yes or no since he didn’t
have a memory of the girl to match the woman. If he was a betting
man though he’d say she’d always been a looker. She had the type of
beauty queen looks you had to be born with, no amount of styling or
dieting created that figure.

“You know I heard from Penny McBride that
Bluebell never got married.”

His mind ran screeching into a brick wall. He
frowned and took a swig of his water, wishing he’d opened a beer
instead before wiping his mouth with the back of his hand. If there
was one thing he wanted to talk about less than sex with his mother
it was marriage.

Marriage was not in his future. His mother
couldn’t seem to get that through her thick skull though no matter
how many times he tried to explain. He’d already done his family
duty as far as he was concerned. He’d taken over the ranch when he
was eighteen and all the responsibility that came with that. Caring
for a grieving mother and two younger brothers had more than
solidified his feelings that he didn’t need a wife any more than he
needed to take care of any extra little people. The only thing
about marriage he’d ever wanted was the sex and he got more than
enough of that without the institution.

“Maybe I should look her up, make sure she
has a good time while she’s in town then.” He used his hardest
glare to get his point across.

Reba glared right back, “You’re
hopeless.”

“Thank you.”

He drank his water, ate his food and ignored
the look of disapproval on his mothers face. He hated that look. He
hated knowing she didn’t approve of his style with women. She’d
once called him a chauvinist pig, course she’d done it with a smile
and a wink. Didn’t lessen the blow any. Still, he was what he was
and he had his reasons.

“Did you just stop by to gossip or was there
something you needed?” He changed the subject.

“Am I that easy to read?” She softened.

He nodded but remained silent. It wasn’t
every day his mother stopped by the ranch house with enough food to
feed an army. She hadn’t been happy with him remodeling her house
so she’d stuck to town the past few months and he’d been the one
doing the visiting. He’d already deduced she had something
important she wanted to say.

“I wanted to talk to you about this whole
remodeling project you started and that land your brothers have
been looking at.”

“Okay.” Zach crossed his arms over his chest
and waited.

He had a pretty good idea what was coming.
Ever since his brothers started looking at buying up the
neighboring properties and he’d said no the family had been in a
state of unrest. It figured that their mother would try to get
involved. Still, it wouldn’t change his mind on the matter. He
owned a third of the ranch and he didn’t want to expand. He had
final say, he’d had it for nearly twenty years and if Devin and
Riley thought that was going to change because they sent their
mommy to confront him they had another thing coming.

“I know I wasn’t very supportive when you
said you wanted to remodel the house. It’s just, this place had so
many great memories for me of when you boys were little, of our
life with your father. I was afraid to see any of that destroyed.”
She started.

“I understand that.”

“It’s just; this was a great place to raise
you boys. I thought it would be a great place for you to raise your
family someday.”

Zach’s brow furrowed naturally. He didn’t
like to talk about family and kids. That kind of talk could lead
only two directions. Either she wanted to talk about the future,
something Zach didn’t do because he never saw himself getting
married let alone having kids, or she wanted to talk about the
past. The past was full of a lot of painful memories he didn’t like
to face.

He didn’t want to face those first few years
after his father died. He didn’t want to face not living up to the
legend of Ellis West. He didn’t want to remember his mother’s tear
streaked face when she begged him to give up college and keep the
ranch going because they wouldn’t survive otherwise. He didn’t want
to face how much he’d resented doing just that because when he
faced it he felt guilty and not good enough and everything about
his life seemed somehow wrong.

“The thing is, you’ve done a great job with
this place Zach. You’ve managed to keep the history alive but make
it your own at the same time. You never sacrificed the features
that made this house a home just to modernize. What I didn’t
realize is that you’ve been building your own home here. You’ve
done beautiful work and now I see this...”

A cell phone buzzed, ending Reba’s monologue
and Zach sent a silent thank you towards the heavens. He didn’t
want to have to point out that not all the memories in this house
were happy and special. He didn’t want to point out that her dreams
of little dark haired grandchildren weren’t part of his plan. He
didn’t want to hurt her when she was finally coming around about
the house so he was thankful for the distraction.

She pulled the phone out, took one look and
then gave an apologetic smile as she held up a finger, “It’s Devin.
Give me a second.”

Zach watched his mother put the phone to her
ear, her smile widening as she stepped out of the room to talk to
her middle son. He tried not to grimace. Devin was probably calling
for an update on if she’d badgered Zach into the land deal yet. He
hated thinking so poorly of his younger brother though, in all
likelihood Devin had no idea their mother was here or why. She was
hard-headed and stubborn and it wouldn’t be a surprise if she’d
taken it on herself to ease the tension between her sons on her
own.

The three brothers had always been close.
Even after Zach took on the role of parent as a lost eighteen year
old kid he’d managed to maintain his easy relationship with his
younger brothers. It helped that they all shared a deep devotion to
their mother, to family and to the ranch that was their home.

Home. Yeah the family house was definitely
home, it always had been. Memories were everywhere in this place
and nothing had confirmed that more than when he’d started tearing
it apart. It hadn’t been easy for him at first either though his
mother didn’t know that. He’d needed to make it his though, to
finally, get rid of the ghost of his father looking over his
shoulder.

Because that’s how he felt he’d been living
his life, always a step behind what Ellis would have wanted or
would have done. He loved his father. He missed his father every
single day. But he still cursed him sometimes for dying and leaving
him to this life he wasn’t so sure he’d ever wanted.

He’d never have stayed away from Fate or the
ranch long term. He knew that. It was home and his heart was here
but he’d grown restless with the same routine and needed something
else, something more. So he’d turned to the house. Carving it up,
making it new, making it his, helped settle some of his demons and
most days he felt lighter than he had in years. Or he would if his
brothers would get off his back about expanding the ranch and
buying up land.

The thud of flip-flips on the tile floor
announced his mother coming back, “Sorry, Devin just wanted to be
sure you made it back to town okay.”

Zach nodded but refrained from pointing out
his brother could have called him just as easily.

“He mentioned everyone at the Quick Mart is
already gossiping about how Bluebell Carter stopped in to fill up
some fancy sports car looking like she just walked out of the pages
of a magazine.”

“I told you she was pretty.” He shrugged.

“Actually you didn’t say anything of the
like…” She slipped back into her chair, “Anyway, Devin mentioned
they were laughing about how she used to dress a little crazy back
in high school which I’d forgotten. That girl used to show up to
church on Sunday with stripes of color in her hair, blue, pink,
green once I think… no idea what her Daddy was thinking letting her
get away with that.”

Zach grinned at his mother as well as the
image she was painting. Still, he couldn’t help but wonder how
Devin remembered Bluebell and he didn’t. Wasn’t she closer to
Riley’s age? He wouldn’t ask because he didn’t really care. Even
still, he couldn’t stop thinking about what that pure blonde hair
would have looked like with a strip of pink to match her sexy high
heels.

“So,” Zach cleared his throat and turned the
conversation back to a safer topic, “You were saying something
about the renovations.”

“Yes dear, thank you.” Reba nodded as she
fluffed her ponytail, “The thing is I wanted you to know that I
think you’re doing a wonderful job with the renovations. I know
you’ve always enjoyed construction, working with your hands and
building things. I swear, when you were a little boy we couldn’t
get the building blocks away from you.”

“Thanks Mom.”

“I want you to be happy honey so it’s nice to
see you enjoying your work. To be completely honest, I think you
missed your calling.”

“I don’t know about that.” He lied.

He had missed it. He’d missed it every single
day of his life from the minute the phone call came that his father
was on his way to the hospital. He wasn’t sure it was necessarily
construction he’d have gone into but he’d never had the opportunity
to find out.

“I do. It’s clear that you’ve found something
to do that makes you happy.”

Zach’s eyes narrowed, “But? I can tell
there’s about to be a but coming up soon.”

His mother smiled softly, “But, I hate to see
the ranch suffer.”

“It’s not…”

“I hate to see your relationship with your
brothers suffer Zachary.” She cut him off, “Now let me finish, I
know you’re not excited about the ranch anymore. This was never
your dream, I know that but it’s your duty to make sure the Triple
Star remains a strong business. Your brothers want to look at
expanding and you owe them to at least consider it.”

He could feel his frustration bubble below
the surface. His hands knotted into fists but he held them firm at
his side. He had a hell of a temper when he let it out. His
brothers liked to say he had anger issues. Truth was, he did but
he’d been controlling it for thirty-six years and he wasn’t about
to blow now.

If anybody was owed something in the West
family it was him. He’d given up his life to make sure this place
didn’t die along with his father. He’d given up college to make
sure Devin finished high school and Riley had a shot of going to
Tech. He’d given up his dreams so his brothers could have a shot at
living theirs.

He didn’t resent them for it. He wanted the
best for them and he’d tried like hell to give it to them but at
some point what he wanted had to count too.

“Just say you’ll think about it.” His
mother’s voice broke through his frustrations.

He clenched and unclenched his jaw. He needed
some air. He needed to get out of the house and away from the land
for a little while. If he could get away he’d be able to suck it up
like he always did and be logical. Right now he wasn’t feeling very
logical.

“Yeah, fine, I’ll think about it.” He
nodded.

“Oh good… thank you. I knew you’d see reason
if…” The relief on her face was too much and he snapped.

“Yeah, I’ll think about it, and while I’m
thinking about it, I’m also going to think long and hard about
selling my stake in the ranch to Devin and Riley. They want it so
bad; they can divide it between them and leave me the hell
alone.”

Her sharp intake of breath and the panicked
look in her eye nearly stopped him but he didn’t feel like being
reprimanded like a little kid. He shoved his chair back from the
table and stomped to the front door. He grabbed his keys off the
table where he’d tossed them not more than a half hour ago and
jerked the door open.

“Zachary Ellis West, you stop right
there.”

He snorted but didn’t turn around, “I’m not
ten years old. I’m going for a drive.”

“Zach.”

“I just need some air. I’m sorry for yelling.
Thank you for dinner, lock up when you leave.” He started to open
the door and push through but her next words made him falter.

“Just tell me you didn’t mean that. You don’t
really want to be rid of the ranch do you? To be rid of us?”

He groaned and rubbed the now full fledged
headache behind his forehead as he muttered, “I don’t know. I
honestly don’t know some days.”

He barely heard the sound of his boots
against the wood porch slats. He didn’t hear the sound of the
screen door slamming shut behind him. He vaguely registered
climbing into the big Ford and hearing the motor roar before he
slammed it into drive and peeled away. What he did register was the
little figure on the porch staring after him with that hurt
expression in the green eyes that looked so much like his own.

“Damn it.” He punched the steering wheel and
cursed.

He hadn’t meant to hurt her. Leaving was
meant to keep that from happening. Sometimes his life just made him
claustrophobic. He just needed to get some fresh air and some space
and then he’d be able to suck it up and go back and apologize.

He hadn’t meant it, of course not. He loved
his mother and his brothers and that stupid ranch. It was his life
and he liked his life most days. He just wanted them to see there
was more to him. His wanted there to be more to him and there were
only two things that ever helped him calm down when he was this far
gone. He needed an ice cold Shiner and a really good distraction
from his life.


Chapter Three

 


 


What had she been thinking? Flirting with
Zachary West had been a terrible idea. It was reckless and
impulsive and when had being those things ever turned out well for
her? Never, the answer was never!

No doubt this too would come back to bite her
in the ass. Her last impulsive decision had been the car that left
her stranded on the side of the road. The one before that was
dating that sorry SOB who stole money out of her purse but had been
really, insanely good-looking.

Impulsive decisions concerning good-looking
men did not a good southern lady make… or something like that.

And Zach West couldn’t get away fast enough
once she told him her name. No doubt he’d tell somebody about the
crazy Carter girl who’d accused him of being a serial killer and
then hit on him on a highway in the middle of nowhere. That was
bound to get the whole town talking.

Blue finished filling up the Audi at the
Quick Mart and then headed back out the other side of town towards
the ranch. A few minutes later she turned down the long driveway
under the high overhead gate with Montgomery Oaks Ranch emblazed in
dark wrought iron.

She shouldn’t have flirted with him. She
definitely shouldn’t have asked him to take her for a ride. Oh that
was good for her ego since he’d turned her down before he even knew
who she was.

The sun was beginning to set as she sent up a
cloud of dust and headed towards the big ranch house that sprawled
over a mile off the main highway. On either side of her barbed wire
fences kept in cattle and horses though she saw very few since it
was probably feeding time. In the distance the house loomed larger
and the other buildings, the bunkhouse, the barn and stables came
into focus.

What did she really know about Zachary West
anyway? He was good-looking. He was older than her even if she
couldn’t remember just how much older. He had two younger brothers.
The middle son, Devin if she remembered correctly though she wasn’t
certain she did, had been a few years older than her but the
youngest, Riley, had been in her grade in school. She remembered a
very pretty, very popular athlete but she couldn’t remember ever
reacting to that particular West so insanely thank God.

The Montgomery Oaks Ranch sprawled as far as
the eye could see. It wasn’t the largest family-owned working
cattle ranch in Texas but it definitely wasn’t the smallest. It had
been in the Montgomery family for over a hundred years and each
generation had added to the acreage and wealth. And someday it
would be all hers. That thought was enough to make her shiver
despite the heat.

Her father had inherited the ranch with her
mother’s death. He never had a son, a source of great
disappointment for him to be sure. Since he never remarried nor had
more children, Blue was his sole heir. They’d never talked about
what would happen when it came time for the next generation and
she’d never asked. All she’d wanted was to get away from this cold,
empty place when she was a teenager and despite their relationship
her father had seemed to understand that need.

It was possible her father had no intentions
of leaving her Montgomery Oaks. He could break it up, divide it
among the hands that worked it, sell it off. It was his to do with
as he chose probably. She had no idea how the lineage worked since
he wasn’t technically a Montgomery but it’d never really mattered
to her. She used to dream he’d sell it off, give her some
inheritance money and she’d be free to live her life without the
guilt of not staying in Texas. Seeing the house come into view now,
the familiar twist of emotions left her unsure how she’d feel about
that now.

Blue parked the Audi in the circle driveway,
grabbed her purse from the passenger seat and headed up the front
walk. The main house was classically designed with a wide front
porch complete with white pillars and a second floor balcony. It
stretched out in a low sprawling design in both directions and
formed a U shape in the back that looked out over the horizon. The
hedges were freshly trimmed and the white paint looked newly
updated, otherwise, it was as much home as it had been the day
she’d packed up and left.

The swamp of emotions wasn’t new. Guilt,
apprehension, worry, love, longing, they were all there just like
they were every time she came back to Texas. They were always
there, just waiting for her to come home.

The big double oak doors were unlocked so she
let herself inside. The familiar scent of wood and leather was the
first thing she noticed. The second was that nobody seemed to be
around. Some things never changed.

She crossed down the hallway, through the
large family room and back towards the kitchen. The worn-in brown
leather sofas were in the same place. The same landscape paintings
were on the walls. In the kitchen, the sink still dripped one
solemn drop every thirty seconds just as it had for decades.

When she was a little girl, there would have
been a cook here in the kitchen and a maid somewhere else in the
house cleaning up. She’d never gone without female companionship,
her father had seen to that. She had three meals a day prepared by
Arlene Evans and her daughter Alice had made her bed, done her
laundry and played dolls with her.

Years ago she heard Alice married and moved
to Ft. Worth. Arlene was still employed by her father to cook for
him and the ranch hands and had taken over some of the household
chores as well. Blue set off to find her and wasn’t surprised when
she heard a crash come from the pantry.

Arlene was picking up an assortment of dented
cans when she rounded the corner. The older woman was in her
sixties now, her dark hair starting to pepper with gray. Her curves
had always overpowered her petite frame and her sense of style
hadn’t changed. She was donning a pair of purple wranglers with a
fluttering pink top meant for women half her age.

Blue grinned, “Hey there.”

Arlene squealed and dropped the cans all over
again, “Oh sweet baby Jesus… don’t you do that to an old lady
Bluebell Montgomery Carter. You bout gave me a heart attack!”

Blue’s heart warmed in her chest. This woman
had helped raise her. She was the closest thing to a mother she’d
had since she was five years old and it was good to see her. She
hadn’t realized she missed more than just her father all this time
and tears warmed the back of her lids before she could stamp them
down.

“Sorry.”

“Oh my… look at you. Come give me a hug.”
Arlene was already enveloping her in a tight squeeze.

She worked to keep the tears back and hugged
the other woman. With her height and the added heels, Arlene’s face
got buried in her chest but she didn’t seem to mind and held her
for a good long minute. Blue didn’t mind either.

“It’s good to see you.”

“Oh it’s good to see you too Bluebell.”
Arlene held her at arms length and did a quick scan from head to
toe before focusing back on her face, “My, my, if you don’t look
more and more like your mama all the time.”

Yeah if only she had the grace and charm and
manners to go along with it. She’d never live up to the impossible
standards Liza Beth Montgomery Carter had left behind. She never
had and she’d stopped trying a long time ago.

“Thank you.” She said instead.

“We’ve missed you.”

“I missed you too.” She admitted, not missing
the fact Arlene had used the plural and she hadn’t. “Where’s Daddy
at?”

“Last I saw him he was in the bunkhouse with
the rest of the guys eating dinner.”

“Of course he is.”

He always ate dinner with the ranch hands out
there. Even when she was a little girl, if she’d wanted to eat with
him she’d have to carry her plate out there. She’d known it even
before she’d bothered to call. Oh speaking of calls…

“Arlene, I left a message on the machine
earlier. Have you checked it recently?”

“I didn’t hear the machine ring. I must have
been out serving dinner.” Arlene shook her head, “Did you need
something?”

“Nah, I’ll just erase it and then I’ll go say
hi to Daddy.”

“Go right ahead. I’ll bring you out some
fresh tea.”

“Thanks.”

Blue went back into the living room where the
machine was blinking and hit play. Her voice came through with the
message and she grinned at the memory of the look on Zachary West’s
face when she’d accused him of being an ax murderer. Priceless.

She hit delete and put the man out of her
mind. The only man she could deal with right now was her father.
Lord knew she’d need all her strength for that one.

Letting herself out the back door she headed
across the walkway that led to the bunkhouse. The smaller white
house matched the main house and sat fifty yards outside the
backyard. When she was a little girl several of the younger ranch
hands had lived in the house and she had memories of them showing
her how to play a harmonica or whittle wood with a knife. Most of
the hands these days lived in town and commuted the few miles out
to the ranch but they still used it for meals.

Her father had always seemed more at home in
the bunkhouse than he did the main house. Maybe it was his blood,
being around the rough and rowdy hands, the hard-working men who he
shared so much in common with. Working the land, loving the land,
it was in his nature.

Raising a little girl had never been in his
nature. He’d done the best he could. She knew that and she loved
him for it. But it didn’t mean she wasn’t hurt when she thought of
the dance recitals and games he’d missed over the years because the
ranch came first.

The bunkhouse door was open and the noise
coming from inside spoke of a rowdy conversation about the Aggies
chance at beating the Longhorns in the fall. Male laughter, ribbing
and cursing greeted her ears. She smiled unconsciously. In a way,
those were the sounds of her childhood.

The racket came to an abrupt end as she
stepped through the door and she immediately regretted dressing for
the dinner before her drive. Her dress and heels were out of place
here. She knew the stares didn’t come from the group of men
gathered at the long table so much out of appreciation as
curiosity.

A few of the men she recognized immediately.
Bobby Pickens had worked the ranch since before she was born and
his sons, Billy and Rusty sat nearby. They were a few years older
than her but they’d grown up together so they smiled and stood to
greet her. She waved but shook her head that they should stay
sitting and finish their meal. Manners were for the main house,
this was the bunk and it was completely unnecessary.

She found her father’s face at the head of
the table as usual but he hadn’t seen her yet. As always he was
dressed in a ragged denim shirt, worn blue jeans and dirt caked
boots. His cowboy hat was on the table and his shoulders were
slumped over his plate, his head down as he ate his meal of brisket
and beans.

Her stomach knotted instinctively. It was
always the same. She was an adult. She was twenty-eight years old
and she had a successful job and life but whenever she was in her
father’s presence she suddenly felt like that same unsure little
girl she used to be. She swallowed the lump in her throat.

“Hey Daddy.”

“There you are. We’s waiting on you. Where
you been sweet girl?” He looked up and she met the dark eyes that
looked nothing like her own for the first time.

A slim smile worked at his sun-tanned cheeks
as he pushed himself to his feet and her breath caught in her
chest. Her father was still young. She’d been born when he was in
his mid-twenties, younger than she was now even. He was only in his
fifties but unlike the last time she’d seen him when he’d seemed
spry for his age he looked a decade older now.

His cheeks were sunken, almost gaunt. His
brown hair had peppered with gray early in life but now it was so
short it was hard to tell the color. He’d always been a tall, thin
man. He’d never packed on the weight or the beer gut some of the
other men she knew had but his jeans seemed oddly loose and his big
buckle overshadowed him. For the first time in her life she looked
at him and didn’t see a giant, she just saw a man and that
terrified her.

She wanted to ask what was wrong. What had
happened since she’d been home last? Was he sick? But she knew he
wouldn’t appreciate any of those questions in front of his hands
and so she steeled her defenses, sucked it up and put on her best
gracious daughter face instead.

“I had some car trouble. A flat out near the
city limit. Sorry I’m late.”

She hugged him, closed her eyes and breathed
him in. He smelled the same as he had when she was a little girl,
like dirt and outdoors and Texas. He gave her one firm squeeze and
released her. There was no such thing as holding on to her
father.

“You get it fixed wearing that?” He looked at
her skeptically and her cheeks heated red.

“No Daddy. A man from town was passing by and
stopped to help me.”

“Lucky you didn’t get abducted.”

She tried to contain an eye roll. She’d been
safe. She’d called in the information, or at least she’d started
to. She sighed instead.

“I got his information and left it on the
answering machine in case something happened to me.” A half-truth,
not quite a lie though he didn’t seem appeased.

“The world ain’t what it used to be, you need
to be more careful. It ain’t safe on the roads for a woman to be
talking to men these days. You got a gun or something you’re
carrying?”

In a strange way, it was his way of asking if
she was protected. It warmed her heart. Still, she didn’t need a
gun to deal with Zach West, a gallon of water to pour over her head
to cool off maybe but not a gun.

“He lives in Fate. I recognized his name. It
was one of the West boys, Zachary.”

“West.” He harrumphed but didn’t continue,
“You hungry?”

“Not really.”

“You should eat something. You look skinny as
a bean pole.” He was already grabbing a plate and putting some
extra meat on it so she simply sat in an empty seat next to him and
took it.

“You’re one to talk. You look like you forgot
what food is.” She gave him a pointed look so he’d know she hadn’t
missed his change in appearance.

“I’m getting old Bluebell.” He shrugged as if
that was all the answer she’d need and continued to stack too much
food on her plate.

The tightness in her chest nearly strangled
her as she watched him. Something was wrong and he hadn’t told her,
wasn’t going to tell her what it was. Fear was a lead ball in her
stomach.

What if it wasn’t just getting older? What if
he was sick? Dying? What would she do if she lost him too?

“West’s a good guy. It was nice of him to
stop and help ya but you could have called. One of us would have
been happy to come get ya.”

Blue gave Billy Pickens a smile of gratitude
not just for offering his assistance but for taking her mind off
her worries for a second. She couldn’t think of losing her father.
She wouldn’t.

But what if she did? What about the Oaks? She
didn’t know a thing about running a ranch this size, or any size
for that matter. Being a girl, her father had never taught her more
than the basics.

And she’d been gone ten years.

A dark, traitorous part of her soul screamed
at her to get back in the Audi and head for the border. Get out
before she got trapped here with the man who’d never wanted her by
his side to start with. She wished she’d never driven back into
town, never seen her father looking so frail, never known so she
wouldn’t have to face the truth. This might be home but she hadn’t
felt like she belonged here in a long time.

“I went to school with his brother Devin. His
other brother Riley was your age right?” Rusty Pickens added.

“Yeah, I remember him but not the other two
really.” She shrugged.

She wasn’t sure how that was even possible
considering how good looking the one on the side of the road had
turned out to be. She vaguely remembered Riley West but as hard as
she tried she had zero memories of the eldest West son from when
she was a girl. Still, the way her body had reacted to those soft
green eyes looking down at her told her all she needed to know. She
needed to steer clear until Sunday and then get the heck back out
of town.

“No real reason to I suppose, they quit
extracurricular’s to help out at the Triple Star when their dad
passed away. Zach took over and helped raise his brothers even sent
Riley to college over at…”

“This is the table boys, not gossip hour at
the knitting club.” Lyle Carter cut them off with a scowl, “And I
don’t want to hear about any West’s while I’m trying to eat.”

“Yes sir.” The men said in unison though they
gave Blue a knowing grin that she managed to half-heartedly
return.

Maybe the family feud wasn’t as forgotten as
she’d liked to believe. Then again, her father being in a grumpy
mood wasn’t breaking news. Sometimes just the wind blowing could
make him scowl.

“Good to see you Blue.”

“Be seeing you around. Excuse us.”

“Bye guys.” She waved as they excused
themselves, tossed the remains of their dinner aside and
disappeared out the back door. Several more of the hands did the
same.

“What’re ya up to while you’re here?”

“I have the rehearsal dinner in a little
while then Molly’s wedding is tomorrow.” She took one look at his
drawn face and tried to muster some excitement, “I’ll have free
time tomorrow morning. We should do something, maybe go shoot some
skeet.”

Trying to think of the last time she’d done
something fun with her father she came up empty. Lyle Carter didn’t
know how to have fun. He knew how to work from the moment the sun
rose to the moment it set. That’s just the way he was. Still, she
had memories of him teaching her to shoot so she figured he must
have enjoyed it enough to show her.

“Can’t. We got a stud coming in from Fort
Worth to breed with Lucy. It’ll be hard work so I got to be
there.”

She didn’t even bother to get annoyed. It
wasn’t a surprise. The ranch always came first. It didn’t matter
that Bobby or any one of the other dozens of employees at
Montgomery Oaks could oversee the breeding. It didn’t matter that
his only daughter had driven in from Colorado for the first time in
years and wanted to spend time with him. Some things never changed
and she just had to suck it up and keep moving.

“Would you want to go to the wedding with
me?”

“I hate those damn things sweet girl.” He
shook his head, “I’d have to leave the ranch early to get cleaned
up and I don’t even have a good suit. You go and send Molly my best
wishes.”

“Okay.” She sipped the glass of sweet tea in
front of her and tried not to pout.

There was no point getting emotional. It
wouldn’t change anything. When she was younger she’d have screamed
and yelled and cried. She’d have told him that he wasn’t getting
any younger and maybe just maybe it might be worth it to miss this
one breeding to spend some time with his daughter. Now, she sipped
her ice tea and tried to think of something else, anything
else.

“We’ll have breakfast together Sunday before
you head back. I’ll ask Arlene to make your favorite, scrambled
eggs and bacon.”

Her favorite had always been French toast but
she bit her tongue and nodded. At least he’d offered to have a meal
with her. That was something.

She felt like all her life she’d been
clinging to these crumbs as proof her father loved her. The little
things meant so much because he’d never bothered with the big ones.
She’d always taken what she could get no matter how small.

“There are a few things I want to talk about
with you before you head out.”

She was so focused on his offer of breakfast
she nearly missed what came next. She stopped and stared across the
table at her father. His dark eyes looked tired for possibly the
first time in her life.

“Talk? About what?” She swallowed past the
knot in her throat.

Her father didn’t talk to anyone least of all
to her. To say he was a man of few words would have been generous.
She could probably count on one hand the times he’d told her to sit
down because he needed to talk to her.

She’d gotten the birds and the bee’s speech
from Arlene. Bobby had taught her how to drive a car. When she got
a speeding ticket or detention he’d always shaken his head, told
her she knew better and not to let it happen again. The only
serious talks she could remember in her life were the “Suck it up
cowgirl, don’t cry” ones she got each and every time she’d been
emotional enough to let loose a round of tears in front of him.

“Just some ranch stuff, nothing
important.”

Obviously it was important. He’d never asked
to talk business with her. She had no idea how the ranch operated.
He’d always handled everything himself and he’d never involved her.
Sitting down to talk about it, bringing it up wasn’t just
important, it was monumental.

“We could talk now.” She offered.

She watched him pick up his tea with a shaky
hand and tried to breathe. What if something was really wrong? He
didn’t look well. He wasn’t acting like his normal self. She needed
to know what was going on.

“No.”

She hadn’t realized she was holding her
breathe until he spoke and she felt like she’d combusted like a
popped balloon, “But…”

“No. It’ll hold until Sunday.” He shook his
head and changed the subject in typical avoidance behavior,
“Where’s this dinner at tonight?”

“Sullivan’s.”

“Nice restaurant. They serve a good
T-bone.”

“Yeah, I don’t think I’ve been there since
high school.”

“I heard Molly met her man over at the
university.”

“Yeah. At Tech.”

“Good for her. Be sure to give her my
congratulations.”

“I will.”

“She was always a nice girl.”

“Yeah, she was.”

Small talk. They were back to the grind of
small talk. He brought up something important then shut her out
just like he always did. There was no point worrying about it. If
he said it would hold until Sunday odds were it would hold. If
there was one thing Lyle Carter was good at it was running his
ranch. She’d just have to stop worrying, get through dinner, the
wedding and then she’d figure it out on Sunday.


Chapter Four

 


 


Blue sipped her beer and avoided looking
directly at anyone. Her head hurt, not a migraine but a dull,
pounding behind her eyes that had started up the second she set
foot in Sullivan’s for the rehearsal dinner and was only getting
worse now that they’d gone next door to Sully’s for the joint
bachelor/bachelorette party she hadn’t known anything about. She
wished she could just slip out the back door and go home but Molly
had insisted on drinks so she was playing along for now.

Now being the operative word because she
wasn’t sure how much more she could take. Dinner had been bad
enough. Just as she’d feared nearly everyone else in the bridal
party was happily part of a couple and they’d all brought their
significant others with them and a few had even brought their
children.

The icing on the cake though was the surprise
that the groomsman that would be escorting her down the aisle the
next day was none other than Woody Hopkins, her eleventh grade
boyfriend. He’d changed little since they parted ways except that
his formerly muscular football player frame was softer and rounder
and his hairline had begun to recede as though it was scared of his
forehead. He asked that they not harbor hard feelings for the time
she keyed his car in high school and she’d agreed even though he’d
totally deserved it for lying that he’d gone all the way with her
in the backseat.

Still, it hadn’t been all bad. Molly’s
parents had beamed and gushed over her fiancé. For a second she’d
figured it probably had something to do with the fact the guy was
from a very old, very wealthy oil family from down near Odessa but
she’d dismissed that as her own jealousy rearing its ugly head.
Molly seemed absolutely blissful and Blue was old and alone and
evading questions about why she didn’t have a man of her own.

Yes, those questions had come time and again.
It wasn’t so bad from Molly or even Molly’s mother. They genuinely
seemed to care if she ever found a husband and if she was happy.
When the questions started coming from Molly’s cousins who’d all
married before the ripe old age of 22 she’d begun to drink.

She’d never wanted to get married that young.
She couldn’t even imagine marrying her high school sweetheart the
way so many of her classmates had. Just the idea of spending her
life with a guy like Woody Hopkins was enough to turn her stomach.
She’d never gotten serious with anyone until she was away at
college that first year.

Duck Tucker had been her very first love. His
real name was Doug but he always went by Duck. She couldn’t quite
remember why now, not that it mattered.

Duck had been handsome, the type of true-blue
boy her beauty queen mother would have adored. He was all Texan
with his sandy blonde hair, blue eyes and pearly whites. He played
football and he’d scored the winning touchdown against Oklahoma
which had sealed the deal that he’d win not just the game but her
heart as well. She gave him her virginity to go along with it.

Looking back on the year she spent with him,
it was easy to see he was one of the truly good guys. He was
probably one of the last of a dying breed of gentlemen who could be
tough but also sweet. And she’d broken his heart and never looked
back.

Oh she’d loved him for a time of course, but
she’d been eighteen and full of wanderlust. She hadn’t wanted
forever. She’d wanted to be free and she’d left him and then
followed it up by leaving her first college to travel the country
for a few months. She’d wanted more than Duck had offered, more
than Texas had offered; she just wasn’t sure what more there was
now that she’d spent ten years out there.

Duck on the other hand was probably living
the life he’d always known he wanted. He was probably married to
one of those perky cheerleaders with two and a half kids, an SUV
and going to work in the mayor’s office of some po-dunk town not
dissimilar from Fate. He was probably perfectly comfortable and
content.

Blue sipped her beer and ignored Molly waving
at her to join the other girls on the dance floor. No way was she
doing a line dance to a song that referred to women’s asses as
“bodonkadonks.” She ordered another beer from the passing waitress,
knowing she’d have to up the ante if she was going to hang in
there.

After Duck she’d had a string of boyfriends,
mostly forgettable faces with more forgettable names. She
remembered Glenn the guitarist and Dale the drummer. Then there’d
been Brad the biker and Paul the future politician. The one thing
they’d all had in common was that they were emotionally unavailable
and she’d tried unsuccessfully to make them love her.

Her psych professor at one of her colleges
told her that she had daddy issues. She’d rolled her eyes and
dropped the class. It wasn’t like she needed a PHD to come up with
that logic.

Early on each and every one of them had
broken her heart in one way or another. Oh she’d been crazy about
them all at one point in the relationship or another so that
inevitably when she realized they were never going to return her
devotion and it ended, she’d felt like everything inside her
shattered and would never fit back together. It had taken her a
long time to see that loving blindly got your nowhere and no
one.

She didn’t hand her heart out so easily
anymore. It had taken enough blows over the years. It was easier to
play the game and get out while the going was still good. Knowing
the difference in men who stood a chance of hurting her and men she
was actually interested in but wouldn’t was a line she tread
delicately. Most of the time she stayed on the right side of it.
Most of the time was the responsible way to go.

The waitress returned with her new beer and
she finished off the old one before taking a sip and letting the
chill burn her throat. Yeah, that helped to loosen her headache
just a little. She watched Molly trade off the girls to rub against
her soon to be husband and grimaced. Staying on the responsible
side of the line meant she might someday find a nice guy to
marry.

That’s what she was supposed to want
right?

So why then did all of the nice, responsible
men have to suck so much in the sack? Her last few relationships,
if they could be called that, had all been duds. Not from the
get-go, at first they seemed perfect. They were handsome and
successful. They had manners and treated her well. But the minute
the relationship progressed to the bedroom she quickly found out
what was lacking.

She tried to stick it out. Sometimes a little
instruction could help. Technique could be learned after all.
Breeding was innate.

But a girl could only take so much and
eventually she got tired of their misdirection and her lack of
desire and kicked them to the curb. She could buy her own nice
dinners and go to the movies with her friends. She needed a man to
kiss her senseless and give her orgasms.

Simple really or so it should have been.

A good-looking man slid into the chair beside
her and broke into her depressing thoughts. Thick, shaggy dark
brown hair fell over his forehead. Below that a pair of clear blue
eyes peered at her and if she wasn’t mistaken they were dancing
with mischief. A smooth smile rose up his face revealing a matching
set of dimples on his baby-smooth face. She was certain she knew
that pretty face from somewhere and tilted her head to meet his
eyes.

“Well hello there Bluebell.” He greeted her
with a dark drawl that she’d have bet money usually got the girls
out of their panties in a matter of minutes.

“Hello.”

“You don’t remember me do you?” He chuckled
and the sound was so familiar that her gut instantly clenched. She
knew that sound but not because she remembered it coming from him.
No, she’d heard it earlier in the day, on the side of the road.
Recognition mingled with some really old memories and settled over
the gut instinct.

“Riley. Riley West.” She guessed.

“You do remember me.” His grin verged on smug
for a split-second, “I told my brother you would. We were in the
same class in school. I asked you to the homecoming dance sophomore
year.”

She tried not to let her eyes dart around the
room in search of said brother to see if it was the one that made
her stomach twist and instead smiled politely, “And I said no.”

“Gave me my first broken heart.”

“Oh I’m sure it healed.” She laughed as he
clutched his chest.

“You’re just as pretty as you were in high
school, prettier maybe.”

She tried not to roll her eyes, “Thanks.”

He was cute, really cute even. She’d have
been a liar to say she wouldn’t have looked at him twice. Those
West brothers obviously had some very good genetic material hidden
beneath those ridiculously alluring faces. But the one in front of
her didn’t send her body into gratuitous heat waves the way the man
that’d changed her tire for her despite the fact she’d accused him
of being a serial killer did.

“I heard you were in town for Molly’s
wedding.”

“Yeah, I drove in earlier today for the
rehearsal dinner. We just finished up and Molly wanted to get some
drinks so here I am.”

“Zach told me he ran into you on the side of
the highway. Said your little sports car had a flat. Lucky he was
there I suppose.”

“Yes, lucky…” She nodded, “He was really
helpful. I definitely owe him one for stopping.”

“I’m sure he’d love to let you buy him a
beer.” Riley’s head popped up so fast she didn’t have time to slap
her hand across his mouth, though she would have if she’d been
quicker, “Hey! Zach! Come over here!”

Blue blinked at him as several heads in the
crowd turned to see what all the commotion was about. She wasn’t
sure if she wanted to hide under the table or simply run out of the
crowded bar. Neither of those was a suitable option because already
she could see the crowd part and she forgot to breathe for the
second time that day.

She hadn’t thought it was possible but he
looked better in the smoky bar than he had when he stepped out of
that Ford just a few hours ago. He’d changed clothes but the blue
plaid pearl snap with the sleeves pushed up his big forearms showed
off just as much of his hard frame as the t-shirt had. He’d lost
the baseball cap and his hair was shorter than she’d imagined,
almost buzzed to his scalp in a militaristic fashion that
reinforced her first instincts.

Bad. Dangerous. Sexy. Her mouth was
practically watering.

“What the Sam Hill are you yelling about
now?” He cleared the crowd and got a look at where his little
brother was sitting. Those green eyes slowly moved over her and
when he spoke her name in that deep rumble she felt the
increasingly familiar urge to lick her lips and bat her lashes.
“Hello Bluebell.”

“Zachary.” She managed to only get his name
out which was just plain stupid.

Obviously he wasn’t affected by her since he
was standing there with that look of disapproval curling at his
mouth. Obviously he wasn’t attracted to her since he hadn’t taken
her up on her completely inappropriate offer to drive her car and
do a whole lot more. He’d practically run screaming once he got her
name and she should remember that before she made an even bigger
fool of herself in front of him.

“My friends call me Zach.” He sauntered a few
steps closer to the table.

Her reaction to him just proved how long
she’d toed the line with responsible men. She was just in desperate
need of good sex and he looked like he might know a thing or two
dozen about that. Men that looked like him always knew their way
around a bed, or a couch, or the backseat of a car. Not that she
was thinking about him and sex in any of those places or
anything.

“I take it you made it the rest of the way
home without incident.”

“Yeah, I’m going to see Bert tomorrow. I just
hope he can get me something permanent before I head out on
Sunday.”

She should not be thinking of sex with Zach
West. No sir-ee Bob she was going to stop thinking about it
immediately. But damn, it was hard to think of anything else with
him standing there looking so sexy in that pearl-snap that’d peel
apart if she pulled just hard enough.

“So you’re heading back to the city in a
couple of days then?” His gaze slid across her face before meeting
her eyes again.

“Um, yeah, that’s the plan.” She took a deep
swallow of her beer. “I’m not really a Fate forever type of
girl.”

“I caught that vibe.” He grinned.

“What gave it away the R8 or the
stilettos?”

Oh God why had she brought up the Audi? His
green eyes lit up with amusement and she cursed herself. She took
another drink and prayed her face wasn’t as red as it felt. Now
that she’d mentioned the car all she could think about was her
offer to let him drive it and her around if he wanted and his
refusal because he had big plans. Yeah, like going to a bar. Her
ego whimpered in a dark corner.

No doubt, Zach was the type of guy that could
and probably had been propositioned by most of the female
population of Fate. He was too good-looking for a town this size.
How he’d managed to get to…well, however old he was she was
guessing early thirties, without one of them nagging him down the
aisle was a testament to bachelor tendencies. And she was just
another of the admiring masses.

“I was going to say the lack of a car jack
but those work too.” He smirked, “Fate’s a small town but we do
have our attractions. Plenty of things to do for fun if you know
where to look.”

Her stomach clenched tight again at his
flirting tone and easy smile. The man was hazardous with the sexy
innuendo’s he kept tossing about. Still, he hadn’t taken her up on
her offer last time and she’d be an idiot to keep volleying
back.

“I’m only here for a few days, not much time
for fun.”

His eyes narrowed but a different voice
caught her attention.

“Can’t believe you’re leaving so soon. We all
thought you’d stay around a while, look after your Dad.”

Riley. She’d completely forgotten Riley West
was sitting beside her. Wow, that was some powerful mojo that Zach
worked over her. She’d have to be more careful if she ran into him
again before Sunday.

“I’m sorry. What?” She politely turned to the
younger West brother.

“I was just saying we figured you’d be
sticking around this time to take care of your Dad.”

Her head tilted curiously. The town thought
she should stick around and take care of her father? Since when?
And why did they think he needed taking care of?

“My Daddy’s been taking care of himself a
long time. Why would he need my help?”

Riley shrugged, “He’s just been sick for a
while now. We thought you’d come back when that happened. Guess
there’s no reason to think you’d stay now.”

She wasn’t sure if her face was beating red
from anger, embarrassment or frustration. She wasn’t sure it
mattered. All she knew was that for some reason the town of Fate
knew more about her father than she did and they seemed to think
she’d been a piss poor daughter by not coming home sooner to be by
his side.

Damn it. Damn him. She’d known something was
wrong but had he opened up and told her about it? Had he asked her
to come home or even called to let her know he’d been sick? Of
course not, because Lyle Carter wouldn’t know the first thing about
taking care of family first.

“I um… excuse me.” She tried to shoot to her
feet and knocked over the leftover beer.

“Whoa easy there.” Riley grabbed her arm to
steady her, “I didn’t mean to upset you. I’m sorry.”

“Don’t worry about it. I have to go.” She
ducked out of his reach and gave Zach a final glance, “Thanks again
for your help with the car.”

She was sure Riley hadn’t meant anything by
his statement. It was completely harmless small-town gossip really
but it just confirmed all of her worst fears. Her father was sick.
He’d been sick for a while and he hadn’t told her about it. Worse,
the entire town seemed to think she knew about it and had abandoned
him in his time of need. And she’d been worried about the gossip of
coming home single? That was the least of her concerns now.

 


Zach watched Bluebell as she grabbed her
purse and slung it over her shoulder. Her face and neck were
flushed a light crimson. Her big blue eyes looked glassy and he’d
have sworn he saw her bottom lip tremble before she steeled her
shoulders back and marched out of the bar.

She was upset. He couldn’t read if it was
anger or pain but Riley had obviously hit a nerve. If he was one of
the good guys he’d probably go after her, apologize for his dipshit
little brother’s rude comments and think of something nice to say.
But since nobody had ever made the mistake of labeling him one of
the good guys he watched her go and held his tongue.

Still, he couldn’t help watching her leave.
Her blonde hair swinging, that short navy dress swaying around her
slim thighs. Those sexy ass heels she’d been wearing earlier on the
side of the road clicked on the hardwood floors and he had to
adjust his jeans. The woman might be all kinds of difficult but she
was damn pretty.

“What’d I say?”

He resisted the urge to smack Riley across
the back of the head, barely, “And you’re supposed to be the smart
one? Her daddy’s sick and you thought that was a good topic of
conversation?”

“Oh…” Riley looked to where the door was
swinging shut, “I was just making small-talk. Should I go after her
and apologize?”

“No.” Zach growled at the idea of Riley
chasing her down and then shook away that reaction, “No, let her
go. She probably just needs some time alone.”

“Yeah okay.” Riley lifted his beer to his
lips, “Knew I never should have called you over, it was going
pretty well up until you showed up.”

“Uh huh. I’m sure.”

He’d once had that youthful ego Riley was so
good at so he didn’t read a lot into the idea that Bluebell had
actually been interested in the kid. Even if she had been, outing
her sick Daddy hadn’t done Riley any favors. He’d have grinned at
the impossibility of his youngest brother even getting close to a
chance with a woman like her if it didn’t also make him
irrationally annoyed.

“I’m going to head out. You want to go?”

“Nah. Think I’ll have another beer.” He shook
his head.

The idea of going back to the ranch still
wasn’t sitting well with him. He’d driven around for half an hour
earlier before his anger subsided and he retreated to the house to
apologize to his mother. She’d been long gone though so he’d
showered, changed and left again as quickly as he could.

“Trolling? Want a wingman?”

He snorted. The only woman in the room he’d
had even a slight interest in seeing naked his little brother had
just driven from the premises in a cloud of tears. He didn’t need
any more help in that department.

“Nah, just a beer and I’ll head that
way.”

Riley nodded and disappeared into the crowd
while he sucked down the last of his beer and headed to the bar for
another. He needed some time away from the ranch to think. He had
no intention of walking away from it but the more he had time to
think the more he wondered if it wasn’t the right decision to let
his brothers take the reins and guide the future.

He could climb atop a stool and fend off the
advances of women he had no interest in or he could get out of
dodge. He ordered a bottle of water, washed it down and headed out
once he was sure Riley was long gone. He slipped into his Ford and
flipped on the radio at the same time he turned up the music and
rolled the windows down.

There was nothing like the feeling of freedom
he got rolling across the highway just a little bit faster than the
speed limit allowed. It had always been that way. He liked the
freedom, though he’d never really felt free, not since he was a
teenager and the world was set in front of him like a pearl.

It’d closed on him but he didn’t blame
anybody in particular for that. People died every day. People lost
their loved ones all the time. His dad had died and he’d stepped
up. It was just the way life worked out.

He didn’t hate his life. He loved Fate. He
didn’t see himself ever living anywhere else. He never had. But the
fact he’d been given less of a choice in it had always irked
him.

As long as he stayed busy, as long as he
worked and did what was expected it never overpowered him so that’s
what he did. If he was busy counting cattle, branding and working
he didn’t have to think about what he’d rather be doing. He liked
it that way.

It was the slower times, times like now when
the ranch practically ran itself that he started to question his
life plan, that he started to get restless. That was probably a
decent enough reason for why he’d started carving up his childhood
home. It didn’t have to mean more than that.

He caught sight of the night sky and felt at
home for the first time in a few days. Fate was always going to be
his home. This place with its silly gossip and small-town drama was
where he belonged. Hitting the road always reinforced that.

Sometimes, when he set out for a drive in the
dead of night, needing to move, needing to be anywhere but sitting
still and thinking his thoughts drifted to that day. He’d barely
been eighteen and just a senior in high school when the call came
over the intercom that the principal wanted to see him. He’d been
in that office a half dozen times but he hadn’t skipped school or
been caught smoking in the bathroom in a while so he’d wrongly
assumed it had something to do with one of his brothers. Principal
Rangier had been the one to tell him to collect his things and go
to the hospital. It was his father.

The rest of that day was a blur. Riley crying
in the hallway of the hospital. His mother collapsing when the
doctor gave them the horrible news. Devin turning to stone before
his eyes and simply sinking into a chair, staying silent for what
felt like days.

The next thing he’d known he came to not
knowing how much time had past but feeling the weight of the
responsibility on his shoulders. His college scholarship was
forgotten. He got his diploma and got on the tractor. He made sure
his mother remembered to eat and his brothers did their homework.
He’d gone to bed a kid and woke up an adult.

Now he was thirty-six years old and his
brothers were adults too. They wanted to take control. They wanted
to call the shots for once. He wasn’t sure he knew how to let
them.

For the first time since he was that eighteen
year old kid he felt lost. He hated that feeling, hated feeling
weak and useless. He needed a purpose, a distraction.

So he’d done the only thing he could do. He
tore apart his house and set about fixing it. He could control the
construction, the demolition and the rebuilding. It gave him
something to do with his hands and a way to turn his brain off for
a few hours. He enjoyed it but that didn’t mean he was turning his
back on the ranch or his family.

Still, the idea of leaving behind the
rancher’s world did have its appeal. He didn’t have to leave for
good. Fate was his home, the ranch was his home. But if Devin and
Riley wanted to take over the day to day operations maybe that
wasn’t such a terrible thing.

Zach was good at taking care of people. He
was good at making sure things got done. Maybe it was time to take
a step back and see if he was good at anything else.

 


 


 



Chapter Five

 


 


“You may kiss your bride.”

Blue watched Molly’s new husband bend her
over his arm and lay a big smacking kiss on her. Something
tightened in her chest. Not jealousy, just a small twitch of
envy.

Someday she’d like to stand in front of a
minister and a room full of gossipy people that’d known her since
she was born and promise to love a good man forever and ever.
Watching the newly married Molly flush and giggle and beam was just
a reminder of how far she was from her own happily ever after. She
painted her best fake smile across her face and followed the happy
couple back down the aisle.

She’d been using her fake smile all day but
nobody seemed to notice. Today wasn’t about her and despite the
occasional whispering she’d noticed as Woody led her down the aisle
to stand at the front of the First Baptist Church, she’d mostly
gone invisible. For that much she was thankful.

She’d felt eyes on her the entire time she
stood at the altar but she’d managed to keep her chin up and her
attention on the happy couple. It helped that Molly’s younger
sister Maddie had been crying her eyes out. She kept sniffling and
muttering something about happily ever after. Blue tried to console
the girl but she’d insisted they were tears of joy, whatever that
meant. As it was she took some of the spotlight off Blue and for
that she liked the girl.

The tangerine disaster of a dress was
hideous. She was tucked into it the best her strapless bra would
allow but even still her cleavage was on full display. She’d never
considered herself well-endowed. She had a decent set that matched
her frame but she rarely hung out of clothing and despite pulling
the top up repeatedly she was definitely hanging out.

It was a small victory that the other
bridesmaids seemed to be having the same problem. The prom dress
from hell didn’t look good on the voluptuous cousins or the
stick-thin sister either. If she hadn’t known Molly was the least
vindictive person on the planet she’d have thought the dress was
some sort of payback for kissing Todd Lovett in the eighth grade
knowing full well Molly had liked him.

“Ready for the party?” Woody asked as they
cleared the back of the church.

“Oh yeah.” She nodded and kept her fake smile
firmly in place.

She could use a glass of wine. That was the
only part of the party she was looking forward to. The rest of her
wanted to race to the back room where her purse was waiting, burn
the God awful dress, grab the Audi keys and get out of town.

Which she couldn’t do, she reminded herself
for the thousandth time. Even if she didn’t have to play the doting
bridesmaid for another hour or so at the reception she wasn’t
leaving Fate until she cornered her father and made him talk to
her. Lord knew how long that’d take.

By the time she got back to the ranch house
the night before he’d been in bed. When she woke up he was already
out in the barn working with Lucy and the stud from Fort Worth.
She’d demanded answers, had stood her ground, even yelled a little
but he’d given her that disapproving scowl, told her they’d talk on
Sunday and that he was busy. Damn the man.

“Honey, you did so good!” Woody’s wife
appeared, taking his arm and pulling him away from Blue.

She tried not to roll her eyes. It wasn’t
like she was trying to steal the man. She didn’t want him but
apparently being single meant she might pilfer husbands. She’d
noticed more than one of the groomsmen’s wives clutching their men
a little tighter when she was around. Like she was that desperate?
Hardly!

Her chest squeezed again, reminding her that
she had a full night of loneliness to look forward to. All around
her the couples were pairing off again. Even the crazy cat lady
Anna Louise Sanchez seemed to have a date for the big event. She
was one of the only women in attendance flying solo which was just
peachy since they’d started taking pictures and she was standing on
the outskirts all alone.

After the pictures, as they made their way
over to the reception hall Molly grabbed her in a tight hug, “Oh
you just look so pretty Bluebell.”

“Thanks.” She flashed her real smile, “You
look beautiful Molly. Truly. Congratulations.”

She meant every word. Molly was practically
glowing. It would have been obvious to a blind man that she was
happy and in love. Blue wished her all the best in the world.
Everyone deserved that kind of happiness.

“I just know we’ll be hosting your wedding
next.”

She barely managed to keep her smile in
place, “Uh huh.”

Molly wasn’t trying to be mean but it still
felt a little like a knife in her back. Her wedding next? Yeah and
Mr. Right was just going to magically appear and sweep her off her
feet. She’d have to look out for the flying pigs and magic pumpkins
too.

“I’m so happy you’re here.”

“Me too.” She nodded, “You better get back to
your new husband. I’m going to go find my seat.”

“Oh! Husband!” Molly squealed and engulfed
her in another hug before skipping away.

Blue watched her go and prayed for strength.
She headed to where the bar was set up and ordered a glass of wine.
It came in a clear Dixie cup and she wasn’t altogether sure it
hadn’t come from a box originally but she tipped it to her lips and
savored it like it was Bordeaux.

“Good lord you look just like your mama.”

She turned and came face to face with an
older woman with white bouffant hair and bright blue eye shadow.
Mrs. Roberta Higgins had been her high school English teacher and
she’d always looked like a poster child for bad makeup and
seventies garb. Today she was dressed in a multi-colored ball-gown
with enough bracelets on her arm that the jingle sounded like a
herd of buffalo.

“It’s the hair.” She kept her smile up and
returned the hug the woman insisted on giving her, “It’s nice to
see you Mrs. Higgins.”

“The whole weddin’ I couldn’t stop staring. I
would’ve sworn Liza Beth had come back to grace us with her
presence.”

Well at least the woman hadn’t been staring
because she was falling out of her top. Still, the constant
reminders that she looked like her mother made her chest clench for
a whole other reason. She barely remembered the woman but
everywhere she turned in this town somebody had a story to tell or
a comment to make. She wasn’t Liza Beth Montgomery Carter and she
never would be. She didn’t need any more reminders than that.

“It’s just me ma’am.” She tried to change the
subject, “Where’s Mr. Higgins?”

“He’s around here somewhere, probably hitting
on the hot young things.”

Blue swallowed a giggle. Hearing an eighty
year old women say hot young things was funny enough, the idea of
old man Higgins actually trying to flirt with one of them was
hilarious.

“He got himself a Viagra prescription and I
swear I can barely keep up.”

And funny turned to disturbing just like
that. She desperately searched for a way out of this suddenly
frightening conversation. Old people with Viagra prescriptions was
not a respectable topic of conversation, even Blue knew that
much.

“How’s Gary? I don’t think I’ve heard
anything about him since we graduated high school. He went to
Oklahoma didn’t he?” She asked about the woman’s grandson at the
same time she signaled the bartender for another cup of wine.

“Oh Gary is just wonderful dear, thanks for
asking. He’s working in Tulsa these days. He married one of those
Okie girls, such a sweetheart, and they’ve got three babies
now.”

Three? Jesus! Gary had always been a horn-dog
but three seemed like a lot of kids for a twenty-eight year old.
Then again, who was she to judge? She was just the loner loser with
no date and no prospects on the horizon. The bartender refilled her
cup and she took a long gulp.

“How’s your daddy doing?”

“Fine.”

It wasn’t a lie if she didn’t know it wasn’t
true was it? He seemed fine. He seemed like his same old hard
headed, strong silent type self. A little bit thinner but he hadn’t
slowed down. Right now he was probably out in the barn working
himself to death. Death. A shudder ran down her spine and she
pushed it away.

“Are you married?”

And there it was. Fate’s favorite topic of
conversation. She shook her head, “No ma’am.”

“Well bless your heart. You got a
boyfriend?”

“No.” She tipped the wine glass to her lips
again. She’d managed to make it through nearly a full hour without
anyone asking her that question or saying bless her heart when she
answered in the negative. The wedding ceremony had taken over half
an hour though so really it was more like twenty minutes. “I travel
a lot for work so I haven’t really had the time for a man
recently.”

“Time? Honey, you make time when the man’s
worth it.”

Wasn’t that the truth? The thing of it was
she’d never met one worth much of anything. She didn’t have
ridiculously high standards or anything she just hadn’t found one
that could hold her attention outside the bedroom that also
happened to be good inside it. And at twenty-eight years old she’d
learned over the years that sparkling conversation was one thing
but if a guy couldn’t get the job done naked too it just wasn’t
worth it.

“Guess I just haven’t found Mr. Right
yet.”

“Well, you know there are plenty of eligible
men in Fate Bluebell. We grow ‘em strong and right. A lot of girls
these days are going off to the universities to find themselves a
partner when all they really need to do is look in their
backyard.”

Oh it just got better and better. Now Mrs.
Higgins was going to play matchmaker. Like a half dozen others
hadn’t already offered her the same service? She’d barely avoided
Molly’s mother when she tried to set her up with Dickie Tavern.

“You know that Dickie is single again.” Mrs.
Higgins offered, “He and that Willis girl broke off their
engagement when he caught her with the Swan’s man, bless his
heart.”

Bless his heart indeed. She was tempted to
search out poor Dickie just to have something else for the gossips
to talk about. She’d heard the story of how Dickie came home from
work early to find his beloved going heels to Jesus with the Swan’s
man at least as many times as she’d been asked why she wasn’t
married yet. Seemed she might owe a bit of thanks to the one man
that had taken some of the wind out of the Bluebell Montgomery
Carter’s back in town and still single sails.

“You know, I think I’m going to see if Dickie
wants to grab a drink. Thanks for the tip.” She grabbed for her
wine glass and slipped away from the slightly stunned look on Mrs.
Higgins face.

She had no idea if Dickie was even in
attendance but he’d provided her with an escape route so she sent
him a silent thank you and tried to blend into the crowd that had
gathered around the dance floor. Odds were good he was here
somewhere. It seemed Molly had invited about ninety percent of the
town and the other ten had shown up for good measure too.

The newlyweds were just gathering for their
first dance as husband and wife as Kenny Chesney’s “you had me from
hello” boomed through the overhead speakers. They were staring into
each others eyes as the lights dimmed and played over the
glittering chandelier casting rays across Molly’s white dress. It
was a really pretty moment to watch, to see two people deeply in
love, committing themselves to one another for eternity.

All Blue could wonder was if they realized
they were dancing to a song written about a movie that had stared
the singer’s future wife of all of four months. It probably made
her cynical but she couldn’t help it. She was twenty-eight and
alone in an awful tangerine dress in a rec center in Fate
Texas.

When the song ended, Molly stepped away from
her husband to dance with her father to “Butterfly Kisses” and Blue
couldn’t watch any more. She retreated to the vacant bar for a
refill on her wine. Molly’s father looked at her with such love and
adoration it was hard for a girl that had never seen that kind of
look from her father to watch. She drowned her sorrows in her third
mini-cup of wine and tried to figure out how many ounces the
bartender was pouring because she wasn’t feeling a damn thing but
melancholy so far.

The music played and she turned down a dance
with Woody out of respect for his wife as much as the fear of
further humiliation if she were to fall out of her dress. She
twisted the diamond ring on her middle finger that she’d bought
herself for her birthday. Maybe she should have simply switched the
finger and lied that she’d eloped and her movie star husband was on
location and couldn’t make it. Oh that’d have sent the gossips into
a spin.

As it was, she was just waiting for the
appropriate amount of time to pass so she could duck out of the
reception. She wanted to go home, take off the awful tangerine
nightmare and rub her feet. The four inch stiletto’s she’d donned
had been the only saving grace to her outfit but they were torture
for the balls of her feet.

They were also horribly out of place even at
the wedding. Most of the fine folks of Fate had predictably paired
their dresses with boots or flip-flops. The occasional heel could
be found but nothing bearing more than an inch and definitely not
designer. She wasn’t sure why that surprised her. She’d always been
out of place here.

“If you’re thinking of making a run for it,
I’d wait until they’re distracted by the cake.”

The warm, gravely voice slid across her skin
and her head shot up from where she’d been absentmindedly staring
into the bottom of her wine cup. She got an eyeful of long legs
clad in pressed dark denim, a light blue oxford stretched across a
broad chest. Her gaze continued up and she swallowed hard over the
new lump in her throat as she met a set of jade green eyes.

“Wh… What are you doing here?”

A smile tugged at one corner of his lips, “I
was invited.”

“Of course you were.”

Of course he was! Because the entire town of
Fate had been invited. How had she not considered that Zach West
was probably around somewhere? How had she missed that big body
sitting in the pews when she’d been standing awkwardly at the front
of the church?

“Nice dress by the way.”

She felt his eyes travel down the length of
her body and then back up, slowly. Her breasts overflowed the
tangerine monstrosity and her face flushed with embarrassment.
She’d thought the dress was bad before? The urge to take her
clothes off didn’t come from her body’s intense reaction to the man
in front of her this time so much as the itch to rid herself of the
humiliating object.

“I look like Day-Glo Barbie.”

“If it’s any consolation that dress was made
to be worn badly but you’re giving it a hell of a run for its
money.” He smirked and then motioned to the bartender, “I’ll take a
Shiner.”

Another compliment? She wasn’t sure how to
react to that. She should probably run just like he’d mentioned but
her feet didn’t move. She looked him over. His five o’clock shadow
was gone which lessened some of the bad boy edge but not nearly
enough.

“You get that tire fixed today?”

“Yes, I dropped the Audi off with Bert this
morning and picked it up on my way to the church.”

“Bert had a tire in stock?”

“No I think he sent BJ over to Amarillo to
pick one up.”

He raised one eyebrow as he leaned an elbow
against the bar, “Talk about service, last time I needed a tire the
old bastard made me wait nearly a week until it shipped in.”

“I told him cost wasn’t a problem.”

“Oh I’ll just bet you did.”

His eyes narrowed for a split second and she
felt the old familiar embarrassment creep up her spine. Most of the
people in Fate assumed she was rich. The kids at school had often
called her a trust fund baby though she didn’t really have one.

And she hadn’t been rich, her family had
money but not nearly as much as people thought. Now that she had a
good job and a steady income she could splurge on things like the
Audi but she shouldn’t have brought up money, not in Fate and not
to one of the West sons who no doubt was thinking how his family
should’ve had the money that came from the Montgomery Oaks land
instead.

“Or maybe you walked in there wearing this
pretty little dress…” His easy smile returned as he reached out a
finger and traced a line over her hip, “I know I’d probably drive
to Amarillo to get you a tire if you asked real nice in this.”

Or maybe he wasn’t thinking that, she knew
she wasn’t thinking about it now. Oh, her body practically hummed
and all thoughts of money dissipated. All thoughts in general
dissipated, all of them except how his unexpected touch sent a
tingling warmth through her veins. She fought to make her brain
work.

“Because you’d feel sorry for me walking
around town looking like a traffic cone?”

He chuckled, the sound deep and heady. She
liked that sound. It did strange things to unexpected parts of her
body.

“Sure, let’s say that’s why.” His eyes met
hers, “How about a dance Bluebell?”

She wanted to say yes which meant she should
definitely say no. He was too good-looking with his chiseled jaw
and dark hair. He was just so damn big and manly, so unlike the men
she’d been dating who were safe. That’s why she was so unreasonably
attracted to him when she knew absolutely nothing about him. That
had to be it.

“I don’t think I can.”

“Why’s that?”

“I’m pretty sure if I raise my arms, the good
people of Fate will get more of a show than they’re expecting.”

He grinned and glanced down to where her
breasts spilled over the top of the heart shaped neckline, “I guess
you’ll just have to stand real close to me then to make sure it
stays up.”

She laughed despite herself, “Well aren’t you
just the gentlemen cowboy, first you changed my tire and now you’re
offering to help me keep my dress on. Keep it up and I’ll owe you a
lot more than one.”

“That’s what I’m counting on.” His eyes
flashed as he reached for her hand and pulled the cup of wine she’d
all but forgotten away. He set it on the bar along with his beer
before his big hand took hers and he tugged her towards the dance
floor, “Come on now, you do owe me after all.”

The band was playing a slow Rascal Flatts
song and she did just as they described and melted. He pulled her
close and his other arm wrapped around her waist, his big hand
settling against the small of her back. Without thinking she slid
her hands up his broad chest and over the hard ridge of his wide
shoulders, around his neck. Her dress stayed put but he pulled her
tight against his chest anyway and she let him.

“One dance and then we’re square?”

“Not hardly baby-doll. There’s still that
issue of the test drive you owe me.”

Her one track mind did a little shimmy of
anticipation. She had to stop thinking like a horny teenager. He
said test drive he didn’t say hook up. She needed to think with her
brain and not her libido.

“You might have to think of another way for
me to pay you back. I’m leaving first thing tomorrow morning. I
have to get back to work.”

“I’m sure I can think of something.” His
breath brushed her temple when he spoke, “What do you do when
you’re not playing bridesmaid Barbie Bluebell?”

Thankful for the change in topic she sighed
and relaxed a little in his arms, “I’m a freelance journalist.
Right now I’m contracted with the Denver Journal-Constitution.”

“Why freelance?”

“I’m not very good at staying in one spot. My
daddy says I don’t have roots so I just keep rolling.” She breathed
him in and he smelled like a man should, musky and strong.

“Course you have roots. You’re here aren’t
ya?”

A smile tugged at her lips as she leaned back
to look into his face, “I guess I never thought about it like
that.”

Prisms of light cut through the dimness and
highlighted a smooth cheekbone as he shrugged, “It’s your
home.”

“I’m not sure Fate’s felt like home since my
mama died.”

She wasn’t sure why she admitted something
like that to a virtual stranger but she didn’t regret the words
when she felt him tighten his hold on her waist, his thumb brushing
back and forth in a reassuring gesture. It was probably just the
wine. Yeah, that had to be it.

“I’m sorry.”

“Don’t be. She passed away a long time ago. I
was only five.”

“Do you remember her?”

“Bits and pieces here and there.” His knee
brushed her bare leg.

He was silent for a long second as they
swayed to the music. Her fingers naturally played with the short
hairs at the base of his skull. There was something about being in
the arms of a big strong man that made her feel safe despite
herself.

“Damn, that’s sad.” He finally sighed, “I
guess we were lucky to have my dad as long as we did.”

Her stomach clenched. She’d forgotten he’d
lost a parent too. Something they had in common. Not just small
talk.

“How old were you when he passed?

“Eighteen.”

“And you took over the ranch?”

“Yep. I woke up and went to work, been doing
it ever since.”

“You like working the ranch?”

“Most days.”

“Today?”

“Today was a good day but yesterday was
better.”

“Why was yesterday better?”

“I got to change a pretty girl’s tire.” He
chuckled.

She bit off a smile, “It was a pretty good
day.”

His hand lazily stroked her back as the song
ended and another began. Neither of them moved away. The new song
was something by Tim McGraw. It was a hair’s breath faster but they
didn’t speed up. They just swayed.

Zach’s touch spread warmth through her veins
and down into a curling pit low in her stomach. She settled firmly
against his chest, giving in to the security he probably had no
idea he was offering. She’d blame the wine if she had to but the
truth was she’d felt alone all day and she was tired of being alone
so for the length of the song she was going to enjoy this. He was
all firm, hard muscle and it felt good to be held by a big capable
man.

“Mmm, you feel good Bluebell.” His voice was
husky when it came from near her ear.

So did he. She should probably move away from
him but he was a little like a drug and she didn’t want to. She
liked the way he felt against her, liked that purely masculine
smell that marked him as all man. She liked the way he touched her
and her body reacted. It had been a very long time since she
reacted that way to a simple touch, far too long.

“Call me Blue. Nobody outside Fate calls me
Bluebell.”

“Baby-doll you’re in Fate.” He brushed her
hair back and looked her in the eyes, “And I like the sound of
Bluebell better, it fits you. It’s sweet and pretty.”

“Thank you.” She swallowed hard at the
compliment.

Their eyes met and she felt her skin sizzle
where he touched her. She didn’t know him, didn’t know how old he
was or if he’d ever been married or if he’d ever been arrested but
she didn’t care. All she wanted to know was what sort of bad
decisions they could make and how good it’d feel to take that
risk.

“We should go get another drink.” He spoke
after a long pause.

She knew he wasn’t offering her a glass of
wine. That glint in his green eyes. That upturned curl at the edges
of his mouth. All she had to do was say yes and see what happened
next. But Bluebell Montgomery Carter didn’t toe that line for
nothing and she certainly wasn’t going to trip over it now.

“I think I’m going to call it a night
actually.”

His eyes narrowed, “Yeah?”

“Yeah. I should get home. I have an early
breakfast with my Daddy tomorrow. He couldn’t make it tonight and I
haven’t spent very much time with him this weekend.” She was
rambling, she knew she was rambling but if she kept talking she
couldn’t give in to the urge to use her mouth for other, less
productive, more dangerous, things. “And then it’s a long drive
back to Denver. It’s like eight hours and I have to go to work on
Monday morning. I’m going to need my beauty sleep.”

“Beauty sleep?” A smile rose on his handsome
face, “Sure.”

“Thank you again for helping me yesterday. It
was really nice meeting you Zach.” She held out her hand, fully
aware of the awkwardness of brushing him off in the middle of a
dance floor.

“Like I said, the pleasure’s been all mine
Bluebell.” He chuckled and took her hand, “Let me walk you
out.”

He didn’t release her hand as he propelled
her off the dance floor and towards the doorway. She liked the feel
of her smaller hand in his big one. Liked it a little too much to
argue with him even though she knew him walking her to her car was
a bad idea.

Their footsteps echoed down the empty
hallway. Neither of them spoke as she grabbed her purse out of the
changing room. He held the door open, let her walk through and then
took her hand again as they walked outside. She had to tug on his
arm to stop him as he wheeled her into the gravel parking lot at
the back of the church.

“I can’t walk that fast.” She pulled her hand
away, thankful for the excuse to put some distance between
them.

“What?”

“Heels. Gravel.” She explained with a shrug.
“God didn’t make these babies for small town girls.”

His eyes trailed slowly to her feet and he
grinned when he looked back up, “How you walk in those things at
all is a mystery to me but you look damn good doing it.”

“Thank you.” She could feel her cheeks blush
at another of his easy compliments, “I can take it from here. Thank
you again for everything.”

“A gentlemen cowboy doesn’t leave a lady at
the door baby-doll.”

Standing alone in a darkened parking lot in
the middle of a warm spring night a shiver ran across her skin. She
was alone with him. That’s exactly what she’d been trying to avoid.
He had to have known walking her out was a bad idea.

“Why do I get the feeling you’re not as
gentlemanly as I first thought?”

His grin was practically salacious, “Because
you’re getting to know me better.”

She started to giggle but the next thing she
knew his arms were around her and she was in the air. Her laughter
turned to a squeal. He’d picked her up like she didn’t weigh an
ounce. She shivered again at the feel of his strong arms holding
her.

“Zach! What are you doing? Put me down!”

“I’m delivering you to your car so you don’t
break an ankle on one of these rocks.” His eyes danced with
laughter, “I’ll add it to the list of things you owe me for if you
want.”

“Oh you’re keeping a list?” She found herself
grinning yet again as he carried her across the parking lot.

“Yep. The tire, saving you from sitting at
the bar alone, making sure you didn’t fall out of your dress and
now keeping you from ruining those sexy ass shoes.”

They’d reached her car by the time he called
her shoes sexy and he gently set her back on the ground though he
didn’t move out of her personal space. His head hovered just over
hers. She could feel his body heat. He was too close for her to
think straight.

“Thank you.”

“You’re welcome.” His breath brushed her
face, “Remember how I said I’d think of a way for you to pay me
back?”

She nodded because words failed her.

“I’m collecting.”

It was a whispered statement that had barely
reached her ears when his mouth covered hers. He was warm and
delicious and so distinctly masculine that the one simple touch
ignited the fire that just dancing with him had already kindled.
Her mouth opened to him on instinct.

He took advantage, his tongue sweeping in to
taste and tease. She melted from the heat and wetness pooled in her
core. His strong arms went around her again, pulling her against
him. If she’d had time to think about it common sense would have
told her to resist but he’d jumped ahead to stroking her skin with
his big hard hands and she couldn’t catch up or catch a thought
other than how good he felt.

Deep, invading, wet kisses drugged her with
desire. Her body was pressed between the cool metal of the car at
her back and the hard heat of the man in front of her. Everywhere
he touched her sizzled as wanting burned through to need.

Pleasure punched her in the chest as his
hands found her breasts. His palms seared her through the satin of
the dress and her nipples responded by turning to hard nubs that
strained against the cotton of her bra. He caught her moan in his
mouth as he caressed her breasts.

More. Faster. She wanted him and nothing else
mattered. Her world spun out of control and the only thing left was
the feel of this man touching her, the taste of his mouth devouring
her greedily. Her hands ran across his chest, around his neck, into
his hair, touching him, feeling him.

It was too fast, too reckless and impulsive.
She knew it and she didn’t care. It felt too good, had been too
long since she allowed her body to feel like this. His erection
pressed hard against her pelvis and she rocked into him. So long,
too long since she’d had a gorgeous, impossibly sexy man that knew
what he was doing touch her.

His mouth danced across her jaw to the soft
spot below her ear, “You are so damn pretty Bluebell.”

His hands roamed down her body, finding her
hips and then the hem of her dress. Her dress inched higher as he
bunched it and the cool night hit her bare thighs. She gasped as
his hand moved beneath the remaining material and he cupped her
through her lace panties.

“Mmm, you’re wet.” His words were a low
growl, almost feral.

Her head fell back as liquid heat swept
through her and a moan escaped her lips. This couldn’t be
happening. She shouldn’t be letting this happen. Not here. Not now.
Not with a man she barely knew but Zach’s fingers slipped under the
edge of the lace and she was reduced to a puddle of
incomprehensible need.

“You’ve been wet from the minute I touched
you at the bar haven’t you?” His mouth played down her throat,
“This is what you want?”

“Yes.” Oh God, she’d meant to say no, really
she had but it would have been a lie. She needed to say no, to stop
him before it went too far, before it went any farther. They had to
stop before there was no going back but then his fingers stroked
her slick flesh and parted her and another moan escaped,
“Zach!”

“I like the way you say my name.” He nipped
at her earlobe, “You want more?”

“Yes, God yes.”

“Get in my truck.”

“What?” She was having a hard time grasping
the English language with his magical hand rubbing her into a
frenzy and his mouth on her neck.

“Get in my truck; I want to fuck you with
your legs around my waist while you wear those sexy shoes but we
can’t do it here.”

“What?” She squeaked on the lack of air in
her lungs.

She couldn’t. They couldn’t. Definitely not
here but not there either. He had to stop. She opened her mouth to
tell him just that but it got swallowed up as his mouth crashed
against hers again in another mind-blowing kiss.

Liquid fire snaked through her, turning
everything fuzzy so that when his rough fingers rubbed her
sensitive flesh she ground her hips against him to get more, “Zach
please…”

She was begging and she knew it wasn’t for
him to stop. She didn’t want him to stop. She never wanted it to
stop and then everything exploded in a rush that started between
her legs where he touched her and fanned out, leveling her as the
orgasm pounded throughout her body.

“Please… don’t… stop.”

She squeezed her thighs around his magical
hand. Her body pulsed and throbbed. Lust ravished her as she cried
out. She shivered from the trembling that reached from the top of
her head down to her toes.

Only as the pleasure began to ebb did she
begin to sink back to reality. All the air rushed out of her lungs.
She remembered suddenly where she was, who she was with and what
had just happened.

“Oh God! Stop.” She jerked away from him,
“Stop. Jesus, stop.” She shoved at his chest, “We have to
stop!”

“You just begged me not to.”

“Oh God.” She had hadn’t she? “We’re in
public, in a church parking lot for God’s sake! This is crazy!”

“I tried to get you into the truck but you
were pretty insistent on the whole not stopping thing.”

She heard a trace of humor in his voice but
refused to look up to meet his eyes. Her face flamed red and she
covered her eyes with her hands. She’d just let him give her an
orgasm in the middle of the First Baptist Church parking lot where
anybody could have come outside and seen them.

“Oh God.” She thought she might faint.

“You said that a couple of times
already.”

“I have to go.”

“What?”

“I have to go.” She grabbed her purse from
where it had fallen to the ground and pulled out her keys, “Oh God
I have to go.”


Chapter Six

 


 


Since all of his blood was currently pooled
in the southern region of his body it took Zach an extra second to
realize what was happening. She was leaving? Just like that? When
he was a hell of a long way from done?

“Wait just a second!” He tried to reach for
her but she was already out of his grasp.

He watched her slip into the driver’s seat of
the R8 and nearly lost a hand when she slammed the door behind her.
Sexual frustration beat from his groin straight through the rest of
his body and he took it out on her window. He banged on it with his
fist.

“Damn it, just hold on.”

She didn’t even look up as she threw it into
reverse and the tires peeled out on the gravel. He watched as she
whipped in a half circle. The Audi roared as she shifted and then
there was nothing but taillights as she left him standing there
alone with a hard-on the size of Texas.

That had not just happened. He’d barely
gotten started touching her when she went off like the fourth of
July and less than one full minute later she’d run away from him
like her hair was on fire. He cursed and kicked at the gravel.

“Fuck.” He tried to adjust the painful bulge
at the front of his jeans.

He should have known she was going to be
trouble. She was Bluebell Carter after all. He should have known
better than to follow his dick when it went sniffing her out. So
she was a pretty blond? They were a dime a dozen in Texas. He
should have listened to common sense and stayed the hell away from
her.

Except that he hadn’t been able to. He’d
watched her the whole time she stood up at that altar while Molly
recited her vows. He hadn’t been able to tear his eyes away. She
was so damn pretty not even that ugly orange dress could hide it.
And then he’d seen her sitting alone at the bar and he’d decided
playing with fire might be worth the risk if she was up for it
too.

And she’d been more than willing to play.
He’d been with enough women to know when they were looking at him
and thinking about sex and he’d seen those big blue eyes cloud when
he touched her. He’d felt her body mold against his when she danced
with him. And it was her idea to get out of there; he’d simply
followed her lead and look where that got him.

The erection that refused to die made it hard
to sit but he stomped to his truck, climbed in and peeled out. His
anger and frustration were bubbling just below the surface. He’d
like to hit something right about now but he strangled that
urge.

He’d go home and do some damage to the house
instead. He still had a couple of demo projects on his to-do list
anyway. He’d beat his frustrations out one way or another.

He couldn’t remember the last time he’d been
left hanging after getting a woman all hot and bothered. Maybe in
high school? Hell, maybe never. He’d always had a lot of luck with
the ladies. Obviously that luck didn’t extend to Bluebell
Montgomery Carter.

She hadn’t owed him sex but if she hadn’t
wanted it she should have stopped him before his hand was up her
skirt. She was old enough to know where things were going long
before they got to that point. He never even would have kissed her
if she hadn’t looked up at him with those big blue eyes and licked
her pretty pink lips expectantly.

Sure the parking lot wasn’t exactly an ideal
location to get down and dirty but he hadn’t been thinking with the
head on top of his shoulders. He hadn’t had sex in a while and
abstaining had shaken his game. He’d been hard from the minute he
laid eyes on her so yeah he’d have taken her in the church parking
lot if she’d let him but she didn’t have to go running off.

He was a reasonable man. If her objection was
the location he’d have moved her to the truck or even taken her to
his house. But she hadn’t been the least bit reasonable and she’d
high-tailed it away from him without so much as a thank you for the
orgasm that’d so clearly rocked her world that she forgot where
they were.

If anybody had told him he’d end this night
alone in the First Baptist Church parking lot with a hard-on that
could cut glass he’d have called them crazy. He figured he was due
this shit-show. He’d known she was crazy and he’d ignored his gut
instinct that said she’d be trouble. He wouldn’t make that mistake
again. Little miss Bluebell could take her fancy car and her cock
tease games and go back to wherever the hell she came from.

When he turned his truck into the driveway at
the ranch he’d just about worked through the anger but was still
trying to deal with the disbelief. His headlights landing on a
shiny black motorcycle parked in his drive was unexpected. The
figure sitting on the front steps was too. He cursed under his
breath, certain his night was about to get worse.

“What are you doing here?” The words were out
of his mouth before his boots hit the gravel.

“Nice to see you too big brother.” Devin
stood on the bottom step. “Where’ve you been?”

“Went to Molly McBride’s wedding.”

“Really?”

“Yeah, I was fuckin’ invited.” He
growled.

Why could nobody seem to grasp the concept
that he’d received an invitation to Molly’s wedding? First Bluebell
and now Devin? He got an invitation and he went. It wasn’t that
complex.

“You usually avoid those things like the
plague.”

“I didn’t have anything better to do.”

And he’d known the cute blond that owed him a
test drive in a fast car would be there. Not that he planned on
telling Devin that much. Not when all it had gotten him was a lap
full of frustration.

“Sure, whatever.” Devin smirked, “Looks like
you had fun.”

“What?”

“If you were going to start wearing lipstick
I’d have pegged you for a red man, not pink.”

“Son of a…” He growled and wiped the back of
his hand across his mouth.

Sure enough, a light sheen of pink glowed in
the moonlight. Unwittingly he wondered what it’d look like to see
that shade of pink around his dick. He hated that he still wanted
to find out even when he was bound for blue balls thanks to the
damn tease.

“Anyone special?” Devin was grinning.

“No.” He stomped past his younger brother and
into the house.

The screen door didn’t slam shut behind him
and he assumed Devin had followed. He didn’t really care. He
marched to the kitchen to grab a much needed beer.

“You’re in a hell of a mood for a guy that
just got laid.”

He twisted the cap off a Shiner and threw it
in the trash, “I didn’t get laid.”

“Ouch.”

“Tell me about it.” He took a long pull of
his beer and tried to reign in his frustrations. “What are you
doing here?”

“I wanted to talk to you but now I’m thinking
it’s not the best time.” Devin collapsed into one of the kitchen
chairs with a knowing smile. “How long’s it been since you got
turned down?”

“Kiss my ass.”

“You’re seriously pissed huh?” Devin
laughed.

“My balls hurt like hell so you can get to
the point or you can leave.”

That only sent Devin into another round of
laughter and Zach scowled at him as he drank his beer. He’d always
had a hard time staying mad at his middle brother. It’d made it
difficult to discipline him after their father died and he had to
become the parental figure. Still, Zach didn’t have to work hard to
be frustrated at the moment and his brother laughing at him wasn’t
helping matters.

“I’m warning you Dev, one word of this to
Riley and I’ll tell mom you were the one that broke her Tiffany’s
vase.”

“I was ten.” Devin straightened up but
couldn’t hide a smirk.

“I’ll still tell her.”

“You’re a lousy big brother you know that.”
Devin ribbed him, “This is the kind of thing your brothers are
supposed to bond over. You’ve always been the ladies man and we
were just trying to live up to the legends. Turns out maybe you’re
mortal after all.”

“Very funny.”

“How close did you get before she shut you
down?”

“One more word and I’m calling mom.”

“Okay, okay… damn you’re really sour on this
girl huh?”

“I can pretty much bet you that if I ever see
her again it’ll be too soon.”

It was a good thing Bluebell was packing up
and leaving town first thing tomorrow morning. If she was sticking
around he’d track her down and wring her neck. Screwing her was the
last thing on his mind now.

“Don’t suppose you’re going to tell me who
she is?”

“No.”

“Fine. Hand me a beer, I need to talk to you
about the ranch and I can see it ain’t going to go smoothly with
the mood you’re in.”

Zach rolled his eyes and resisted the urge to
tell his brother not to say ain’t. Correcting his brothers came
naturally but he said it just as much as they did. Besides, as they
liked to point out, they were adults now. Instead he grabbed a
beer, gave it a hard shake and tossed it at his brother.

“Nice.” Devin caught it with a snort but set
it aside so it didn’t blow up in his face.

“What’d you want to talk about?”

Like he didn’t know?

“Mom told me what you said about selling your
part of the ranch.”

Of course she had.

“I was just upset. I don’t…”

“I think it’s a good idea.”

Zach nearly blew beer out his nose. As it was
he choked and sputtered. He had to set the beer down and his eyes
watered. It took another couple of coughs to get air back into his
lungs and it stung like raw hide. He half expected Devin to get up
and come pound on his back but his traitorous brother simply
watched him stammer and waited.

“What?” He asked when he finally recovered
enough to speak. Surely he hadn’t heard right.

“You heard me.”

“You want me to sell my stake in the Triple
Star? Are you crazy or just plain stupid?”

“Neither.”

Zach stared his younger brother down and
tried to figure out who the stranger sitting at his table was. It
still looked like Devin but his brother knew he’d given up
everything for this ranch. He would never think that Zach could
actually walk away from it.

“You’re going to need to make yourself real
clear Devin.”

“You’ve run the ranch for half your life. I
think it’s long past time that you did something else, something
you actually want to do. Riley’s done with school now. I’m here and
nobody loves this place more than me. Let us take care of it.”

He’d wrongly thought his blood pressure
couldn’t get any higher tonight. Dark spots danced in his vision.
His fists curled into balls instinctively.

“You want to push me off my own fucking land
now? Is that it?”

“What? No.” Devin shoved to his feet which
was not the right move.

Zach wanted to punch something, hard. He’d
already had more than enough reason to want to tear something apart
when he got home. Devin being here now, saying he wanted Zach to
give up the ranch that he’d been in charge of since he was just a
kid was too much.

He’d never punched one of his brothers, not
once. He’d always been able to control the anger when it shot to
the surface. He’d always been the bigger man, the big brother. He’d
learned to suck it up, to bury it down deep and when that didn’t
work he picked a fight with someone else. Tonight there was nobody
else.

“Get out of my house.” He growled.

“Zach. Listen, you’re not thinking…”

“Out. Now. I’m serious Devin. You don’t want
to be here right now. Trust me.”

The tone of his voice must have sounded
lethal because Devin actually took a cautious step back and put his
hands up. Zach was seething. He couldn’t take his anger out on his
brother so he needed him gone.

“I’m not trying to take anything from you.
You never wanted any of this. You never wanted the land and the
cattle and the responsibility. If Dad hadn’t died you’d have gone
to college and got a job doing something else.”

“Yeah well, Dad did die. He died and he left
me to take care of you and Riley and mom, to take care of the
ranch. I gave up everything so there would still be a ranch to run
when you and Riley were old enough so don’t stand in my fucking
kitchen and tell me you want me to give you what’s mine.”

“I thought you’d want this.” Devin
sighed.

“Want to hand over everything I’ve worked my
ass off to create?” He picked up the beer bottle, rethought it and
slammed it back down.

“You never wanted this place. You hate the
sunup to sundown schedule. You wouldn’t even talk about buying that
land back from the Montgomery plot. It’s a good investment, a good
offer and you won’t even look at the paperwork because it’d be more
acreage you’d have to deal with.”

“That’s what this is about isn’t it? The
Montgomery land? You’re mad I said no?”

“I’m mad you wouldn’t even look at it. I’m
mad you still treat me and Riley like we’re kids instead of
business partners.”

“Fine. Take the damn land if that’s what you
want but don’t look at me and tell me that you think you’re doing
me a favor by taking the Triple Star away from me.”

“I thought you’d want this. Really, I’m not
trying to force you out Zach.”

“It’s all I have. I gave up everything for
this place. I don’t have anything else.” He snarled.

He hated having to say the words. Devin
should have known. Devin should understand even if nobody else
did.

Riley was too young those first few years to
see how hard it had been but Devin had been fourteen. He’d been old
enough to know that bills weren’t being paid. He’d been old enough
to know how close they’d come to losing everything. He’d been old
enough to see Zach had poured everything he had back into the land
to keep them going.

So how was his brother standing in his
kitchen telling him he thought walking away from it now was even an
option? Sure he’d thought for a minute it might be nice to let his
brothers take over but that was just him living in a dreamland. He
didn’t have anything else. He hadn’t gone to college. He didn’t
have any other skills than being a rancher and Devin wanted to take
that from him with some misguided notion of setting him free.

“Zach?”

“Go away Devin.” He tried to sort through the
tornado of emotions roiling in his gut.

“No.”

He looked up and met the green eyes that
looked just like his. There were photos from when they were kids
that even their mother had a hard time distinguishing which son it
was thanks to their resemblance. As adults it was still obvious
they were brothers though Devin wasn’t as tall and wore his dark
hair long around his shoulders. Looking at him was sort of like
looking at a younger, stockier version of himself. Tonight he
looked like a complete stranger.

“What’d you say?”

“I said no.” Devin crossed his arms over his
chest, “You’re taking this all wrong because you’re in a bad mood.
Calm down and think logically. I’m not trying to take the ranch
away from you. I’m trying to give you an out.”

“An out?”

“Yes. Riley and I aren’t little kids anymore.
We don’t need you to keep making all the decisions on your own.
Don’t sell us your stake in the ranch, fine. But at least let us
take on some of the responsibility; let us help you for once.”

“I don’t need any help.”

“Of course not, you’re not a stubborn son of
a bitch either I suppose.” Devin shook his head, “Just think about
it okay. Nobody’s going to take the ranch away from you. I just
thought you might want the chance to do something else with your
life. If I was wrong, I’m sorry.”

Zach took deep gulping breathes and tried to
calm down. Was he overreacting? Probably. It had been a long night
so far and he wasn’t sure where he stood on much of anything. His
brothers wanted more power in the ranch. He wanted some of the
weight off his shoulders. But that didn’t mean he’d walk away.
Ever.

“I’m not selling you my stake. I might not
have chosen this life if Dad were still around but it’s the only
one I know.”

“Fair enough.”

“But I’ll think about letting you and Riley
take on more responsibility.”

“That’s all I’m asking.”

“Good. Now get out of my house, I still want
to punch something and your ugly mug is looking pretty good right
about now.”

Devin chuckled and broke through the tension
that had built up in the small room. Zach could be logical and
reasonable. He still needed to beat the crap out of something
because the frustration had built to an unbearable level but he was
calm enough to be rational and take it out on the tile floor in the
master bath instead of his younger brother.

“You didn’t hit me when I wrecked the white
dodge when I was sixteen so I doubt you’d hit me now.”

Zach snorted.

“You didn’t even hit me when I punched you
that time.” Devin smirked.

That time was a time they didn’t talk about
so Zach came back with a smartass response instead, “Reminding me
of all the times you truly deserved an ass-whipping isn’t exactly
helping.”

Devin just grinned and settled his hip
against the counter, “You mean like the time I got caught buying
beer with that fake id.”

Zach chuckled at the memory, “Or the time you
nearly burned the barn down.”

“Or the time I almost cut my hand off trying
to saw off the shotgun because I saw it on some damn TV show?”

They both laughed then and some of the weight
eased from Zach’s shoulders. Devin had been a wild one even when
their father was around. He’d started to settle down the past few
years but he’d always be “that wild West boy” to most of the people
of Fate.

Zach wouldn’t have it any other way. Devin
was his younger brother. He was allowed to run wild, do what he
wanted. He had that freedom because Zach had made sure he wasn’t
touched by the weight of responsibility too early in life. He’d
never take back any of the decisions that brought them here.

“Thanks for stopping by.” He picked his beer
back up, “I’ll think about what you said. You want an actual
beer?”

“Nah. I’ll leave you to it.” Devin shrugged
out of the doorway and grinned, “You should probably put some ice
on that situation.”

“Kiss my…”

“Yeah yeah I know.” His brother laughed, “I’m
going, just think about what I said.”

Zach watched his brother’s back as he
disappeared out the front door, the screen door slamming behind
him. Only Devin had ever been able to talk him down once his fury
hit the surface. His middle brother was a calming influence… Except
of course when he was the one driving him crazy in the first place.
Zach grabbed his beer and sucked it dry. He thought about grabbing
another but that wouldn’t even put a dent in the pounding behind
his temples so he tossed the empty in the garbage and headed down
the hallway instead.

The master bedroom was the first thing he’d
renovated in the house when his mother moved out. He’d ripped out
the carpet and conditioned the wood that lay below. He’d stripped
out the flowered wallpaper and painted the walls a cool khaki. His
parents’ furniture had been replaced with big, dark wood
pieces.

It was a man’s bedroom, the type of place
that would never be mistaken for a place a woman could inhabit. He
hadn’t set out to make it that way but that’s the way it had turned
out. A woman would never mistake it for a place to nest which was
fine by him, not that he’d ever made it a habit of bringing women
back here.

He glared at his bed and cursed Bluebell
Montgomery Carter one more time. How he could still manage to
wonder what she’d look like tangled in his sheets despite
everything that had happened tonight was beyond him. He summed it
up to the fact she’d run out on him when he’d just barely gotten
started with her and continued into the master bathroom, knowing
sleep wouldn’t come anytime soon.

The sledgehammer was already leaning against
the wall near the light switch. He’d pulled out all the cabinetry
leaving the room mostly bare. Plastic sheeting covered the shower
and tub.

Zach shrugged out of his shirt and tossed it
aside. Normally he’d switch out his nice jeans for his old worn out
work pants and boots but he simply picked up the sledgehammer and
set about creating some destruction. The hammer connected and the
tiles splintered beneath his feet.

He told Devin he’d think about the ranch
business. He told him that he would think more about the Montgomery
land and letting his brothers take more responsibility. He’d
promised to think about it but that wasn’t going to happen
tonight.

Tonight he needed to get all of his
aggravation out. He needed a distraction. He needed to forget about
everything for a little bit so he did the only thing he could. He
tore apart his bathroom and let all of the pent up anger and
frustration pour into building something new, something better.


Chapter Seven

 


 


The light pouring through the window signaled
it was morning. Blue groaned and pulled the pillow over her head.
It couldn’t be morning. She felt like she’d just barely fallen
asleep.

She’d tossed and turned with the memory of
what she’d done last night. She’d come really close to letting a
virtual stranger screw her on the hood of her car. As it was she’d
embarrassed herself more than she’d ever thought possible.

She hadn’t meant to fly apart the instant he
touched her. She hadn’t meant to let it even get that far but he’d
kissed her and she’d simply… responded. She hadn’t let herself do
that in a very long time which was why it had probably taken all of
thirty seconds for her to forget where they were.

Her only sense of relief was that nobody had
come out of the rec center and seen them. Odds were good if anyone
had the phone lines would have already heated up with the gossip.
The idea of just how juicy a fact like finding Bluebell Carter with
Zach West’s hand up her skirt in the First Baptist Church parking
lot was enough to make her nauseous.

The only saving grace was that she’d never
have to face Zach again. Just the idea of seeing him had her
thinking about things she couldn’t think about, things like the
feel of his big strong hands and that smooth smile. Odds were good
she’d never see that smile again.

He’d been really angry when she shoved him
away and tore out of that parking lot. She didn’t blame him. If she
was a guy she’d have been none too happy to be left hanging like
that.

Still, she’d been so embarrassed and appalled
by her actions she’d contemplated simply driving straight out of
town last night. She’d have done it too if she hadn’t made a
breakfast date with her father. She’d have done it if she didn’t
have one last thing to deal with.

She needed to talk to her father. She needed
to know just how sick he was since everyone in town seemed to think
it was pretty bad. She was going to have some scrambled eggs and
bacon. She was going to swallow a couple cups of coffee and then
she was going to get the hell out of Texas as fast as humanly
possible.

Texas made her crazy. Being in Fate made her
do insane things as evidenced by her behavior towards a certain
charming cowboy since the moment she hit the city limit sign. Not
seeing him ever again was just an added bonus to getting out of
dodge.

Blue rolled to her feet and ignored the
bedroom surrounding her. Nothing in her childhood bedroom had
changed since the day she waved goodbye and headed off to college.
Still, she’d never felt comfortable sleeping here so she’d sum up
her awful nights rest as much to that as her humiliation.

She pulled a robe on over her tank top and
pajama bottoms and padded down the dark wood staircase. When she
was little she’d once tried to slide down the banister. That had
resulted in a gash to her forehead and a bucket of tears. It had
also resulted in her father’s admonishment of choice.

“Bluebell, cowgirls don’t cry.”

There was the ding of dishes in the kitchen
so she followed the sound. Just as she’d expected Arlene was
hovering over the stove. She was cracking eggs and humming along to
the radio when Blue slid onto a barstool.

“Morning.”

“Good morning Bluebell. How’d you sleep?”
Arlene flipped a knob on the stove and gave her a wide smile.

“Fine.” She lied.

“You want a glass of orange juice?”

“Sure.”

She watched the older woman grab a glass and
open the fridge. Arlene was dressed in a pair of form fitting
leggings and an oversized purple tie-died shirt. Some things were
never going to change.

Just like the fact that her father was
nowhere to be found. She’d half expected to find him sitting at the
kitchen island with a cup of coffee but that would have been a
first. Despite the fact he’d promised to meet her for breakfast she
assumed he was already out in the barn.

“Your daddy told me you’d like a big
breakfast of eggs before you headed out.”

Figured. He’d given the orders but probably
forgotten they were supposed to talk. She took the orange juice
that Arlene offered and sighed.

“How’s he doing Arlene?”

“What? Oh, he’s fine sweetheart. Why do you
ask?”

“Because it seems like everybody in town told
me they hoped he was feeling better yesterday.” She frowned, “So
I’m going to ask again, how is he?”

“Well, sweetie… I…” Arlene turned back to the
pan on the stove, “I think you need to talk to your daddy about
that.”

“So something is wrong.”

She knew it. She’d known it the minute she
set eyes on him but she’d let him put her off when he said they
could talk about it before she left on Sunday. Well now it was
Sunday and he wasn’t at breakfast. She was sick of playing
nice.

“Where is he?”

“What?” Arlene looked up after a long
minute.

“Where is he? Is he already out in the barn?
I’m not leaving without talking to him.”

“Oh, no… he uh, I think he’s still in bed
sweetheart.”

“Bed?” Confusion beat hard against her
frustration. Her father hadn’t slept past six am a single day of
his life. She looked at the clock on the microwave. It was after
eight. “What do you mean he’s still in bed?”

“He went to bed early last night. He wasn’t
feeling well so I’m sure he’s just sleeping in.”

“He didn’t feel well?” The tug of worry wiped
away all her other emotions.

“He was tired. That’s all.” Arlene waved as
if it wasn’t a big deal but she’d basically been raised by the
woman and she knew that look of concern.

“Arlene you have to tell me what’s going
on.”

“I’ll just go wake him. He’ll want to talk to
you before you leave.”

“Arlene!” She frowned as she watched the
older woman hurry from the room.

None of it made any sense. Her father went to
bed early and slept in late. Her father looked old and the town
thought he was sick. There was only one possible explanation but
she couldn’t even begin to wrap her head around what it meant.

Her father had never really been sick in her
entire life. She had vague memories of him having the flu when she
was about eight. Other than that, he’d always been well.

Nothing had ever slowed him down. Not a cold,
not that flu and not the time he got kicked by one of the bulls and
cracked his ribs. Whatever was going on this time had slowed him
down though and that scared her.

It scared her so much that she felt that urge
to get in her car and just go again. This time it had nothing to do
with wanting to avoid the man she’d let feel her up the night
before. This time it had everything to do with that scared little
girl she buried deep down that couldn’t stand the idea of watching
her father fade away.

“Blue? Bluebell!”

The sound of Arlene’s voice yelling her name
broke her out of her worry and sent a lead ball of fear straight to
her gut. She was on her feet and halfway across the kitchen when
Arlene came back into the room. The other woman ran straight into
her and they nearly knocked each other over. When she got a look at
Arlene’s face, the stark whiteness, the fear in her big eyes, the
tears that were already pooling over her lashes she knew. She knew
something was wrong.

“Call an ambulance Blue.”

“What?” She squeaked, not able to process
anything fast enough.

“Call an ambulance.”

“What?”

“I can’t get your daddy to wake up. Call an
ambulance.” Arlene held her shoulders and spoke straight into her
face.

“Oh God… Daddy.” She tried to step past her
but Arlene held tight.

“Call an ambulance.”

 


The next couple of hours were a rush of
activity that Blue couldn’t begin to sort through. Arlene was
crying. Ambulances wailed. Bobby showed up at some point and guided
her through the steps that got her to the hospital over in
Amarillo.

Very little of what she heard punctuated the
fog of confusion and grief. Words like cancer stuck in her head,
rattled around against shock and denial. The rush of information
was too much to take so she blocked out as much of it as she
could.

The doctors filled in all the blanks they
weren’t aware she had. They filled in the answers her father had
refused to give her. The answers he might have given if he’d woken
up and come downstairs to breakfast like he was supposed to.

Lyle Carter was dying. He had pancreatic
cancer, an advanced form that had already spread beyond the organ.
He’d stopped responding to treatment.

She heard the doctors question what
medications he’d been taking. She heard Arlene explain he took a
lortab prescription for the pain but nothing else. She listened
while Bobby explained the type of pain his employer and friend had
been experiencing in his abdomen and back. She listened as it
became obvious that everyone knew more about her father than she
did.

Just as she always did when confronted with
the adults that had helped raise her she felt like a useless child.
Bobby and Arlene knew every time she’d skipped curfew or got
detention. Even now, as an adult herself, she could feel their
superiority.

They’d stayed on the ranch. They’d stayed in
Fate. They’d stayed with her father and they’d known he was sick.
She on the other hand had left and she hadn’t been back in years.
Guilt heaved against the concern.

She should have been here. She should have
come home more often. She should have known even if he hadn’t told
her.

She was his daughter. She was the last of the
Montgomery’s, the last of the Carter’s. She was the heir to the
Montgomery Oaks Ranch and she should have been here.

She felt guilty that she’d stayed gone all
these years. She felt guilty that she’d let the distance between
them grow so wide. She felt guilty that deep down in that
traitorous dark part of herself she knew she’d never loved the
ranch enough, never wanted to be here enough to actually stay.

Even when she’d come home and seen how sick
her father looked her first instinct had been to run. Even when
she’d heard the gossip in town that he had been sick and she should
have been here her first instinct was to go. She didn’t want to be
here now and that was where her greatest guilt came from because
she knew this time she had to stay.

Her daddy was dying. She couldn’t think of
anything else. He was the only family she had so he had to be okay.
She reminded herself of that as she listened to the monitors beep
and watched his chest rise and fall in response. He was too strong
to die on her. He had to be.

He was still relatively young. He’d always
been healthy. He’d always been a survivor.

It was hard to believe in those truths when
she had to watch her father lie in that bed with tubes running out
of his body. Her heart squeezed tight and she shut her eyes and
pulled in a deep breath. Tears beat at the back of her eyes for the
hundredth time but not one fell. She told herself that he’d have
been proud of her for that.

“See Daddy, no crying. I’m sucking it up.”
She murmured.

She couldn’t remember the last time she’d
cried. She was really good at pushing that urge down. She had years
of experience.

A nurse breezed into the room wearing sunny
yellow scrubs and a bright smile. Blue watched her hesitate, her
smile fading a couple of degrees. The woman moved over to check the
file at the end of the bed.

“Hi, I’m Sally.”

“Blue.”

“I’m sorry?” The woman’s head tilted
curiously.

“My name is Bluebell.” She hated her name for
the billionth time in her lifetime. “I’m his daughter.”

“That’s a pretty name.” She flipped through a
page on the files, “Your father’s vitals are improving.”

“What does that mean?”

“He may wake up soon. We’ll have to wait and
see but he appears to be coming around.”

“Good to hear. Thank you.”

“If you need anything, please just let me
know.”

“Thank you.”

She figured that was the polite answer. There
was no way to ask for a miracle and that’s all she needed. She
needed her father awake. She needed him healthy.

Her day that was supposed to be spent on the
road back to Denver was spent sitting in a hospital room where the
only noise was the constant beep of monitors. During the waiting
she called the newspaper and let them know she wouldn’t be back the
next day. When they asked about her return she gave them the only
answer she had. She didn’t know how long she’d be gone.

Bobby eventually went back to the ranch to
make sure things stayed on track. Arlene eventually stopped crying
and tried to apologize for not telling her sooner. She let them
both go and stayed by her father’s side like she should have years
ago.

She stayed by his side and she held herself
tight. She wrapped her arms around her middle and prayed if she
held tight enough the pain that felt like it was ripping her apart
would ease. She held herself together just like she had when she
was a little girl and there’d been nobody else to hold her when she
cried.

She could hear her father’s voice in her
head. It’d be easy to let go now, with him looking so frail in
front of her, when the only family she had left was dying and she
hadn’t even rated a phone call to let her know. It’d be easier to
let it out than to push it down but that wasn’t how she’d been
raised so she did what she always did.

She took a deep breath. She let it out. She
held her father’s hand and waited for him to come back so she could
be there for him like he’d never known how to be there for her.

 


It took a week. It took a week of sleeping in
a hotel room in Amarillo. It took a week of buying clothes at the
local mall and eating crappy hospital cafeteria food. It took a
week of calling the newspaper back and extending her stay. It took
a week for her to realize there wasn’t going to be a miracle and
she wasn’t going back to her real life anytime soon.

It had been a week of her father coming in
and out of consciousness and she still had no answers. Each time he
woke surlier and grumpier than the time before and in heart
wrenching pain. She tried to talk to him, to let him know she was
there but he simply stared at her for long periods of time and then
he turned away and faded back into sleep.

Arlene visited every other day, always
crying, always bringing some sort of food that Blue had yet to work
up an appetite to eat. She’d asked the older woman the same
questions and gotten only tears and apologies. Her father hadn’t
wanted her to know how bad it was and telling her shouldn’t have
fallen to the cook in his employ that just happened to have helped
raise her. She didn’t blame Arlene.

She blamed her father. She blamed him for
keeping her in the dark and not confiding in her. She could have
been there, should have been there and he’d taken that chance to be
with her father away. Now she might never have another chance to
make it right, to find some semblance of a real relationship with
him. But the more she wanted to blame the guiltier she felt.

“Daddy?” She walked into his room to find him
half-sitting, his dark eyes clearer than they’d been almost a week
and a half later.

“Son of a bitch that hurts.” He scowled at
the nurse.

“Somebody woke up on the wrong side of the
bed this morning.” Nurse Sally was back on duty and gave her a
reassuring smile.

Blue gave her a fake one in return and took
her seat next to her fathers’ bed. No need to inform Sally that was
simply the way Lyle Carter always woke. Surly by nature.

She listened to him curse some more and then,
once Sally had given up getting him to eat anything and retreated
she turned to him again. Calmly, she leaned forward and took his
big hand in hers. His hand had always been so much bigger than hers
and rough, calloused from decades of hard work. She squeezed
lightly and to her astonishment he returned the gesture before he
pulled away with a heavy harrumph.

“Daddy.”

“What?” He barked.

“Why didn’t you tell me?” It barely came out
as a whisper and she waited for the same glaze to settle over his
once lively eyes.

A long minute passed, “I was going to tell
you at breakfast. That’s why I wanted to talk to you.”

“Why didn’t you tell me before though? The
doctor told me you were diagnosed almost a year ago, that you took
treatments. They stopped working. You have cancer and you didn’t
even tell me.”

The tears worked their way into her voice but
she kept them back. She wouldn’t let him see her cry. She wouldn’t
let him break her so he could shut down but she had to watch him do
it anyway.

“What are you still doing here?”

“What?” She breathed deep.

“What are you doing here? You need to go
home.”

Her bottom lip trembled, “I am home
Daddy.”

He snorted and turned his head to face the
window. She hadn’t referred to Fate or the ranch as her home in a
very long time. Now, it was the only place she could think to be.
Maybe she had roots after all, except instead of being tied to the
land that her father adored, maybe they were simply tied to the man
himself. She steeled all of her resolve.

“I’m not leaving again Daddy. I’m going to be
here. We’re going to get through this together. We’re family. We
stick together.”

Silence was her only answer.

 


Almost two weeks after the confrontation with
Devin after Molly McBride’s wedding, Zach was sitting in a corner
booth at the Corner Diner, a clever name for the one place to get a
decent breakfast in all of Fate. Normally he wouldn’t be anywhere
near town at nine am but a promise was a promise so he sat drinking
coffee with his brothers and waiting for their meeting at the bank
to discuss a loan. He’d have rather a meteor struck down than go
through with it.

He’d only agreed to go along because he’d
dealt with the bank before. Years ago he’d gotten a loan for new
farm equipment. Despite Riley’s business degree he’d insisted his
older brother come along for the discussion of what they could get
out of First National. The three of them had always been a team so
they were going into this together despite Zach’s reservations
about buying the Montgomery land.

In anticipation of the meeting over farm
equipment he’d compiled bank statements, appraisal papers and
everything else he’d thought might help. He hadn’t done any of that
for this meeting. He’d promised Devin to look at buying the land,
that didn’t mean he had to go above and beyond. He wouldn’t do
anything to purposefully damage their chances though so there he
sat in his slacks and polo instead of on his land in his boots and
jeans.

Devin was rambling about adding more hands to
the ranch to help with the new land and the stock they’d be able to
purchase to graze it. He was half-listening. It was a fact that if
they added the extra acreage they’d eventually need more hands and
more hands meant they could buy more cattle and breed more as well.
As far as he was concerned that was years away at best though if he
mentioned that his brother would just scowl at him for raining on
his parade.

Maddie McBride sidled over with a coffee mug
and gave them a grin, “Morning boys. It’s been a while.”

“Morning.” Zach did his best to ignore the
fact that despite their ages the people in Fate would always refer
to them as boys. Together they were a group, the West boys or those
poor West boys who lost their daddy. He’d hated it for as long as
he could remember.

“Hey Maddie.”

“Good to see you again.”

His brothers were more polite. They returned
the smile and the greeting since they’d known Maddie all her life.
She was friends with Riley but she’d been batting her lashes at
Devin as long as Zach could remember, not that his brother ever
seemed to have noticed.

Seeing her opening, Maddie laid it on thick.
Cooing over how handsome they all looked in their dress clothes.
Offering to get them an extra biscuit or soft drink to go. Flirting
as easily as breathing.

It had always been like that around Fate.
Zach was mature enough to admit it wasn’t so much that they were
great catches. Sure none of them looked like they’d fallen out of
the ugly tree and hit every branch on the way down but the
attention of the nice ladies of Fate came more from a lack of
options.

It was a small town and couples married
early. They were probably the last of a handful of single men over
the age of twenty-five that hadn’t already been married, divorced
and have a gaggle of kids following them around. Problem was, he
didn’t foresee the status quo ever changing but the women of Fate
had other plans.

That’s why he steered clear these days. The
last thing he needed was one of them getting attached and thinking
he was Mr. Right. He hadn’t had any problems finding someone to
hook up with over the years but he’d taken his game outside Fate a
long time ago. He wasn’t sure his brothers had wizened up to that
trick yet.

As was natural in small towns, most of
Maddie’s flirting came at the expense of gossip. She told them all
about how Dana Wright was expecting a baby girl. She told them that
the Newton family might be moving away because Mr. Newton got an
offer to teach in Fort Worth. She told them about how Lyle Carter
had been taken to the hospital in Amarillo and that Bluebell had
refused to leave his side.

That was a story he’d heard at least a dozen
times in the past few weeks, not that he gave a shit. Lyle Carter
was dying, everybody in town knew it and like with most things
everyone in town had an opinion about it. Working on a ranch of
mostly men he’d always assumed the gossip ran a bit slower but that
hadn’t stopped his hands from gossiping as much in the barn as in
the bars after hours.

Some of the nice people of Fate thought
Carter was a mean old man who hadn’t bothered to tell his only
daughter how sick he was. Others thought Bluebell was a spoiled
little brat that had stayed gone until her daddy was on death’s
door and only came back now to get her inheritance. Not that he
cared but he wasn’t so sure where he fell.

“Zach, earth to Zach, did you hear me?”

He looked up into the almond shaped eyes that
were staring at him with a hint of annoyance now and mustered up
his best smile, “Sorry, Maddie. Just distracted by how pretty you
look this morning I guess, what were you saying?”

She blushed. She stammered. He tried not to
smirk. Maybe he still had a little bit of game after all.

“I was just saying my birthday is next week
and we’re all going over to Sully’s for some drinks. You should
join us. I’d love to see you there.”

“Really? How old are you turning?” He knew it
was rude to ask a woman her age but he didn’t care.

Even if Maddie had been his type, which she
wasn’t, he knew for a fact she was far too young for him. Some men
might get off on having a pretty young girl flirt and fall all over
herself for him. He wasn’t one of those guys. He liked his women
old enough to know what they were doing and without any childish
notions of love and marriage. Maddie did not fit that bill.

“Twenty-three.” She grinned, “You should come
do a shot with me.”

He didn’t snort which was a miracle unto
itself. When he’d been twenty-three he’d already been running the
ranch for five years. When he’d been twenty-three he’d been trying
to keep Devin out of trouble and saving every dime, nickel and
penny he could scrape together to send Riley to Tech. He hadn’t had
time for shots.

“I don’t think so.”

“Why not? Your brothers are going to be
there.” She blinked innocently.

“Oh they are, are they?” He tried not to
frown when his brothers gave him the same innocent smirk.

They’d already agreed knowing full well it
put Zach in the hot seat. He had the uncomfortable task of either
looking like an asshole by saying no again or agreeing and not
showing up. Going wasn’t an option. He’d rather stand in front of
his own tractor and let it mow him down than spend a night with a
group of twenty-three year old girls.

“Look, Maddie I…”

The bell over the door at the front of the
diner dinged. It wouldn’t have caused much of an interruption unto
itself. It must have dinged at least a dozen times as customers
went in and out while they’d been eating. This time it was
different though because that one ding rang loud over the now
silent diner. Everything fell into a hush and Zach followed the
eyes of all the others to see what had caused such a
disruption.

When his eyes landed on the face of the woman
who’d caused enough of a disruption in his life to last a lifetime
already he figured he should have known. Her blond hair was pulled
into a messy ponytail on top of her head. She was wearing a rumpled
cutoff sweatshirt that appeared to be at least a size too big and
fell off one shoulder with a pair of holey jeans. She looked a
little pale, her blue eyes a little too big on her drawn face.

Truth be told she looked like hell. Which was
why he couldn’t for the life of him explain why his body reacted
like a horny high-school kid that had just set sights on the head
cheerleader in a mini-skirt. Damn Bluebell Montgomery Carter to
hell if he’d do a thing about it though.


Chapter Eight

 


 


Blue could feel every set of eyes in the
diner land on her. She could practically hear her own heart rate
the silence was so thick. Obviously the gossip mongers had been
busy while she was away in Amarillo but she was too tired to care.
She wanted a latte, a real live latte instead of that sludge they
served at the hospital or the black as night stuff Arlene made for
the hands in the bunkhouse.

She knew her appearance wouldn’t help
matters. No doubt the minute she turned her back they’d all be
whispering about how awful she looked. She was going to let them.
She’d been in her own personal hell for nearly two straight weeks
so they could all go there if they thought she cared about what
they had to say.

Still, when her skin itched she knew it
wasn’t from one of the casual observers. It only took her eyes a
second to pick up on what her body already knew. Zach West was
here. Great, just great. She avoided direct eye contact. From the
look burning on that handsome face he was still mad at her for what
happened at Molly’s wedding.

Right now she was too exhausted to be
humiliated. She’d be humiliated after she got her latte and some
caffeine into her veins. She’d be humiliated after she got a decent
night’s sleep. Right now, her brain was only working on auto-pilot
so not even the memories that came from seeing him, the ones of his
smooth lips or coarse hands on her body were going to do much for
her.

“Oh, Bluebell. Hi!” A pretty young girl
holding a pot of coffee careened towards her with a sad pout, “I
was so sorry to hear about your daddy.”

It took her a couple extra seconds to place
Maddie in the apron. Molly’s younger sister had always been a
quiet, sweet girl. She’d been one of the only other unmarried
bridesmaids so they’d bonded a little. She’d also been the crier.
Blue returned her hug lightly and prayed the girl didn’t erupt into
another fit of tears now.

“Thanks Maddie.”

“How’s he doing?”

She half expected to see the gleam of delight
in the other woman’s eyes. No doubt every nearby table was waiting
with baited breath for her answer. It would be all over town in a
matter of minutes. The only reason she answered was that Maddie
looked like she actually cared and it had been a while since
somebody asked her that question with honest concern. She took a
deep breath and shrugged.

“It’s touch and go still. He’s in and out of
consciousness but the doctors said we should be able to move him
home soon.”

Which was why she was back in Fate now. She’d
come home to make the necessary preparations. Her father could come
home from the hospital but only if she set up a home health care
system. He needed a nurse and a bunch of pain meds and IV’s and
other necessities to make him comfortable.

She hated that word. Comfortable. The doctors
kept saying they just needed to make him comfortable. How was she
supposed to get comfortable with her father dying? She
couldn’t.

But he’d finally turned to her and scowled
that if she was going to insist on putting her life on hold and
sticking around she might as well figure out a way to get him home.
He refused to die in a hospital in Amarillo. She refused to think
about him dying at all but she’d eventually given in and offered to
go back to the ranch to prepare it for him.

How was she supposed to prepare the ranch for
his death? She had no idea where to start. Step one had been
getting a freaking latte. That’s as far as she’d gotten in her
planning.

“Well it’s good to hear he’ll be home. I’m
sure he hates being cooped up in a hospital.” Maddie stroked her
arm comfortingly.

“You have no idea.”

“I’d heard you were heading back to Denver
after the wedding. Are you still leaving soon?” Maddie asked.

“No. I’ll be sticking around for a
while.”

She shoved a loose hair behind her ear and
tried to push down the nausea that came along with that statement.
She had no idea how long a while would be. She was stuck in Fate
just as she’d feared. She was stuck watching her father die and she
had no idea how long that would take or if she’d even be able to
handle it.

“Excuse me; I’m just going to get a latte.”
She stepped around Maddie, “Thanks for asking about Daddy.”

“Of course, we put him on the prayer list at
the First Baptist.” Maddie offered.

Blue moved to the counter but she kept her
head down. She was fully aware that while a lot of the diners had
at least pretended to return to their meals and coffee a particular
set of green eyes remained trained on her. She might not have the
energy to worry about Zach’s reaction to her continued presence in
Fate but that didn’t mean she was oblivious to the dark cloud that
hung over his head as he glared at her.

“Thanks again.”

“Here, let me get you that latte.” Maddie
gave her another pat on the shoulder and slipped behind the counter
while Blue awkwardly perched on one of the stools. “We were all
wondering where you disappeared to during Molly’s reception. You
left so early we didn’t know what went wrong. I guess now we
do.”

Her head jerked up before common sense could
tell her not to do it. Her eyes met Zach’s. He was sitting close
enough to hear the conversation and his eyes narrowed. His dark
brows furrowed and she ducked her head again.

Something had definitely gone wrong alright
but it hadn’t had a thing to do with her father. Still, she’d thank
her lucky stars if the people in town chalked up her rushing out of
the reception to him. It was better than the alternative.

“Yeah, I had to go because of my daddy.
That’s why I couldn’t stick around and say goodbye. I wasn’t
thinking clearly.”

That deep chuckle that made her insides quake
echoed in her ears. Zach was laughing at her. Let him, odds were he
wouldn’t contradict her story since she’d all but left him with his
pants around his ankles. That had to be as humiliating for him as
it had been for her right? She was going to have to bet on it.

“I wouldn’t have been thinking clearly if I
got the call my daddy was in the hospital either.” Maddie assured
her, “Your latte will be just a couple of minutes. It’s a new
machine but it’s a little slow setting it up. We don’t get much
call for those around here.”

“No problem.” Blue kept her head down,
thinking to remain as invisible as possible and then changed her
mind, “I’ll just run to the restroom while I wait. Be right
back.”

She slipped off the stool and practically
raced down the back hallway to where she knew the bathrooms were
located. She didn’t need to use it. She just needed somewhere to
hide out for a couple of minutes until she could make her escape.
She couldn’t sit out there in the diner amid the silence of their
judgment knowing the place would erupt in gossip when she walked
away. She should have known better than to stop in town but she’d
been half-asleep and in desperate need of decent coffee.

Washing her hands she took stock of the mess
that she looked like in the chipped mirror. She’d lost some weight
since she didn’t have an appetite the past two weeks. Arlene kept
shoving food at her and she kept giving it to the nurses. How she
was supposed to eat when she felt like throwing up most of her
waking hours was beyond her.

Still, she needed to give her body something
to work with if she was really sticking around the ranch. Living on
a ranch was hard work. She was going to need her energy as much to
deal with that place as to deal with her stubborn, difficult
father.

Blue wiped away a mascara stain under her
eyes only to realize it was a dark circle. She gave up all hope of
righting her face or her life right then. She couldn’t deal with
anything else until she had at least ten ounces of warm brown
liquid coating her stomach.

Apparently Fate had different ideas about
that though because when she stepped back out into the hallway she
came face to face with its one citizen she’d been set on avoiding.
Her mouth went dry and her eyes darted around the half-lit hallway.
She was semi-alone with Zach West and the last time that had
happened he’d had his hand in her panties. Damn.

No, double damn, because despite being
exhausted, despite being embarrassed, humiliated even, her body
still heated under his dark gaze. He was wearing slacks; something
he hadn’t even donned for the wedding, with dress shoes and another
polo. This one was a light blue and only emphasized his sun tanned
skin and the coiled muscles below.

Seeing him look so good she finally stopped
blaming herself for letting things get out of control the night of
Molly’s wedding. She was lucky to have come to her senses when she
did but it was staggering she’d been able to walk away from him
really. She deserved a good-girl medal or something.

“What are you doing here?”

His eyes narrowed, “Are you going to ask me
that every time we run into each other?”

She swallowed hard and shrugged. He had a
point. Couldn’t she think of anything else to say?

“It’s nice to see you again. You’re looking
well.”

“Thanks.” He snorted this time and his gaze
raked down her from head to toe and then back up, he met her eyes
when he said, “You look like hell.”

“Wow. Okay. Thanks.” She shook her head.
Obviously he was still upset. She was having a tough time caring
since she’d been thinking about how hot he looked and he was
telling her she looked like a mess.

“You run out of makeup or something? I think
they sell that stuff over at the pharmacy.”

Her chin tilted up of its own accord, “Thanks
for the tip.”

“Just trying to be helpful. Most of the
ladies around these parts don’t go out without the full arsenal of
liner and mascara and all that crap. Guess now I can see why.”

“Well so much for the gentlemen cowboy act
huh?” The words fell out of her mouth with a snarl before she could
think to contain them. She’d have slapped her hands over her mouth
if she’d thought fast enough. She shouldn’t have brought that up;
bringing it up only brought back other memories, ones she did not
want to discuss with him ever.

His green eyes flashed and a smile curled at
his lips but it wasn’t the same easy, flirtatious one she’d liked
so much on that handsome face. This smile was decidedly dangerous,
tinged in something darker. She knew her mistake the minute she’d
made it. She wasn’t dealing with the nice guy he kept on the
surface. The man towering over her now was unquestionably more
hazardous than that.

“I told you I wasn’t a gentleman but in case
you didn’t hear me, I think getting you off in a church parking lot
should have more than proven that point.”

Her cheeks flushed. She should have known he
was going to bring it up. He wanted to talk about it. Her life just
kept spiraling further out of reach.

“Then again, most ladies don’t run out on a
man after he gives her an orgasm without so much as a thank you so
I figure we’re about even on manners.”

“A thank you? That’s what this is about?” She
rolled her eyes, “Fine. Thank you Zach, thank you oh so very
much.”

“It’s a little late for that now baby-doll.”
His gaze lowered to her mouth. “And you still owe me one… actually
I guess that makes two now.”

Her mouth actually fell open, “You’re not
actually implying that I’d… because you…” She couldn’t make the
words come out. She was appalled.

He laughed, “An orgasm for an orgasm? Why
Bluebell, you’re going to make me blush. Ladies don’t talk like
that. I just meant that test drive of the Audi of course.”

She’d been raised to be a lady no matter what
he might think. Sure letting a virtual stranger up her skirt in a
church parking lot wasn’t exactly proper but she had manners. She
knew that when a person tried to rile her she was supposed to smile
sweetly, bless their heart and walk away. And he was trying to rile
her and doing a really good job of it, so much so that combined
with her exhaustion she couldn’t keep her smart ass response from
rolling off her tongue.

“You think that one orgasm is worth driving
the R8? Hardly.”

One corner of his mouth slid up, “Oh I
suppose you’ve had better?”

“Yep.”

“Bet none faster though,” his smile widened,
“I barely touched you and you went off like a firecracker.”

Damn him for pointing out the obvious. She
had never come from a man’s touch that fast. Ever. And that was
embarrassing to admit even to herself let alone the stranger that’d
done it to her.

“Your ego is too big for your own good.”

“My ego is backed up by the facts.” He took a
step closer in the small hallway, “And you already know how big the
rest of me is so it shouldn’t be that surprising.”

“You’re really not going to let this go are
you?” She stepped back and collided with the wall. Her funny bone
smarted but there wasn’t a thing she found funny about her current
situation. She winced and rubbed it with her index fingers.

“Blue? Bluebell are you back there? Your
latte is getting cold.” The sound of Maddie’s voice came closer and
she breathed a sigh of relief and took the opportunity to put a
couple extra feet between herself and the overwhelming man in front
of her.

“Payback’s a bitch Bluebell.” He shook his
head and ignored the intrusion.

“I’m coming Maddie. Be right there.” She
called as the other woman stopped at the mouth of the hallway and
stared between them curiously. The last thing she needed was gossip
that she’d been in the back hall of the diner with Zach West making
the circuit. “I was just thanking Zach for asking about Daddy.”

“Oh okay.” Maddie shrugged but remained where
she was, waiting for her.

Zach chuckled that dark rumble that made her
insides ache, “Yeah. As I was saying… it’s good to know you’ll be
in town for a while. I’ll be seeing you around Bluebell.”

She bit her lip to keep from laughing. It
wasn’t so much a goodbye as a threat. She should probably have been
worried but she wasn’t. Zach was definitely a big, overwhelming guy
but she didn’t believe a threat coming from those lips no matter
how dark his edges might be. If he’d wanted to get payback he could
have grabbed her at the wedding, kept her from leaving. That wasn’t
his style.

“Bye Zach.”

She followed Maddie back to the front of the
diner and paid for her latte. Still, she was going to be in Fate
for a while which meant she’d have to do a better job of avoiding
him. It shouldn’t be that hard. It was a small town but she lived
on a ranch outside of town and so did he. Their paths wouldn’t
cross that often and she figured she’d held her own against him
pretty well even if it did.

That thought kept her company as she got in
the R8 and tore out of town. With the windows down and the stereo
blasting Carrie Underwood it was easier to pretend she was just out
for a drive, rolling down the road without a care in the world. It
was easier to pretend her life wasn’t falling apart all around
her.

The house was dark as she pulled to a stop in
front and for that much she was grateful. Arlene had been visiting
her father, taking her spot by the side of his bed while Blue was
away. Bobby had taken a load of cattle over to Lubbock. None of the
other hands would dare set foot in the house which meant she was
alone for a little while and could take a nice long shower and then
an even longer nap.

The quietness of the house when the big oak
door slammed behind her caught her off guard. She’d always hated
how quiet this house was. It hadn’t always been that way. Her
mother had often left music playing as she went from room to room.
She’d leave a television going in the background while she read a
book or cooked supper. Some of those instances were memories, she
was afraid most of them were simply stories she’d heard over the
years from Arlene and Alice though.

Much like her bedroom, nothing in the big
ranch house had changed in the years she’d been away. She hadn’t
really expected it to. Despite growing up in the house nothing in
it had been changed from the time she was five years old other than
her bed and her clothes growing with her until she left.

The same large framed photograph of her
mother, father and herself as a baby hung above the fireplace. The
same smaller pictures dotted the other tables, some from the baby
beauty pageants her mother had entered her in, some of her done up
in her rhinestone boots and cowboy hat with her father. This had
been home for the girl in those pictures; she wasn’t sure what it
was to her now.

She’d told her father she was home when he
tried to send her away. Had that been a lie? The truth she’d never
seen for herself? Nowhere else had ever felt like home either so by
default did that make this ranch and Fate her home?

Her condo in Denver was fantastic but it was
a rental property like all the others had been. She’d never owned a
piece of land or a house. She’d always known there was no point
because with her job she’d be moving again in a few years and she’d
just wind up losing money on it. It had worked for her for the past
few years.

But it wouldn’t keep working if she didn’t
get back to her job. She was freelance which meant she was easily
replaceable. She was a hard worker that always got the top projects
but they’d only hold the spot for her for so long before they were
forced to give it to somebody else.

And she didn’t know how long she was going to
be away. The doctors weren’t giving her any hard facts. They said
there was no way of knowing. Her father was in the final stages of
the disease. He was dying but that could take days, weeks or
months.

She was still trying to wrap her head around
what all that meant. She couldn’t begin to look at what it meant
once he was dead and what that would mean to her life. No mother,
no father, just a ranch that she’d never loved and had no idea how
to run.

She needed to talk to her father. She knew
it. He had to know it despite his stubbornness. So for now she had
to focus on getting him home and getting him comfortable. If she
could take care of that, maybe she could get him to finally open up
and tell her what she was supposed to do.

 


Another week passed before her father was
well enough to be moved home. Blue had taken care of all the
arrangements. He had a live-in nurse. He had a hospital bed in his
bedroom and the old oak set was taken into storage. He was home but
if she’d thought that would make him any easier to deal with she’d
been painfully wrong.

“What do you think you’re doing?” He woke
from another bout of sleep that had kept him out all night and half
the day and scowled at her.

She looked up from the magazine she was
reading. He looked just as he had every other time when he woke.
Unhappy, stubborn and annoyed, and all of it was directed straight
at her. She sighed and put the magazine aside.

“I’m looking after you Daddy. What else would
I be doing?”

“Your job for one. You still got one of those
right?”

She took a deep breath and let it out. Just
once she’d like for him to wake up and smile. Just once she’d like
him to wake up and be happy to see her. Why did he always have to
push her away and why did it still hurt so damn much?

“Yeah, I took a leave of absence.”

“Well that’s stupid.” He grumbled, “I don’t
need you here tending to me. I got the nurses and the doctors and
if I need anything Arlene or Bobby can get it for me.”

Yeah, he had everybody he needed, everybody
but his daughter. He didn’t want her here. He couldn’t make that
any more clear but she wasn’t going to let him die without his only
family member by his side.

“You should just go on back to Atlanta or
wherever it is you’re living these days.”

She bit her lip. Did he really think she
still lived in Atlanta? That had been five years ago. She lived in
Denver. They’d talked about her apartment and the view of the
mountains. They’d talked about John Elway for God’s sake.

“Denver Daddy. I live in Denver.”

“Same difference.”

“Sure.” She sighed, “Can I get you anything?
Water? The mail? Do you want to watch television?”

“I haven’t watched daytime television once in
my life and I ain’t going to start now girl.” He snarled, “Bobby’s
supposed to be coming by with some spreadsheets. Has he been
here?”

“I think I saw him talking to Arlene.”

“Well go get him already.”

He couldn’t send her back to Denver but that
wouldn’t stop him from trying to send her away. He did it as often
as he opened his eyes these last few days. She’d stopped trying to
breach the subject of the ranch or why he’d kept his illness a
secret from her. The last time he’d nearly pulled his IV out trying
to get away from her and cursed for a solid hour from the pain
afterwards. Their only conversations were him kicking her out of
his room.

“Okay.” She reluctantly stood and went to the
door but it opened just as she reached it and Bobby marched
inside.

“It’s about damn time Bob. You get done
flirting with Arlene and decide it’s time to work?”

Blue blinked at the strange comment. Bobby
flirting with Arlene? Was that a joke? Her father didn’t know how
to joke.

“Keep your pants on. I’m here ain’t I?” Bobby
growled right back and then smiled, “Hi there Bluebell.”

“Hi Bobby.” She gave him a welcoming hug.

Hugs from Bobby had always been a highlight
of her childhood. Unlike her father he was a warm and welcoming
presence. He knew how to laugh and love and smile. She couldn’t
remember if her father had ever hugged her as tightly as Bobby had
over the years.

“How’re you holding up girl?”

“Just fine.”

Bobby might be more open than her father but
he was still a ranch-hardened old man and he wasn’t really asking.
She kept it all locked down where it was supposed to be. She was
far from fine but hell could freeze over before she admitted it to
one of these men.

“Good to hear. You were always a strong one.”
He winked playfully.

“Where’ve you been?” Lyle frowned.

“I told you yesterday that Amy was in the
hospital. She had her little girl, Ally Beth.” Bobby beamed with
pride. “I’m a granddaddy again.”

She’d heard over the past few weeks that
Billy’s wife was due with their third baby soon. Her mouth had
nearly fallen open since he was just a few years older than her.
Sure families started early in Fate, that didn’t mean she
understood the urge to pop out babies as quick as God could make
them, not that she wouldn’t like to have some one day herself. Just
one day in the distant future, where she also had a man to help her
raise them up right.

The knot in her throat strangled her
congratulations. She was so far from finding a good man she
couldn’t even see his silhouette on the horizon anymore. Maybe if
she’d stayed in Denver one of the nice successful business types
would have panned out but in Fate… she’d end up an old maid just as
everyone had always suspected.

“Must be nice. You’ve got a whole litter now
and I ain’t even got one.”

“Grandkids? You’ve never mentioned you wanted
grandkids.” Blue turned at the sound of her father’s voice and her
head tilted curiously.

“Didn’t think I should have to.” He
grumbled.

Her mouth opened and then closed again.
Grandkids. He wanted grandkids? Was that why he was so grouchy when
he asked about her life? Is that what he’d always meant by her
needing roots? He wanted her to settle down and pop out a batch of
grandkids for him? He’d probably been hoping for a male heir so he
could leave the ranch to somebody that might love it like he did.
She nearly choked on that thought and the guilt curled up her spine
again.

“I’ll let you guys work.” She mumbled and
raced for the door, needing some fresh air.

No her father would never live to see a
grandchild. Even if she’d had sex in the past few months, which she
hadn’t, he’d be gone before she delivered. That was something she
couldn’t think about though so instead she pushed it to the back of
her mind and found ways to distract herself from the elephant in
the room. Her father was dying and she was still just a lost little
girl.

She went into town and had her hair
highlighted at the Curl Up & Dye salon. As it turned out her
old high school friend Jenny Sue owned it and they caught up over
bleaching strips. Jenny Sue was divorced with two kids but her
scumbag ex as she liked to call him took the little boys every
other weekend so she was free the next night. Blue made plans to
get a beer with her and a couple of the other women just to have
something to do outside the house.

When she returned her father was asleep again
so she curled up on the couch and watched reality television. It
had always made her feel better about her own life. She could turn
it on and watch those suckers make ridiculously stupid choices and
know she had it better than them. It usually helped her mood.
Tonight though it just reminded her of how bad her own life was
failing so she turned it off and went to bed early, resigned that
tomorrow was a different day.


Chapter Nine

 


 


Technically Sully’s was the only bar in Fate
but if you crossed the county line just a few miles outside of town
there was a dance hall that backed up to the river. They played the
music too loud and poured the drinks too stiff. Typically, the
night ended with at least one punch being thrown when an Aggie and
a Longhorn had the misfortune of meeting up. It was not the type of
place that Blue ever thought she’d set foot inside.

She hadn’t been worried when Jenny Sue gave
her the directions. No, the worry had come when her old friend
informed her if she had anything cowgirl sexy, she better pull it
out of the back of the closet because silk and stilettos would get
her killed in a place like the Roadhouse. Since she had the
misfortune of having only her weekend wardrobe, what she’d bought
in Amarillo while her father was in the hospital and her high
school clothes she’d had to resort to some creativity.

As she stood outside the crowded
establishment in a gravel parking lot she wondered if she hadn’t
gone quite far enough. The jacked up trucks and motorcycles that
lined the edges of the lot tipped her off that the Audi was out of
place and so was she. The men and women staring at her as she
crawled from the car had set her teeth on edge. There were more
tattoos and missing teeth in this bunch than she’d seen in the
prison documentaries on Discovery channel.

Fate prided itself on being a quiet,
respectable southern town so odds were most of the people inside
weren’t locals. They’d be the country mainstays, the ones that
lived further out of town on the edges of civilization probably.
The others were just passing through as several of the tags read
from out of state. That gave her a dash of confidence. At least
she’d be facing strangers and not the good folks of First Baptist
because she needed a drink or five.

She’d spent the day at her father’s side
getting reprimanded for everything from chewing gum to simply
breathing. She couldn’t take it anymore. She needed to get out of
the house, away from the ranch and the man that wished she’d leave
him alone. She’d never been happier she’d agreed to get a beer with
an old friend.

She needed to feel like she had some
semblance of a life other than sitting and waiting for her father
to tell her what he wanted from her before he died. She’d offered
to spend her days working the ranch but he’d laughed long and hard
about that one. He’d never taught her more than the basics and
despite her arguments that she was plenty smart enough to pick it
up he’d given her a stern no and went so far as to force Bobby to
do the same when she tried to ignore him and clean out the barn
anyway.

Montgomery Oaks was a big place with a
thousand working parts. She was certain there was something she
could do other than make her bed and help Arlene wash dishes
occasionally but nobody would let her. She was a girl. Her place
was in the house. Except her father was now in the house and he
didn’t seem to want her there either.

She’d spent a lot of time over the past few
weeks thinking about what she could do, of what would need to be
done when her father passed away. Somebody was going to inherit the
hundreds of acres and have to take on the responsibility of tending
to it and the cattle and the other animals and employees and
paychecks and everything else that went along with a business. She
had no idea how to do any one of those things and she didn’t even
know if her father planned to give her the ranch. All the questions
without answers just left her spinning her wheels with nothing to
do.

So tonight she was doing something for
herself. She’d pulled out an old white sundress from her closet. It
still fit miraculously enough though it was a bit tighter in the
breast department than she remembered it. Still, it hit mid-thigh
which was high enough to be sassy and go nicely with her old cowboy
boots without being slutty.

Her boots she’d found at the back of the
closet. They’d been her most prized possession in high school. She
couldn’t remember why she didn’t take them with her to college.
They had a slight heel to them and were bright cherry red leather
with tiny little hearts cut into each side at the top.

She paired the dress with her mother’s old
custom-made belt that her father had given her on her fifteenth
birthday. It was dark leather, stiff from never being used, but
gorgeous nonetheless. It had “Montgomery” burned into the back and
the buckle was etched with the Montgomery Oaks brand. She’d rarely
worn it since it was her mothers and because it had always been a
notch too tight. With her sudden weight loss, it fit perfectly
around her waist.

The quick look in the mirror before she left
the house said all she wanted it to say. She might not have roots.
She might have left Fate behind a decade ago but she’d been born a
Texan and she damn sure knew how to dress like one when the
occasion called.

When she walked into the Roadhouse she was
happy Jenny Sue had informed her to dress up. Her friend had been
right. If she’d shown up in a place like this in stilettos she’d
have probably been mugged. Her outfit was more cute than sexy but
at least she had boots and a belt buckle. That appeared to be the
major trend in the dance hall along with ten gallon hats for the
men.

She spotted Jenny Sue waving from a table
near the bar and headed over as quickly as she could amid the
crowd. The rest of the women at the table had taken up their
friends call to arms and they stood to give her hugs as she reached
them. Blue wasn’t sure she’d been hugged as much in ten years away
as she had been in the past three weeks.

Jenny Sue made the introductions, “Girls, I’m
sure you all remember Bluebell.”

Jenny Sue had never been a particularly close
friend of hers in high school. They’d simply hung out in the same
circles off and on. That didn’t keep her from acting as if not a
day had passed since they were swapping bubble gum and reading each
others diaries though, just like a true Texan.

And just like a true Texan, Jenny Sue had
gone all out for the dance hall. In high school she’d had dark
brown hair and big brown eyes. Being a hairdresser now though, she
had dark and light streaks of mahogany and honey brown and tonight
it was teased into big curls around her face. Many of the other
women sported similar looks and Blue wondered if Jenny Sue didn’t
fix all of their hair.

“This is Tara Newton, she was a year ahead of
us but we all had athletics together remember? She was on the
cheerleading squad.”

“Yeah. You were always the flyer right?”

“Yes. I can’t believe you remember that.” The
petite blonde that had most definitely been a brunette in high
school cooed. “And it’s Tara Newton Hayes now. I married Hank.”

“Oh well congratulations.”

Blue tried not to let her surprise show. This
tiny little woman that couldn’t be more than 5’3 had married Hank
Hayes? Hank “the tank” Hayes? He’d been the biggest linebacker on
the Fate Falcons football team. He could probably squash her if he
didn’t look where he stepped.

“Thank you.” Tara grinned, “Are you
married?”

“No.”

“Oh well that’s okay. We’re all going to
pretend to be single tonight anyway.” A brunette gave a wide smile
and everyone giggled.

“Peggy Sutton Daniels Lambert, though you
probably remember her without so many last names.” Jenny Sue
giggled and Blue really did smile that time. “She’s trying to give
Elizabeth Taylor a run for her money with the number of times she
was married.”

“Sometimes you have to kiss a few frogs.
Turns out, that’s all I’ve ever kissed.” Peggy shrugged as if the
other women weren’t making fun of her. “It’s nice to see you
Bluebell.”

“Please, call me Blue. All of you,
really.”

“Oh so cute.” Tara grinned. “Now, let’s get
you a drink.”

“Sounds good to me.” Blue took the extra
chair between Tara and Jenny Sue as they waved for a waitress.

As they caught up on their lives and sipped
their beers Blue scanned the heavy crowd. Nearly every table was
filled and the dance floor overflowed with people. Cowboy hats
moved at a steady two-step in a broad circular motion. The
occasional baseball cap stuck out on occasion. Only a handful of
men had braved the bar sans headgear and immediately her eyes were
drawn to a head that peeked out higher than the others, covered in
neatly trimmed dark brown stubble.

Yes, Zach West would always stand out, even
in a crowd. His big body moved gracefully across the dance floor.
There were too many people between them for her to get a long
eyeful but short drinks were enough to put together the basics. He
could dance, really dance, which kind of annoyed her almost as much
as his attitude and jokes had the other day. If he could dance like
that why had they simply swayed at the wedding like left-footed
fools?

Still, her eyes didn’t seem to mind he’d
insulted her just a week ago. No, all her eyes cared about was
watching those long legs encased in dark denim and that broad chest
in another pearl-snap shirt. This one was pure white and despite
the white undershirt beneath it she could just make out the curls
of that tattoo she’d noticed on the highway. The white should have
given him a softer edge but it just reinforced all the dark hard
lines instead and her mouth watered despite herself.

The song ended and the woman he was dancing
with threw herself against him for a tight hug. She watched him
give her one squeeze and two pats on the back before he released
the woman and turned her back towards a nearby table. As much as
her pride enjoyed the fact he hadn’t seemed phased by the woman
rubbing herself against him she prayed he didn’t see her. Tonight
was supposed to be relaxing and there was nothing relaxed about her
body when that man was within fifty yards.

“Why, Bluebell Montgomery Carter, I never
thought I’d see the day.” A loud male voice caught the attention of
everyone around them and she cringed.

Zach froze. His head turned and his gaze
found her in an instant. He stared at her for a long second, so
long that she forgot somebody had yelled her name and squealed in
surprise as two big strong arms picked her up from her chair and
spun her in a circle.

“Austin?” She desperately hoped her dress was
still around her thighs and not up around her waist, “Austin Wayne
Evans you put me down this instant.”

Oh she sounded just like his mother when she
said shit like that. It was a side effect of the fact Arlene had
practically raised her. Still, it was one thing to sound like
somebody else’s mother; it was another to scold them in that same
tone of voice.

“You sound just like my mama when you say
that.” He laughed and lifted her higher so she could get a good
look at his face.

Austin Evans had never worked at Montgomery
Oaks like his mother and older sister. He’d been too busy playing
football and working an after school job at the mechanic’s shop.
Still, he was only two years older than her so he’d been a
surrogate big brother for her in a way, right up until they hit
their teenager years and things had gotten more awkward than if
they’d been kissing cousins.

“Put me down Austin. People are staring.”

“Darlin’ if you haven’t figured out by now
that people always stare at you then you ain’t as bright as I
thought you were.” He winked playfully but let her slip back to the
ground. “How’s your daddy?”

“Doing okay.”

“Mama said you were staying with him, didn’t
think I’d ever see you out here at the Roadhouse though.”

“Yeah, I’m just having some drinks with a
couple of old friends.”

“Needed to get out of the house for a
while?”

“Yeah, something like that.”

She got distracted by the sight of a familiar
broad chest over Austin’s shoulder. Zach was heading back to the
dance floor. This time he had a redhead on his arm. Seemed she’d
been right when she figured the man could get any woman in town he
wanted. He spun away from them across the floor and she was treated
to his ass cupped in dark denim. No big surprise with a body like
that she supposed.

“Blue?”

“Huh?” She pulled her eyes away.

“I said we should catch up while you’re in
town. I’m headed out, early day tomorrow and all but we can get
dinner, catch a movie. Do it up right.”

“Oh um… yeah, let’s get a drink and catch
up.” She changed the plans so they sounded less like a date.

Austin wasn’t stupid though, he grinned, “I
always did have a crush on you Bluebell and you’re just as pretty
as ever. I’ll be seeing you around town. You can bet on it.”

She watched Austin Evans walk away and
silently kicked herself. He was a nice looking guy and yeah, she’d
known he had a crush on her since they were kids. Why couldn’t she
go to dinner with him? It’s not like there was anybody keeping her
from dating while she was in Fate.

Zach turned the corner nearby with his new
dance partner and she blew out a heavy sigh. Yep, definitely nobody
keeping her from dating, nobody but herself. Not that she could
date Austin. She wasn’t staying in Fate permanently and if she
started something up with him Arlene would be planning their
wedding before the sun rose.

“Bluebell.” Jenny Sue’s voice pulled her back
to reality, “Come say hello to my brother Jimmy. You remember him
from high school don’t you?”

If she’d known she was going to a high school
reunion she’d have started drinking earlier. She took a deep breath
and turned back to their table. She was surprised by the man
standing next to her friend and had to do a double take.

She did remember Jimmy from high school but
that gangly kid couldn’t have been any different from the man in
front of her now. He’d grown up. He was a couple of years younger
than them, two or was it three? She couldn’t remember but now he
was taller, broader, not big or bulky though, lean. He’d grown into
his smile too, which was slightly lopsided in an endearing sort of
way. That was new too, as was that slightly predatory glint in his
dark brown eyes. He definitely hadn’t had the game to pull off that
look when she’d seen him last.

“Nice to see you again Bluebell.”

“You too Jimmy.”

“How’s your daddy doing? I’d heard he had a
stay in the hospital.”

“He’s back home now. Thanks for asking.”

“You’re looking good. Wherever you’ve been
hiding yourself seems to agree with you.” His eyes flashed with
that dark edge as they lingered on her breasts before returning to
her eyes.

“I’m in Denver.” She ignored the look.

“Really? I have a friend that lives up there.
How about you do me the pleasure of a dance and we can find out if
you know each other? Small world and all that?”

He was already wrapping an arm around her
waist to lead her to the dance floor. She’d have had a hard time
coming up with a reason to say no. After all, this was Texas,
dancing wasn’t an option, it was a lifestyle. As was flirting, that
thought immediately had her eyes wandering the floor.

She didn’t have to look hard to find the big
hard body. Normally she wouldn’t have flirted back with Jimmy. She
wasn’t interested, not really. But she didn’t like the idea of
being a wallflower while the only guy in the room she actually
wanted to dance with paraded a string of women around the floor.
Still, she didn’t want to give Jimmy any ideas so she kept her body
firmly away from his when he tried to pull her close and she
insisted on talking about his friend over the George Strait song as
they two-stepped.

Even with the loud music, even with Jimmy
talking, she could make out Zach’s rumbling voice behind her every
few turns. He was close enough she could make out his voice but not
what he said. All she heard was the answering giggles of the
brunette that was back in his arms.

She wondered if he was dating one of the
women in the parade. After all, it had been nearly a month since
their catastrophe in the parking lot at Molly’s wedding. That was
plenty of time to fall in love and plan forever with a woman in
Fate. She’d seen it happen before, dozens of times.

“Guess you don’t know Steve then.” Jimmy
yelled to be heard.

“Guess not. It’s a big city though, lots of
strangers.”

The song came to an end and she turned to
head back to her table before Jimmy could make the mistake of
asking for another dance. One song had been more than enough for
her feet which would no doubt be black and blue from him stepping
on them for the past three and a half minutes. She’d forgotten that
everybody in Texas danced; they all just didn’t do it well.

In her rush to get off the dance floor she
turned and ran smack into a big, broad chest. Hadn’t she just heard
Zach’s voice on the other side of the floor? How on earth did she
keep running into him? She cursed and kept her eyes averted.

“Sorry.”

“No problem.” His big hands released her
shoulders and she stepped back.

“Blue!” A woman shrieked forcing her to tip
her eyes up far enough to see the face of the brunette on Zach’s
arm.

By the time her brain processed recognition
she was already engulfed in a tight hug that sent her stumbling
backwards two paces. This time Jimmy was forced to catch them and
he laughed as he steadied the two women. They were now sandwiched
between the two men and she wished with all her old Dorothy from
the Wizard of Oz rerun memories that she could simply click her red
boot heels and go home.

“Blue! Oh! My Lord!” The brunette drawled,
“It has absolutely been forever if it’s even been a day.”

“Victoria. Hi. It’s nice to see you.”

Nice wouldn’t have been the word teenager
Bluebell would have used but she drew on every ounce of her charm
school training and manners. Victoria Sands had been public enemy
number one at Fate High School and she’d used all of her power and
authority to make Blue’s life a living hell. She’d made fun of her
clothes and her hair and occasionally the fact that she didn’t have
a mother.

That had lasted right up until tenth grade
when Blue had enough and punched her in the face. Things had gotten
a lot easier after that. Still, her warm greeting was classic Fate.
Nobody remembered the past if it was dirty and nobody held a
grudge. Nobody it seemed but Blue so she bit her tongue and played
along.

“You too, though I heard about your daddy
dying.”

“He has cancer but he’s holding strong for
now actually.”

“Oh well, bless your heart. You’ve only had
him for so long and now to think you might lose him too. We’ve been
praying for him at the First Baptist.”

A deep breath later Blue smiled politely,
“Thank you for that Victoria.” She tilted her chin up, “Hello again
Zach.”

“Bluebell.”

“You two know each other?” Victoria’s head
tilted suspiciously.

It had been three weeks since he gave her a
mind-blowing orgasm with nothing but the touch of his hand. That
time period allowed her the ability not to blush. Still, it had
only been a week since his threat of retribution and her stomach
flip-flopped with apprehension.

“It’s a small town. We all know each other
right?” She shrugged in what she hoped looked like
indifference.

“Some more so than others.” A smile curled at
one corner of Zach’s mouth, “So how do you two know each
other?”

“Oh we went to charm school together when we
were little girls.” Victoria practically beamed.

That was an interesting answer. Blue would
have gone with, “She liked to torture me for fun” but since
Victoria seemed set on flirting with Zach she could hardly be
expected to out her evil tendencies. Blue thought about doing it
for her and then she realized where the comment came from. Victoria
had always enjoyed pointing out her flaws in charm school. No doubt
she could expect more of the same.

“Charm school huh?” Zach’s gaze never left
Bluebell.

“Yeah, I suppose it stuck for one of us, not
so much the other.” She grinned despite herself and watched his
green eyes flash with recognition.

“Oh Blue, don’t be so hard on yourself. There
was a lot to learn and you didn’t have a mama to go home and
practice cutlery with.”

“Yes Vicky, I’m sure my downfall was the
cutlery.” She tried not to laugh at the ridiculousness of a
statement like that.

Victoria hated being called Vicky. She smiled
primly as though she didn’t know that fact. She was all about
letting bygones be bygones but even a charm school graduate could
only take so much.

“It was really great seeing you Vicky. Zach.”
She glanced up quickly and then back down, “We should get together
and catch up again soon but I should probably get back to my
friends. Jimmy?”

As expected he slid an arm around her
shoulder, “Yes ma’am.”

“Bye bye now.” She waved.

“See you Bluebell.” Zach simply slid his own
arm around Victoria and headed the opposite direction.

Once she got rid of Victoria and Zach she
distanced herself from Jimmy with the excuse of using the little
girl’s room. She didn’t like giving him mixed signals but she’d
been desperate to get out of that situation.

Coming out of the bathroom she made a hard
right and slipped out the back to the nearly deserted patio. It was
a cool night and it had been misting rain earlier around sunset.
She wiped off part of a fencepost that edged close to the river
below and leaned against it.

Funny she’d left the ranch looking to put an
end to being lonely and yet within a couple of hours she was
seeking solace on an empty patio. She twisted her diamond middle
finger ring and stared out at the darkness. The thing was, even in
the middle of that bar, even surrounded by people she’d felt
alone.

She was used to the feeling. She’d grown up
with it. Living on a ranch there had never been a shortage of
people coming and going. But she’d always been alone. Her father
was always out in the bunkhouse eating with the hands or out in the
barn working with an animal or out of town delivering cattle. It
was worse now, knowing he was just down the hall, sometimes in the
same room and still feeling the distance between them.

All her life she’d been surrounded by people
who knew her. It was a small town, everybody knew everybody. And
yet nobody really knew her. They knew the poor little girl that had
lost her mother. Some of them thought they knew the sad child
neglected by a grieving father. Others thought they knew the wild
child daughter more concerned with her inheritance than her
father’s well being. She didn’t know who any of those girls
were.

Being in that house with her father though,
being in Fate, it did something to her. It brought back that
scared, lost little girl and she hated that feeling. She didn’t
want to focus on that girl or all she’d lost, all she’d missed out
on because her mama died and her daddy never got over it. And she
definitely didn’t want to think of the adult she’d become and just
how lost she still felt.

She was tired of feeling alone so she turned
to go back into the bar but ran straight into a broad chest and big
familiar hands cupped her shoulders to hold her steady, “Jesus!
Stop doing that.”

“It’s Zach.” He frowned and released his hold
on her shoulders, “And you’re the one that keeps running into me
Bluebell.”

“You snuck up on me.”

“I said your name twice.” He looked at the
bottle of Shiner in her hand, “How much have you had to drink?”

“Not nearly enough.”

He frowned and took the bottle from her.

“Give that back.” She watched him take a long
draw off it and sighed when he didn’t hand it back.

“Where’s your date?”

“Jenny Sue was at the table with the others
last I checked.”

“I meant the cowboy.”

Oh. She pursed her lips and tried to gauge
why he was asking before smiling sweetly, “Jimmy or Austin?”

“Don’t get smart with me.” He smirked.

“You’re so worried about my nonexistent date,
where’s yours?”

“You mean Vicky? She’s not my date.” He shook
his head and took another pull of the beer.

“She hates being called Vicky.”

“I know.” He wiped the back of his hand
across his lips and grinned.

She found herself smiling up at him despite
herself. He was such a mystery. Maybe that’s what got to her. She
couldn’t explain it but the sexual chemistry brewing between them
was off the charts. Still, she knew better than to play with fire.
She’d barely gotten out of the situation the last time.

“Is that why you insist on calling me
Bluebell? Because I told you I didn’t like it?” She perked an
eyebrow curiously.

“No. I like your name. I told you that. It’s
pretty and it fits you.”

She hated the butterflies that danced around
in her stomach when he said ridiculously nice things like that. He
had all the charm of a true southern gentlemen but he knew how to
work it better than most. And he had that dark edge that said he
wasn’t quite as nice as a woman might want to believe. He was
hazardous to her wellbeing and she stayed away from men like that
these days. You live, you learn, you stop dating recklessly
handsome men with silver tongues and dusty halo’s.

“Sounds like a line.” She shrugged.

He snorted and finished off her beer before
setting it aside, “I don’t use lines. I may not be the most…
gentlemanly… of cowboys but I don’t lie to women. Ever.”

She shivered at the dark way he said
gentlemanly. Oh he was good. Too good. She should go inside. Being
alone with him had yet to end well. But then he stepped closer and
she could feel his body heat and her feet wouldn’t move. One of his
big hands came up and cupped her chin, forcing her to look up and
meet his eyes.

“How are you holding up?”

“Against you? I thought I was doing okay
there for a minute.” She admitted and he chuckled lightly.

His thumb lightly stroked across her cheek,
“I meant with your dad. It can’t be easy for you to see him like
that.”

She swallowed hard as she met those soft
green eyes. This man she barely knew was the first one to ask her
how she was doing, really doing and look like he actually meant it.
He looked like he cared. Her pulse danced and she had to take a
deep breath before she could respond.

“I um… I’m holding my own there too.”

His gaze slid to her mouth and then back up.
His lips pursed like he didn’t really believe her. She stared him
down. Just because he said he didn’t lie to women didn’t mean she
didn’t lie to men and she wasn’t about to get into her daddy issues
with a near stranger no matter how sexy he was.

“You look exhausted.”

“The last time I ran into you, you said I
looked like hell. I suppose I should take exhausted as an
improvement.” She pulled her chin away from his hold.

He grinned, “I might have still been a little
angry with you then.”

“You’re not angry at me anymore?”

“Frustrated might be a better term for
it.”

“I’m sure Victoria is much less frustrating.”
She snorted.

“Victoria wants a boyfriend. Definitely more
frustration than she’s worth.”

“Oh? You don’t do the whole boyfriend thing?
Shocking.”

She’d called that one from the minute he
stepped out of that truck hadn’t she? He wasn’t one of the nice
boys. He wasn’t the let’s go on three dates and try the bases
guy.

“I don’t do relationships.” He cupped her
chin again and tilted her head back so she had to meet his gaze
again, “Stop staring at my chest. It’s driving me crazy. I’m sick
of looking at the top of your head.”

“You’re very tall. You should be used to
looking at the tops of people’s heads.” She smirked. “Besides, it’s
a very nice chest.”

“Thank you.” Humor danced in his green eyes
again, “But we both know that’s not why you won’t look me in the
eyes.”

“We do? Why don’t you enlighten me then? Why
won’t I look you in the eyes?”

“Because I scare you a little. Because you
kind of like it. Because every time we’re in the same room you get
a little wet thinking of how hot we could be together.”

She swallowed hard. Her heart was trying to
pound straight out of her chest. She looked up into that gorgeous
face with the hard lines of his jaw and cheekbones. His sun-tanned
skin made his dark hair darker and his green eyes brighter.

He was so distinctly male. He looked like
what real men should look like. He looked like a nice distraction
from her awful, pitiful life and if she was reading the situation
correctly she might just have a chance of playing with fire without
getting burned.

“So you don’t do relationships. Just sex. No
dinners? No movies? No conversation?”

“There can be plenty of all that too if you
know how to do it right. Dirty talk. Porn. Whipped cream.” His
smile was salacious and her toes curled.

It had been so very long since she’d been
with a man that knew what he was doing. It had been so long since
she’d been with a man that could make her stomach flip flop and her
veins heat. So long because she’d never known one that wouldn’t
eventually break her heart.

“Do you have commitment issues?”

“No. I’ve just got plenty of commitments in
my life already. I don’t need anybody else I have to take care
of.”

“That sounds like a very honest answer.”

His eyes darkened, “I already told you I
wouldn’t lie to you.”

She was nosy enough to ask how long he’d been
this way but smart enough not to press the issue. Surely there were
other reasons. Most men had pitiful stories of lost loves dashing
their hearts to pieces so that they were broken and sex was all
they had left to offer. He didn’t seem like that guy but it wasn’t
really any of her business if he was.

Just like it wasn’t any of his business why
she might be open to such a bold proposition. She was bored. Her
life had been reduced to reality television and listening to her
father snore. She wasn’t sure how much longer she was going to be
in town but she knew she was leaving. The doctors said her father
had weeks, possibly a month. She couldn’t possibly form feelings
for a guy that barely seemed to like her even if he freely admitted
he wanted her naked. She didn’t want to feel alone anymore, not
tonight. Was that reason enough?

“Did you come here with a date tonight?”

“No.”

“So you came here alone looking for someone
to take home?”

“I came here alone hoping to find somebody to
distract me from picturing you naked on the hood of that fucking
Audi.” He leaned his head close to her, his eyes serious, “But then
you went ahead and walked in here looking so damn pretty I’m going
to end up with blue balls again without even touching you.”

She had to suck in air after an admission
like that. Okay, so she frustrated him. She annoyed him. But he
wanted her naked on the hood of her car. Yeah, she could work with
a man like that.

She was an adult. She hadn’t had decent sex
in a really long time. She knew he’d be great at it. She had
firsthand experience after all. He was exactly the distraction
she’d been waiting for.

“I’m leaving in a few weeks.”

“Ok.” He didn’t even flinch.

“So no strings? No commitments?”

“And no leaving me hanging with a raging hard
on. We start this again. You better be prepared to finish it.” He
brushed a strand of hair behind her ear and she realized they’d
already moved closer. His chest brushed against her breasts and
awareness tingled across her skin. Yeah, this had been decided long
before now. “Tell me what you’re thinking.”

“I’m thinking of finishing what we started in
that parking lot.”

“Good. Get in my truck.”

A smile played on her lips, “In the truck?
Here?”

“No baby-doll.” His thumb brushed over her
bottom lip, “I’m going to take you home, which I would have offered
to do last time if you hadn’t been in such a rush to get away from
me.”

“Oh…” She shook her head, “You can’t take me
home. My dad’s…”

“I meant my home.” He smirked.

“Oh.” She swallowed hard.

“Bluebell?”

“Yeah?”

“Get in the damn truck before I shove you
against this railing and fuck you right here in front of half the
county.” His eyes darkened dangerously.

“Bossy.” She pushed away from the railing
just to be safe. “I kind of like that.”

“Good.”

“But I’m not getting in your truck.” She
shrugged apologetically, “I’m not leaving the Audi here.”

He growled and swiped a hand through his
hair, “Fine. You can follow me. Just stay close.”

“Where’s the fun in that?” She walked past
him without a backwards glance, “I know where the Triple Star is…
I’ll race you.”

“My truck against the Audi hardly seems fair
baby-doll.” He turned around with his hands on his hips and she saw
his eyes widen as they came to rest on the key hanging from her
fingers.

“I know. That’s why you’re driving the R8. I
do owe you one after all.”


Chapter Ten

 


 


Zach heard the knock on his door and quickly
finished shoving a pile of construction materials aside. He
couldn’t believe she’d actually handed the keys to the R8 over. He
couldn’t believe he’d actually allowed her to drive his truck
either. Nobody drove his truck. Not Devin, not Riley, nobody. But
it had been an offer he couldn’t refuse and the fact that she’d
known it, the fact that she’d grinned at him like she knew it would
only turn him on more had nearly made him come in his pants like an
overexcited high school kid.

He kept his strides at a normal pace though
as he walked to the door and eased it open, “There you are. I was
beginning to worry something had happened.”

“I drove the speed limit.” She giggled and
moved under the beam of the porch light, “I take it you
didn’t?”

Her blue eyes danced with amusement and
laughter. He liked when she looked him in the eyes. It’d been
driving him crazy all night that she wouldn’t really look at him.
He liked those big blue eyes.

He liked a lot of parts of Bluebell
Montgomery Carter and after watching her half the night he’d
decided to stop lying to himself about that. He wanted her. He’d
have her and then he’d be able to stop obsessing about running into
her in town, about strangling her for leaving him high and dry or
more likely about shoving her against the nearest hard surface and
finishing what he’d started three weeks ago.

“No baby-doll. I didn’t.” He eased the screen
door open, “Come on in.”

She brushed past him and took a couple steps
into the entryway. When she spun around her golden hair swished and
so did the edge of that sexy little dress. He knew what she was
seeing, piles of work supplies. A mess of construction littered
every surface. He thought she’d ask about it but she simply turned
and smiled up at him as he shut the door.

“You live here alone now?”

“Yeah.”

“Good.” She pushed against his chest, pinning
him to the back of the door. He could have resisted. She was tall
but she was a tiny thing compared to him. Instead, he let her. “How
was the test drive?”

Her hands slid up his chest and his balls
which had been aching since she walked into the Roadhouse drew up
expectedly, “It was amazing. Thank you. We’re even now for
sure.”

“I don’t think so.” She pressed her body to
his chest and then went up on her tiptoes; sliding her breasts
against him as her mouth moved close to his ear, “There’s still
that other thing I owe you for…” Her lips pressed against the side
of his neck, “I wouldn’t feel comfortable unless I knew we were
even.”

Because she dropped to her heels and her
breasts slid back down his chest it took him an extra second to
process what she meant. When her hands slid back down, playing with
the hem of his shirt he did the math and he grinned. He knew there
was a reason he hadn’t been able to get this particular crazy
blonde out of his head. In one swift movement she pulled the pearl
snap apart and the pops rang out in quick succession.

She looked up at him and bit her lip shyly
despite her bold actions so far, “I’ve wanted to do that for weeks
now.”

He sucked in a breath as she moved to the
edge of his white undershirt and her nails scored his abdomen on
the way up. He’d had his fair share of women undress him over the
years. He’d had a lot of luck finding women that wanted to get him
naked but Bluebell touching him was different. She was teasing him.
He wasn’t sure he’d ever been with a woman that could tease him at
the same time she turned him on. He definitely liked it.

“All you had to do was ask.”

She laughed against his chest as she pressed
a kiss to his heated skin and pushed the shirt over his head. He
raised his arms to help and tossed it on the floor behind her. Her
light teasing touches stopped and she pulled away.

He furrowed his brow, “What’s wrong?”

“Nothing.” She sucked in a gulp of air and
her eyes practically seared him as she drank him in. Her hand
reached out slowly and traced the black swirls of the big tattoo
that circled his bicep. Her light touches only aroused him further.
Her heated skin against his was like fire. “I want to trace these…
with my tongue.”

He groaned, “Baby I’m using up all my
willpower not to just grab you and finish this now. I don’t think
that’s a good idea.”

Her mouth settled over the point of the swirl
that ended a few inches above his left nipple and he flinched. She
laughed against his skin and he could feel her smile. At the same
time her hands ventured south down his sides and it was his turn to
suck in a breath.

“Maybe later then.” She tiptoed again until
her face was just in front of his, “I’m going to need you to use
that willpower just a little while longer. I’m not done
exploring.”

Despite her insistence he leaned forward and
captured her mouth with his, “Just remember payback is a bitch
Bluebell.” He warned and then kissed her again.

She opened her mouth for him. He thrust his
tongue in to meet hers. The kiss turned wild in an instant, tongues
stroking, teeth nipping. He turned from hard to steel. She tasted
good. Wet and warm and sweet, he wanted to know if she tasted like
that in other places. He was starving for more, his hips rotating
into her on their own. When her hands slid into the waistband of
his jeans and brushed against the skin below he forgot to breathe
entirely.

She broke the kiss and looked up at him with
those big blue eyes that had grown glassy with desire, “You are
gorgeous Zach. I want to touch you everywhere with my hands and
with my mouth.”

He tried to reach for her, to pull her back
for more of those drugging kisses. He wanted her against him again,
liked the feel of her soft skin against his. He wanted her naked,
now, so he could do his own exploring. He was too slow in his fog
of lust though because by the time his hands moved to where her
shoulders should have been she’d dropped to the floor on her
knees.

“Oh Jesus…” He tried to form a coherent
thought as her hands went to the button of his jeans and flicked
them open.

“You can call me Blue.” She mimicked his
earlier joke and he actually grinned as he heard his zipper come
undone, “The top of my head doesn’t seem so bad now does it?”

His laughter came out choked because she took
the opportunity to grab a fistful of his jeans on each side and
jerk them down along with the navy boxers that had been underneath.
His erection pushed outward towards her. He heard her intake of air
and swallowed an arrogant grin.

“That work for you?” He was absolutely
certain he’d never smiled this much during foreplay.

“You weren’t lying when you said your ego was
backed up by fact. You are a work of art Zach. Gorgeous.”

He was no porn star but he knew he had more
than enough to be proud of. Still, no other woman had ever called
him gorgeous and she’d done it twice now. Her compliments, the awe
in her voice was enough to push him to that dangerous edge even if
her pretty face wasn’t hovering just out of reach, which it
was.

“Blue…” He started to say her name when she
still hadn’t touched him but it choked off into a moan as her hand
circled him, stroking gently. He could have come right then. Hell,
he probably could have come from grinding his hips into her but he
was stronger than that. He could demonstrate a little bit more
willpower.

“So that’s what I have to do to get you to
call me Blue.” He could hear the smile in her voice, “Just for the
record, I’m really going to enjoy making sure we’re even.”

They weren’t going to be even after this. No,
he was going to make damn sure they weren’t even because he was
going to do his own exploring. He was going to touch her and taste
her everywhere she was touching and tasting him. He’d just opened
his mouth to promise her that sort of retribution when she leaned
forward and kissed the head of his dick.

Her tongue darted out and licked up and down
a few times like he was the best flavor Popsicle in the world. When
she returned to the head she circled the shaft in a playful lap and
his knees went weak. He wasn’t sure how much longer he’d be able to
hold out when she sucked him into her hot, wet mouth. She sucked
him deep and his head fell back against the door.

He hadn’t bet on her being so good at that.
In his experience truly beautiful women rarely were, then again,
they usually didn’t make him laugh either so he shouldn’t have been
surprised. Those were the last conscious thoughts that he managed
to retain other than yes and more.

She didn’t rush. She set a rhythm and pulled
him deep time and again. He tried to hold out, to use his reserves
to prolong the pleasure. He locked his legs as she pulled an
intense orgasm straight from his soul. He groaned as it swept
through and she stayed with him to the end, swallowing him down and
then kissing the tip as she released him.

He was mildly aware of her hands pulling his
boxers back into place. She planted a sweet kiss on his belly and
he offered his hands to help her back to her feet. She took them
and stood, running her hands up his biceps as she nuzzled his
chest.

“You taste as good as you look.”

“Thank you.” He slid his hands around her
waist and pulled her against him, stroking her ass.

“Mmm, and manners too. Careful, I might start
believing you’re a gentleman again.” She kissed the side of his
throat, “You’re welcome.” She pulled back suddenly and gave him a
dazzling smile, “Beer?”

“What?” He must have heard wrong.

“Do you have beer in the fridge?”

“Uh, yeah, why?” He was still trying to wrap
his head around it when he watched her turn and walk down the dark
hallway.

“Stay put. I’ll get us a couple.” Her voice
trailed back to him as her boots clicked on the hardwood floor he
felt another smile inch up his face.

Jesus she was perfect. Crazy as hell but
perfect nonetheless. She gave him a blowjob within a minute of
stepping foot in his house and then she redressed him and went to
get him a cold beer? Men would kill for women like that. Still, he
wasn’t most men.

He discarded his boots and jeans and left
only his boxers in place as he padded to the kitchen. When he got
there the room was lit up by light from the fridge. It bathed her
in a soft yellow and gave him a great view of those sexy red boots
and the swell of her ass under that short skirt. He was hard again
already.

Zach loved sex. He liked oral. He liked
foreplay. He liked kissing and teasing and playing but he loved
sex. Everything else was just the means to get there and make sure
it was good. He wanted her in his bed and he didn’t want to wait
any more.

He tried to look casual as he crossed his
arms over his chest and leaned against the doorway, “What are you
doing?”

She jumped just as he’d expected and spun to
face him, “Getting you a beer.”

“I had something better in mind than beer.”
He grinned at her confused look and then watched as her eyes
trailed down his chest to take in the tent at the front of his
boxers.

 


“Oh.” Bluebell carefully set the beer down on
the counter and raised a curious eyebrow, “Don’t you need a couple
of minutes to recover?”

“Does it look like I do?” He stalked forward
into the light of the fridge and she got a better look at his
face.

Zach really was gorgeous. He was all hard
planes and coiled muscle. She’d thought he was gorgeous before
she’d unwrapped him from those clothes but now, standing in front
of her nearly naked with that dark edge creeping into his normally
soft green eyes he was dangerously good-looking.

“No. It doesn’t.” She’d never known a man
that could recover that quickly. If she hadn’t already been
impressed, she would have been right then and there. He couldn’t be
real. Her brain had simply made him up as a sex god to distract her
from her lonely life.

“Do you need a minute?” He raised a skeptical
eyebrow as he stalked forward.

His chest brushed hers as he reached around
her and took the second beer. He bent down and put them back in the
fridge and then wrapped an arm around her waist and pulled her
flush against him again. She could feel the proof that he was ready
to go again against her stomach, the proof that he was real.

“No. I don’t need a minute if you don’t.”

Liquid heat had dampened her panties before
he’d even touched her. All it took from him was a look. He’d been
right on back at the bar when he said that her body’s intense
reaction to him was a little bit scary. She’d been ready for him
long before she found that impressive erection beneath those blue
jeans but now that she knew he was ready she wanted him inside
her.

“Good.” His dark voice was a growl as he
lowered his head and gave her a deep, invasive kiss.

His big hands raced over her body like he’d
known it forever. She melted against him and her nipples ground
against his chest through the barrier of her dress. She whimpered
as he gripped her ass and lifted as if she didn’t weigh a thing.
This time she was ready for the move and responded by wrapping her
legs around his waist.

He groaned into her mouth as his tongue
delved in to explore. She was wrapped around him, pressed tight
against him. She wanted to be closer. He must have read her mind
because the next thing she knew he was moving them out of the
kitchen and down another hallway. When he stopped moving his hands
slipped down and he set her on her feet.

She could see just enough in the moonlight to
know that he’d brought her to his bedroom. A massive bed loomed
behind her but she didn’t have time to take a better look because
his hands were on the hem of her dress, pulling it up in one swift
movement and discarding it behind her. She was thankful she’d taken
the time to make sure her underwear at least matched. It had been
more of a default choice of white. She didn’t have anything sexy.
It didn’t seem to matter much to Zach though.

Within a couple of seconds the straps of her
bra were off, the clasp undone and her bare breasts hung free. Her
nipples tightened even further under his hard gaze and then his
hands were on her, testing the weight for a split second before he
pulled her back in for another deep kiss that smashed her breasts
to his bare chest.

She gasped at the contact and spiraled
further into oblivion. They were going fast again. Clothes were
disappearing. Hands were groping. Mouths were meshed. He was
everywhere and then he was lifting her again and setting her back
on the edge of the bed. He released her to trail kisses down her
neck and then he pulled back.

“You have the sexiest fucking shoes. Have I
told you that?” He kissed her knee. “I’m going to have dreams of
you wearing these while you ride me.”

She whimpered as he trailed kisses down her
thigh to the top of her boot.

“You like the idea of that?”

“Yeah. Leave them on.”

He paused with his hands on the boot in an
instant and she saw the hint of a smile play across his face,
“Yeah?”

“Yeah. On the bed.” She grabbed for his arm
and tugged until he sprawled next to her. She knew he was strong
enough that she couldn’t have moved him if he hadn’t wanted it.
That sort of power made her even more reckless and she quickly
shifted out of her panties and rose up on her knees. “Condom?”

“Nightstand.” He motioned with his head, “I’d
get it but I’m enjoying the view too much.”

She rolled her eyes and reached for the
drawer. She smirked when she pulled it open. She’d half expected to
see a pile of condoms and be repulsed but she should have known
better. He wasn’t an asshole. There was only one box but that
wasn’t what nearly made her giggle. She pulled one out.

“Green? Like your eyes?”

“What?” He looked confused for a split second
and then a grin rose up his face, “You got a thing for my eyes
baby-doll?”

“I got a thing for several parts of you.” She
scooted back over him, “Pants off.”

She watched him push the boxers down with
fascination. All hard tan flesh and powerful muscles, there wasn’t
an ounce of fat on the man. He looked exactly like she’d always
thought a man should. Not like one of those men that worked out
nonstop to fill out their suit. He looked like the muscles just
happened naturally, from hard work and strain.

“Lay back.”

“Now who’s being bossy?” He smirked but did
as she said.

“You wanted me on top. I get to call the
shots.”

“I’ll let that go this time but next time I’m
going to remind you who’s really in charge.”

She straddled his lap and his thick swollen
head brushed her in her neediest spot. She wanted to settle down on
top of him, to feel him inside her skin against skin. But as
reckless and impulsive as she might be, she wasn’t stupid. She
ripped the condom packet open with her teeth and rolled it down his
big, naked shaft.

He held her hips as she positioned herself
over him. Their eyes met as she eased down onto him. He was big and
thick, bigger and thicker than she’d ever had and on top of that it
had been a while for her. He stretched her and she whimpered to
keep from shoving down on him hard in one fell swoop.

“Easy baby. Easy.” He kept his thrusts slow
and steady as he worked himself until he was deep inside her. His
voice was hoarse with need and sweat broke out on his forehead. She
took the last inch of him and he growled, “So tight. So hot and
tight.”

His words spun her last bits of willpower to
the wind. Her head fell back and her hips rolled to a natural
rhythm. Heat burned her from her core outwards from where he
penetrated her. She picked up the pace as the aching need ate away
at rational thought.

“You look real pretty up there Bluebell.” His
hands slid from her hips to massage her breasts, “You feel so damn
good.”

He rolled her nipples in time with his
thrusts and she whimpered, “Yes Zach. Please, yes.”

“You make me so crazy. Seeing you up there,
riding me like a pony. I’ve been dreaming of this since the first
moment you stepped out of that car Bluebell.”

She groaned and closed her eyes to enjoy the
tingles breaking out in her body. Usually a man talking during sex
was a mood killer. Usually they said something stupid and she
couldn’t focus and they broke her rhythm and it ended up not being
fun for anybody involved.

That wasn’t the case with Zach. Every word he
said in that husky rumble made her ache and tremble even more. He
was so big and so powerful that with every roll of her hips and
thrust of his she edged further out of control. She’d known he’d be
good at this. She’d known it but she still couldn’t quite believe
how consumed she was. She was lost and for the first time she was
found at the exact same time.

She was close, so close, so lost in passion
and desire and lust that she squealed when she felt him move
suddenly. In one quick movement her back was pressed into the
mattress and his big, hot, hard body loomed over her, sinking in
even further than she’d imagined. He’d flipped them like she was
weightless and managed to maintain a pace at the same time. The
change in position made her gasp as the first trembles of her
orgasm loomed.

“Zach please, oh God please…”

“Legs around my waist.” His order was harsh
and she knew she was seeing the rougher Zach now, the one he kept
down behind the gentlemen cowboy act. It was hot, really, really
hot so she wrapped her legs around him and locked them together.
Skin smacked hard against skin, grunts and moaning accompanied the
noise and she broke into a million pieces.

Her boots must have dug into his back but he
kept going, pushing her through her orgasm as fire broke out in her
veins and then over her skin. She trembled and the waves crashed
through her body again and again. The intensity of the orgasm
scrambled her world and made everything fuzzy around the edges as
it continued to pound.

Just as it began to ebb she felt Zach twitch
inside her. His big hands gripped her hips and pulled her tight
against him so hard she’d probably have bruises but she couldn’t
think to care. He held her through the flood of her orgasm and then
through his. She heard his throaty growl as he fell over the edge
and collapsed against her. He nipped at her throat as he pulled
back and a smile touched the corners of his mouth.

“I do like it when you beg baby-doll.”

 


Blue was still trying to catch her breath
when she felt him move beside her. Her eyes fluttered open and she
bit her bottom lip as she watched him roll to his side and then sit
up in the bed. That was quick. Usually men were all but asleep
after sex, he just kept surprising her.

She sat up, clutching the sheet over her
breasts. Her thighs still tingled and she stretched to ease the
ache. It was a good ache though, one she hadn’t felt in way too
long. Still, he was reaching for his boxers so she resigned herself
to reliving the memory from her bedroom at home.

“Can you toss me my dress?”

He turned to face her then and a sexy smirk
rose up his face, “No.”

“No?”

“No.” He stood and she got a healthy look at
his tight ass as he slid into his boxers. “You hungry?”

“What?” She had to have heard him wrong.

“I worked up an appetite so I’m going to make
some food and you look like you haven’t eaten in weeks. Come join
me when you’re ready.” His eyes sank to her cleavage spilling over
the top of the sheet, “Clothing is optional.”

She watched his broad shoulders retreat
through the doorway and sank back into the bed. He wasn’t kicking
her out. He was getting food. A smile touched the corners of her
lips. He was repowering.

She looked at the digital clock on the
nightstand. It was still early. She could probably stay a little
while longer and nobody at the Oaks would know any different. She
scrambled from the bed and grabbed her panties and bra. She picked
up her dress and then rethought it and tossed it over a chair in
the corner, grabbing one of his shirts instead.

A quick detour into his bathroom to
straighten out the mess that was her hair revealed a mostly
demolished vanity. She tiptoed around the floor, used the restroom
and tried to straighten her makeup. Her lips were swollen and red
but there wasn’t a thing she could do about that, not that she’d
want to. She padded down the hallway back to the kitchen to find
him and leaned against the doorway in appreciation when she
did.

He hadn’t bothered to find the rest of his
clothes. She didn’t blame him. If it was up to her he’d be naked
every single second she was alone with him. She felt her cheeks
blush when he looked up and caught her staring.

“Nice shirt.” A smile tugged at his lips, “It
looks better on you.”

“I seriously doubt that.” She shrugged and
walked over to where he’d spread out a batch of condiments on the
island.

The shirt hung off her like a sheet. She had
to roll the sleeves three-fourths of the way up just to get it to
her forearms. Still, it smelled like him, like man and outdoors and
she was going to enjoy that while she could, at least another hour
or so.

“You want a tomato on your sandwich?”

“Sure.” She leaned a hip against the counter,
“Can I help?”

“Nah, I’m pretty sure I can handle a
sandwich. The only real need to worry would be if I decided to turn
the stove on.”

“Ditto that.”

“I thought all true Texas ladies knew how to
cook seven course meals?” He tore off two paper towels from the
holder and set the bread slices out on them.

“I picked up the basics from Arlene over the
years but I never crossed into actually enjoying it and I think
that’s a requirement to being good at cooking.” She watched him
hold up two different dressings and pointed to the mustard.

“Who’s Arlene?”

“Arlene Evans, she’s worked at the Oaks since
before I was born. She’s kind of like a house mom for the hands.
She cooks three meals a day for them and cleans up too. She’s cook,
housekeeper and fill-in-mother.”

“Hmm.” He cocked his head to one side, “And
she took care of you too?”

“Most of the time yes.”

He motioned to the fridge, “You can grab
those beers now.” She stuck her tongue out but did as he asked.
“How many hands does Montgomery Oaks have?”

“When I was little, probably twenty or so.
Now…” she shrugged as she bent over, grabbed the beers and kicked
the fridge door shut behind her, “I have no idea.”

He was staring when she looked back at him.
His hand was frozen over a slice of bread unmoving. His eyes had
that slightly glazed look again and they were directed at her ass.
Yeah, wearing only his shirt and her panties had been an excellent
idea.

“What?” She asked innocently.

“You know what.” He pulled his eyes to her
face with a sheepish grin, “That’s a lot of men running around a
house with a little girl. Arlene was the only woman on the
ranch?”

“Yeah, probably why I ended up nearly
flunking charm school. I’ve always been better at swearing and
shooting than cooking and curtseying.” She set the beers on the
counter.

“I don’t know about that. You’ve definitely
got your charms.” His eyes lingered on her breasts and she
giggled.

“These babies aren’t the reason I passed
charm school.”

“No? What was?” He popped the top on the
beers and slid one back to her.

“My last name.” She took a long drink and
shrugged, “Or more accurately, my middle name.”

He raised one eyebrow up his forehead,
“Montgomery?”

“Uh huh. My mama was Liza Beth Montgomery
Carter and if you’ve never heard the stories she was kind of a big
deal around here.” She motioned to where he was dropping the knife
into the sink, “You done?”

“Yeah, grab your sandwich and a seat.” He
motioned to the table a few feet away.

She slid the sandwich he’d prepared into one
hand, grabbed her beer in the other and followed him to the small
nook off the side of the kitchen that held an oak table. It was a
square table with only four chairs. Strange to think how very
different it was from the table at Montgomery Oaks just a few miles
down the road.

“What?” Zach slid into a chair and looked up
at her.

“Nothing, just thinking how long it’s been
since I ate at a regular sized table.” She shook her head and sat
down across from him.

“Regular sized? You’re not trying to hurt my
feelings talking about size again are ya Bluebell?” Laughter
sparked in his eyes and she grinned.

“No, definitely not.” She shrugged, “We just
never had a table like this, for family. The dining room at the
Oaks has this mahogany monstrosity that can probably seat twenty
people. It’s all shiny and unused. I can’t remember ever sitting
down to eat at it, not once.”

“Where do you eat?”

“In the bunkhouse.” She took a napkin and put
it under her beer so it wouldn’t leave a ring, “After my mama died
Daddy always ate out there with the other hands. I guess it made
sense; Arlene already had all the food out there so it would have
been pointless to drag it back into the house for us.”

“You don’t remember eating with your mother
before she died?”

“This is really good Zach.” She took a big
bite of her sandwich, chewed and swallowed before she shook her
head, “But no, I don’t remember eating with her. I’m sure we did. I
obviously wasn’t a starving child for the first five years of my
life. I just don’t remember.”

“What do you remember about her?” He took a
drink of his beer and then popped a chip in his mouth.

“Umm, I remember little things mostly, like
her voice when she would read me a bedtime story or the smell of
vanilla on her skin when she’d come to wake me up in the morning.
It’s the bigger things that get jumbled with the stories I’ve heard
from people that confuse me as memories.”

“How so?”

“All my life everybody in Fate has been
telling me stories about my mama. Sometimes I’m not sure if I
really remember some detail about her or if I’ve just been told
about it so many times that I feel like I lived it when I really
didn’t.” She took another bite.

“Like what?”

“Like how everybody in town swears I look
just like her? I’ve seen the photos and I guess we resemble but she
was really pretty, stunning even, she was a beauty queen and I most
definitely was not.”

He chuckled, “I’ve seen a picture of her
before in one of my dad’s old yearbooks and you definitely look
like her Bluebell.”

Had he just called her beautiful? Just
another of his easy compliments, he was so good at those. Still,
all the talk about her mother was leaving her with a strange
feeling in the pit of her stomach. She hadn’t spoken about her
mother this much in years, not to anyone. She’d practically talked
his ear off and all he’d done was ask questions. Turnabout was fair
game so she changed the subject.

“Do you look like your father?”

“For the most part.” He took a swig of his
beer and grinned, “I got my mom’s eyes though.”

“I’ll have to remember to give her my
compliments if I ever run into her in town.” She smirked.

“Your eyes ain’t so bad either.” He took
another two bites of his sandwich.

And the topic was back on her? No way. Not
already. As a journalist she was used to being the one asking
questions. She was used to ferreting out information even from
people that’d rather keep their mouths shut. Obviously, Zach was
the strong, silent type but everybody had their topics they
disliked. She’d just have to find one he did.

“So you helped raise your little
brothers?”

“After my dad passed away.” He nodded and
shoved a couple of chips into his mouth before reaching for his
beer again.

“How old were they?” She pushed.

“Riley was ten. Devin was fourteen.”

“I remember Riley from school.” She offered
and watched his head pop up.

“You do?”

“Kind of. I remember he was Molly’s partner
in chemistry class. I remember he was really smart. I remember he
asked me to go to the homecoming dance with him.” She smirked as
his eyebrows furrowed, “I said no. He told me the other night I
gave him his first broken heart.”

That story earned her a full on chuckle and
Zach grinned, “That kid always had balls.” He took a sip of his
beer and then offered, “Always had a thing for pretty girls
too.”

Another compliment? Another try to turn the
conversation away from him? She pursed her lips. She wasn’t here to
talk. He’d said that much himself. Still, he’d started it with the
offer of food, real food, and not whipped cream.

“Thank you.” She sipped her beer, “I see
you’re doing some renovating. Your bathroom looks like a bomb went
off in there. I don’t know if your team is any good at construction
but they’re certainly good at demolition.”

“I’m flattered.”

“You’re doing your own renovations?”

“Yeah, I already finished the bedroom and
just started work on the bathroom. I’m pulling out the old tile and
Devin’s going to help me lay the new in a few days.”

“You know how to lay tile?”

“I’ve been told I’m a good lay.” His smile
was instant as his eyes lowered to her mouth.

She giggled and shook her head. Yes, he was
very good at certain other aspects of laying. He was better than
any man that’d touched her in a good long while, possibly ever. He
was also the most mysterious.

He was one of the most handsome men she’d
ever set eyes upon but behind the soft green eyes and hard façade
was a big brick wall she doubted anybody ever got past. He didn’t
lie. He was what he was, but he didn’t give up much about
himself.

That was fine for her. That’s what she’d
agreed to. She was leaving soon and she didn’t have the time or
energy to deal with scaling walls. Scaling his body was a
completely different story though. He surprised her again by
continuing his story.

“I’ve always liked breaking things. Took me a
while to realize I like putting them back together too. When I did,
I took an interest in construction. I’ve picked up a few things
over the years.”

“What all are you planning to do to the
house?”

“I finished the bedroom already. I’m doing
the tile and changing out the cabinetry in the bathrooms. When I
finish that I’ll probably start on the kitchen, update everything
with new appliances, hardwoods, granite tops, the works.”

“That’s a big project.”

“Yes, it is.” He nodded.

“Seems like you could have just built a new
house from scratch for yourself and it’d probably have been
easier.”

“Maybe, but like I said, I like demolition.”
He finished his sandwich and wiped his hands on a napkin, “Besides,
this is my home. I can’t imagine living anywhere else.”

For a man of few words, when he spoke he said
a mouthful. It was his home. He was making it his own but it would
always be his home, the place he belonged. She could understand it
though she’d never had it for herself.

“What about you? Don’t you ever miss it? Miss
the ranch and the house you grew up in?”

And there was the change of topic back to her
again. She shrugged, “I told you at the wedding, the ranch never
really felt like home to me, not like you feel about this place. I
never worked the land or the animals or really got involved.”

“Why?”

“Isn’t it obvious? I’m a girl.”

He sat back in his chair and crossed his arms
across his bare chest. His eyes dragged down her face, lingering on
her lips, her breasts, her thighs poking out from beneath his
shirt. When he looked back up he smiled, “Yes, that part is
obvious.”

“You had brothers. You don’t understand.” She
rolled her eyes, “Maybe if I’d had a brother it would have been
different but I’m an only child. My Daddy wanted a son.”

“Okay.” He still looked confused and a little
frustrated again, “That still doesn’t explain why he wouldn’t have
taught you about the family business.”

“You don’t know my Daddy. He’s very
old-fashioned, very set in his ways. To him, ranching is man’s
work, always has been, always will be. He tried to do right by my
mama and raise me how she’d have wanted. In his own way, excluding
me was his way of trying.”

“You think your mother would have wanted you
to feel excluded in your own home?” His brows were down and his
eyes were dark now so she avoided looking at him. “Even if that was
his reason, it sounds pretty crappy to me.”

She didn’t look at him when she answered, “It
doesn’t matter what his reasons were, he kept it from me all my
life but he can’t do it anymore.”

“What’s that mean?” He tilted his head as
she’d begun to realize he did when he was trying to figure
something out.

“It means I’m the last in a long line of
Montgomery’s even if my last name is Carter. I’m the only child of
an only child. Girl or not, my raising or not, I’m the only heir
left. When he passes I’ll have to deal with the ranch one way or
another.”

“Has he told you that? Talked to you about
it?”

“No. Not yet.” She played with the label on
her beer bottle.

“You don’t think that’s weird? That he knows
he’s dying and he hasn’t talked to you about something so
important?”

“Confusing would be if he had.” She admitted
in a near whisper.

Everything to do with her father and
Montgomery Oaks was confusing to her, it always had been. Her
feelings about the man and the place had darted all over like wild
ping pong balls throughout her life. She simultaneously loved and
hated. It was her past and her future but not her present, at least
not until she’d come home for a weekend wedding and figured out
just how in the dark she’d been all this time.

More confusing was the fact she was sitting
here telling Zach these things she’d never told anybody. Maybe it
was because he was a virtual stranger. Maybe it was because he was
only temporarily in her life.

Whatever it was, she needed to shut it up and
lock it back down. Talking about it wouldn’t do her any good and
was just a waste of a nice distraction. Zach didn’t really care. He
was just making small-talk until they could go back to bed.

That’s what this was all about. This one
night and then he would go on his way. She had better things to do
with her mouth since that was the case.

She shoved her beer aside and looked up at
him finally, “Are you done eating Zach?”

“Yes.”

“Good. I think you owe me.”

A smile tugged at the corners of his lips, “I
thought we were even.”

“I seem to recall a promise to show me who
was in charge but if you’re not up for the challenge…” She shrugged
indifferently and started to stand but she didn’t make it half a
foot before big arms wrapped around her waist and hauled her off
the floor.

“Zach!” She squealed as he threw her over his
shoulder caveman style and she knew her ass was on full
display.

“I’m going to show you up to the challenge.
You can bet on it.” He nipped her thigh just below her panty line
and she squealed again.

Yes, this was the kind of conversation she
was allowed to have with Zach. Flirting innuendos were fine. Dirty
talk would be fine. Discussing her father, not so much.

He was a one-night stand. He was sex on legs.
He was a dangerously handsome man that gave her exactly what she
needed. He was a great distraction.


Chapter Eleven

 


 


“You get laid last night?”

Zach looked up from where he lay beneath the
tractor trying to replace the oil and found his youngest brother
standing nearby. Riley leaned a shoulder against the side of the
barn. His dirty baseball cap hid most of his face but he was
obviously grinning that self-satisfied smirk that had always made
Zach want to smack him upside the head.

What did he know? Had somebody at the bar
seen them leave together and ratted him out? Or had Riley seen
Bluebell’s less than inconspicuous car in his driveway at some
point last night?

“Huh?” He played dumb.

“You’re listening to country music.” Riley
pointed to the radio. “You only ever listen to country when you get
laid.”

“Do I?” He snorted, “That’s kind of
embarrassing.”

“So you admit you got laid.” Riley chuckled
and for the first time all morning Zach was happy to be underneath
the big tractor so his brother couldn’t see him smiling.

The truth was, he had gotten laid and he was
in a good mood. It was probably his first good mood since his
brothers had started their push to run the ranch themselves. He’d
spent an entire night not worrying about anything or anyone else in
his life. He hadn’t had to think about any of his commitments or
make any decisions other than which position he might put Bluebell
in next.

And that was enough to put a smile on his
face despite the fact she’d run out on him again. He’d fallen
asleep after his fourth or fifth climax, he’d honestly lost count.
When he’d woken the sun hadn’t been up yet and he’d stretched to
pull her against him one last time before they went their separate
ways. Except she hadn’t been there.

He wasn’t mad about it. He wasn’t even upset
she’d taken off on him again. Well, maybe he’d been a little upset
because he’d have much preferred a round of morning sex to a cold
shower but he didn’t blame her.

He’d lain out exactly who he was and what
they were and she’d signed on for a night of fun, carefree
pleasure. He knew she’d had fun and so had he. The morning sun
could have shed a light on the other things they’d shared and he
hadn’t wanted that any more than she obviously did.

She’d saved them from that awkward morning
after moment. The one where you have to decide if you swap numbers
and make two nights of bad decisions or the worry that somebody is
going to say something stupid or want more. As it was, he could
smile and enjoy the aftereffects of a night of fun without any
repercussions.

“Who was she? One of the Little sisters? I
saw them hitting on you in the feed store the other day.”

“I don’t kiss and tell.” He snorted.

“Both of them?”

He rolled his eyes, “If you’re so interested
in my sex life you must not be getting any.”

“Yeah, well, I’ve been busy.”

“Doing what?”

“Working the ranch for one and then helping
Devin on the land deal too.”

Damn it. Zach smashed his fingers with the
wrench. There went his good mood. Just like that he knew Riley
hadn’t tracked him down in the barn for small-talk. He’d been
confronted by his mother and Devin so far. Apparently it was now
Riley’s turn to harass him.

“Don’t start.” He warned.

“I just want to talk to you about it. Get
your opinion.”

“I told Devin if he wanted to look at it to
do it. He’s handling it. Isn’t that what you both wanted?” He
growled and shoved out from beneath the tractor so he could sit
upright.

Riley had moved closer and he loomed over
where he now sat. He was taller than Riley, always had been. Zach
didn’t like giving him some semblance of advantage though even if
it was height so he pushed to his feet and leaned against the
tractor while he used a dirty rag to wipe grease and oil from his
hands.

“We want you involved.”

“See now, that’s the exact opposite of what
Devin said.” He shrugged, “You two wanted more responsibility, you
wanted to call the shots. I told him and I’ll tell you. I don’t
want the extra land. I don’t think it’s a good deal but you won’t
listen.”

“That’s because it’s a good investment. You
just don’t want the extra acreage to take care of.”

“Doesn’t matter. You two together own
two-thirds of the ranch. You can push it through without me if you
want. You wanted the right to make the decision I’m giving it to
you. You have the fancy business degree, handle it.”

“We still want your input Zach. You’ve run
the ranch and you’ve done it really well. At least help us look
over the documents, verify that what we think its worth is right.
You know more about this than we do.”

“Yeah.” He wiped at his hands and sighed as
the tension began to build in his shoulders again, “I do.”

Riley’s plea for help turned to a hard glare,
“That’s just because you kept us out of it for so long. Don’t act
like we haven’t wanted to help you run this place for years.
Devin’s been asking for more since he was eighteen.”

“He was eighteen!”

“Yeah, the same age you were when you took
over.” Riley argued.

“Sure and I fucked up a lot of shit in that
time. We nearly lost the place, lost everything. I couldn’t let
that happen again just because Devin thought he was ready.”

“I knew you were going to be a stubborn
son-of-a-bitch about this. I just figured you’d have come to your
senses by now and realized this is what’s best for the ranch and
also for you. We own the other two-thirds just like you said but
you’ve never given us that amount of decision-making power. If you
did, you’d have more free time to work on the house, do what you
want, to have a life.”

“This is my life.” Zach bit off the angry
retort.

“It’s our lives.” Riley sighed, “And look how
great they are?”

“What the hell is that supposed to mean?”

“It means look at us. You’re still playing
big brother, still making sure mom remembers to buy groceries and
takes her medicine and that Devin and me don’t get into
trouble.”

“That’s my job.”

“No. It was your job maybe, when we were
little kids and needed you like that. We don’t anymore.”

“That’s gratitude for you I guess. You don’t
need me anymore so I’m just supposed to back off?” He could feel
his anger bubbling now.

“Yes. Back off, get a life of your own, let
Devin and me grow up and help you. You could finally do something
you want, have something you want for yourself.”

Zach clenched his jaw at the same words Devin
had spoken to him weeks before. The same strange need his brothers
had to set him free was disconcerting. He still wasn’t sure what to
do with it or how to respond.

“You sent me to college. I got my degree and
I came home to help. Let me help otherwise what was the point in
telling me I could live my dreams?” Riley shrugged.

“What about Devin?”

“What about him? He never wanted to go to
college. Hell, he was lucky to stay out of jail and that was thanks
to you. All he wants to do is be on the ranch, to work the land and
live his life. That’s his dream, it’s all he’s ever wanted.”

“Good. Well. I guess you’re both happy you
got what you wanted. I know I’m happy for you.” Zach tossed the rag
down, “I have to get back to work Riley.”

“What do you want Zach? It wasn’t this ranch.
Dev’s told me about the fights you had with Dad about going to
college, doing something else when he wanted you to stay here. You
stayed because you had to, because it was the responsible thing to
do when he died and we all owe you everything for that. So now it’s
your turn. What do you want?”

Zach had been walking away because his anger
was building but it suddenly flat lined. He felt his shoulders sag.
He could feel Riley’s eyes on him, waiting, watching, for what he
didn’t know. Finally he sighed, “Honestly Ry, I don’t know.”

“Then figure it out.” He heard the barn door
slam and knew Riley had left.

 


That night the dream came again. The dream
that was always the same. He shut his eyes and he was an adult. He
was responsible and in charge. But when he opened them on the other
side he was just a sixteen year old kid again and the terror of
that night came back to him.

His father had gone out of town to sell some
cattle and for the first time he took their mother with him. He’d
left Zach in charge of his younger brothers for the weekend. It was
the first time his dad had ever given him that kind of
responsibility and he’d thought he was finally a real man to be
taken seriously.

He’d been a total ass to his brothers all
day. He’d played the big brother card time and again. Riley wanted
to watch cartoons? No way, those were for babies. Devin wanted to
play Super Mario? No way, that was his game and off limits to
little kids. He’d given them a bedtime an hour earlier than their
parents usually did and ushered them off to bed so he could go see
his girlfriend.

Peggy Sutton had been the prettiest girl in
school. She was head cheerleader and a full grade ahead of him. She
was also easy which he’d really liked about her and he hadn’t
intended to waste his parents being out of town by babysitting. He
put the little brats to bed, hopped in his truck and went for a
drive down by the river with the pretty brunette.

He hadn’t meant to stay gone as long as he
had but they fell asleep and hours passed before he woke up and
looked at the clock. Peggy had been pissed when he threw her
clothes at her and told her to get dressed. He didn’t even kiss her
goodnight or take her up to her house. He dropped her at the road
and made her walk the last quarter mile home so her daddy wouldn’t
see his headlights. She’d never spoken to him again but that had
been the least of his worries by the time the night was over.

When he got home the house had been dark and
he’d grinned that he’d gotten away with it. He hung his keys on the
hook and had the balls to grab one of his dad’s beers out of the
fridge. Heading upstairs to his bedroom he peeked his head in and
found Devin fast asleep. Everything was just as it should have been
so he continued down the hallway.

The light coming out from Riley’s bedroom had
been the first sign that something wasn’t right. His youngest
brother hadn’t quite turned eight yet but he hadn’t slept with a
light on in years. He twisted the doorknob, stuck his head in and
immediately looked around in confusion.

Riley’s room was a mess of clothes and toys.
He wasn’t the cleanliest of children, what boy was, but it looked
like a tornado had hit the room. Drawers stuck out at odd angles
from the dresser. The closet was open and empty hangers glinted
inside. The bed was unmade and Riley was nowhere to be found.

“Riley?” He’d immediately assumed the little
brat was hiding.

As the minutes passed and Riley didn’t come
out he’d turned angry. He smashed a few of Riley’s toys under his
feet. He yelled and threatened to beat him to a pulp if he didn’t
stop hiding. When that didn’t work he’d promised he wasn’t mad and
that he wouldn’t tell their parents. Still nothing.

His angry yelling had woken Devin and
sleepy-eyed he’d wandered in only to face the full brunt of Zach’s
wrath. He shoved his brother into a wall. He got in his face and
yelled at him for not looking after Riley. He blamed him until
Devin wrestled free and glared at him.

“You were the one supposed to look out for
him. You’re the big brother.” He’d said.

That had been the minute the anger got buried
under the worry. He and Devin had searched the house high and low.
They got flashlights and searched the yard. Devin went to check the
bunkhouse and Zach had gone to check the barn.

Hours passed before he finally found Riley in
the loft of the barn. The little boy had been curled into a ball in
his batman pajamas. He had his suitcase loaded beside him and when
Zach woke him up he’d insisted he was running away.

“Oh no you’re not.” Zach argued.

“Yes I am. I hate you. I hate you. You’re the
worst brother in the world and I don’t want to live with you
anymore.”

“Shut up and go inside.”

“No.”

“I said go inside.”

The argument had escalated and Riley tried to
run from him. He reached for him but only caught a flailing leg as
the little boy rounded a corner. It wasn’t enough to stop him but
it had been enough to send him tumbling to the floor. In slow
motion, he watched his little brother roll off the ledge of that
loft, his eyes wide, his scream of terror deafening, and despite
racing towards him, trying to reach him in time. He hadn’t gotten
there soon enough.

That was the moment in the dream that Zach
always woke up in a cold sweat with his heart pounding in his chest
and disoriented. He sat straight up, trying to remember where he
was and it slowly came back. He was in the house. He was in bed. He
wasn’t sixteen and Riley was okay but the memories didn’t end
there.

He didn’t need to still be dreaming to
remember the sound of bones breaking as Riley’s little body hit the
floor of the barn in a hard thud. He could still remember every cry
and whimper and every accusation that it was all his fault. He
could remember the pain of knowing he’d failed and his little
brother had been hurt. He hadn’t been able to protect him.

Zach pushed himself out of the bed and
stripped the damp sheets. It had been a long time since he had that
dream. It came a lot in the first months after it happened. It had
faded away until his father’s death but he’d suffered through the
nightmares for nearly three years after the fact. Only as he got
older had it faded away again. But now it was back because he’d had
that stupid fight with Riley, he knew it.

He went to the kitchen, poured a glass of ice
water and downed it before returning to the bedroom. He’d done some
research over the years. He knew that a lot of times nightmares
were related to stressful events in life and feelings of
helplessness. He knew why the dream had come back now.

He hadn’t protected his little brother once
and he’d almost gotten him killed. He’d been overprotective of
Riley ever since. Sure he’d let him get away with more because of
it over the years because of the guilt. He’d tried to keep him a
kid but Riley hadn’t been a kid for a long time.

He and Devin were adults and they didn’t want
to be overprotected anymore. They wanted responsibility. They were
insisting on it actually which meant for the first time since all
those years ago he had to think about letting them make their own
mistakes and not being there to catch them if they fell.

He didn’t like change. He didn’t like added
stress. So he had dreams that kept him up half the night to add to
the stress his brothers were already putting on him. Fantastic.

He was just a regular old guy. He didn’t like
to think about his issues with his dead father or his brothers or
the land that was divided up between them. He didn’t have some deep
well of fears of abandonment and failure. No, he didn’t. He just
needed a new distraction because remodeling the house was not
taking up nearly enough time or helping with his restlessness.

That thought immediately turned hard against
the memory of Bluebell in his bed. She’d been a fantastic
distraction and she’d seemed to need one as badly as he did. It
wasn’t the first time the thought had occurred to him since he woke
up without her there less than twenty-four hours ago but he’d told
himself it was just because the sex was so good and he’d had
nothing better to do all day than either get lost in the memories
of last night or his fight with Riley.

He wasn’t the type of guy to go chasing after
a skirt though, distraction or not. And she had enough issues to
deal with right now, like he didn’t remember that forlorn look in
her eye when he asked about Montgomery Oaks? No, that’d been a
mistake he was happy she’d distracted them both from but he’d
lucked out there. He’d be crazy to go back for seconds so instead
he got back into bed and fought to get some decent sleep and put
thoughts of Bluebell Carter, Riley and the question of exactly what
he wanted out of life out of his head.

 


“Damn it Bluebell, what do you think you’re
doing?”

She took a deep breath before she turned to
face her father. He’d been working really hard on ruining the good
mood that had permeated her body the past forty-eight hours. Now
that he was awake again, he seemed determined to break her.

When she snuck back into the house before
morning light after her romp with Zach she’d thought for sure
nobody had noticed she was gone. Arlene hadn’t commented at
breakfast. Everything had been as normal as they’d ever been.
Normal continued right on through Lyle Carter waking up and
becoming his usual overbearing, demanding, grouchy self.

She’d had a great night just one great night
and the lightness it had left her with had been practically
blissful. When she’d watched Zach fall asleep and then grabbed her
clothes and high-tailed it away it wasn’t because she couldn’t wait
to get out of there. It’s because she’d wanted to stay.

Not forever, lord no, just long enough so she
wouldn’t have to face her problems for a little while longer. But
their night had been over so she’d kissed the top of his head,
murmured a quick thank you in his ear and gone back to the real
world. The real world that royally sucked.

“I’m just putting some flowers in the room to
brighten things up.” She arranged the vase on his dresser.

“I’m dying girl. There ain’t no bright
side.”

She glanced over her shoulder at him and bit
her lip to stifle the flood of emotions at those words. He’d rarely
muttered the truth in the past few weeks. He refused to talk about
it. She had no idea if he’d accepted it or was in denial because he
wouldn’t talk to her about it. He was stubborn and proud and about
as open about what was happening as Fort Knox.

“What can I do to help Daddy?” She tried to
swallow but found it too difficult.

“Not a thing sweet girl, not a thing.”

“I could help with the ranch. There has to be
something I could do to help Bobby or Arlene.”

“They’ve been doing their jobs for longer
than you’ve been alive. They don’t need your help.”

“Okay, then something else, something that
you’ve been doing that’s fallen to them? Payroll? Accounting? I’m
good with numbers. I always have been.”

“I haven’t done payroll since 1985 Bluebell.”
He looked at her as if she was crazy, “Oran handles all the
finances. You going to take his job away from him just so you can
feel needed?”

Son of a bitch she wanted to scream. She had
no idea who Oran was. She’d never heard him mentioned by anyone on
the ranch. But yeah, if it’d give her some sense of responsibility
and duty she’d take his job if she could. She needed to be needed
but she sucked it up and tilted her chin up like her father
expected.

“Of course not. I just want to help out on
the ranch.”

“The best thing you could do for the ranch is
stay out of the way. You don’t know a thing about ranching.”

True. It was all true. It didn’t make it hurt
any less though because he couldn’t even be brought to spare her
feelings on his deathbed. He was Lyle Carter and he didn’t know how
to be sensitive.

“And whose fault is that?” She muttered and
righted the flowers and her tear-filled eyes before turning back to
him, “Bluebell’s Daddy. Mama’s favorites.”

“Your mama loved those flowers. Prettiest I
ever saw her was when she was standing in a field of bluebell’s
though she was always the prettiest girl in any room too. Never a
hair out of place, never anything less than a smile for a neighbor
or friend. She loved this place. She’d never have left it.”

“Guess I didn’t turn out much like her.”

“No. You didn’t.” He sighed heavily, “Even
when you were a little girl and she tried so hard to dress you up
in those frilly dresses and put you in those beauty pageants you
weren’t a thing like her. You were wild and independent, even
then.”

If she thought she’d ever had her feelings
hurt by her father before she’d been sorely mistaken. He just
couldn’t help but keep cutting away at her. He wouldn’t know how to
talk to her, to show a lick of emotion if his life depended on it.
Not even now.

“I didn’t mean to be different.”

“I know. You couldn’t help it. It’s just who
you are.” He flipped on the television like they’d just been
discussing the weather and not all of her faults.

She stared at him in bewilderment. How was
this man her father? How could she love him so much and not
understand anything about him? She didn’t look like him. She didn’t
act like him and yet he was the only parent she had. It wasn’t fair
and she felt some of the fissures inside her heart break open.

“You know what Daddy, I may not have won
beauty pageants or sang in the church choir but I’m not a failure.
There are people out there who would be proud of what I’ve done,
who don’t look at me and see nothing but faults.”

“I never said I wasn’t proud of you.” He
growled, “Don’t be dramatic Bluebell.”

“You never said you were proud either
though.” She shook her head, “I finished school. I got my degree
and a good job. I have a good life.”

“Then go back to it! If you’ve got somewhere
better to be then just go. You weren’t supposed to be here anyway.
Just go back to your wonderful life Bluebell.”

Oh how she wanted to. She wanted to rush down
the stairs and get in her completely impractical sports car and
leave. She wanted to leave Fate in her rearview mirror. She wanted
to leave Montgomery Oaks and her father and all of her misery and
memories behind.

But she didn’t. She simply finished folding
her father’s laundry and put it away and then she went downstairs
and sat at the too big dining room table all by herself and
wondered how her life had spiraled so far out of control. Her
father didn’t want her here. She didn’t want to be here but she
knew she had to.

She looked around the empty dining room and
felt the urge to be anywhere else but here. The problem was that
she didn’t want to be just anywhere though. She wanted to be in
Zach’s house where things weren’t stuck in the past, where there
was a table you could actually eat at, where she was just a good
time girl who knew how to smile and laugh.

But she couldn’t do that either. As much as
she’d prefer to get naked and forget her problems that wasn’t an
option. They’d just had sex. He’d probably already moved along to
another of the smiling masses that didn’t want anything from
him.

It just sucked that despite growing up in
Fate the number of people she considered friends was measly at
best. She could call Jenny Sue but she’d have her kids at this time
of the week. She could call Molly but she was a newlywed fresh back
from her honeymoon and it didn’t seem fair to bring her down so
soon. She might be able to reach Maddie but she didn’t really know
the younger girl well enough to put her bad mood on her either.

As sad as it was, the person she’d talked to
the most since arriving back in Fate was Zach. Yet it wasn’t his
job to entertain her, as much as she’d like for it to be while she
was here. She’d just have to find something else to do with her
time, some way to keep herself sane until… well until when she
didn’t know.

Until her father talked to her about the
ranch? Until she figured out what was expected of her? Until he
died? Until forever? No that last one wasn’t an option but it did
get her up off her butt and onto her feet to find something to
do.


Chapter Twelve

 


 


Zach hated stopping a project in the middle.
He hated that he hadn’t noticed he was running low on supplies too.
What he hated the most was that he’d been so distracted the past
few days that not even demolishing the guest bathroom had provided
an outlet for his frustrations.

The dreams just kept coming and the more he
had them the more he wanted to sweep in and save Devin and Riley
from themselves. He’d taken a hands-off approach to the whole thing
which was so far the opposite of his personality he didn’t know
what to do with himself. So he avoided his brothers, he ignored
them when need be and he worked on his house.

A bead of sweat slid down his face and he
used the bottom of his t-shirt to wipe it off as he drove into town
to hit up the hardware store. The AC was working overtime but the
drive was too short to get it good and cool in the truck before he
reached his destination. It’d be a short trip, he just had to grab
a few things and get back so he could finish up the cabinetry and
move on to the next phase of his renovations.

The more he worked the more he wanted to keep
working. It was a strange feeling since he’d spent all of his life
working the ranch and he’d never done anything but wait for sundown
and then dread the sunrise the next day. He’d spent the past
twenty-four hours letting his little brothers deal with the ranch
and focusing on his own life like they claimed they wanted him to
do.

Turned out that was just as frustrating as
dealing with the two of them. The more he ignored the ranch and his
brothers the guiltier he felt. The guiltier he felt the more he set
about taking his mind off it and it continued in a loop of
annoyance and frustration that was eating at him.

He loved the ranch. He couldn’t imagine
leaving it but he loved this other part of him that could build
something with his hands too. He needed to figure out a way to do
both. Once he did, he knew he’d feel more like the old Zach again,
the one that was responsible and in control. He could make it work.
He always made things work for everybody.

Grabbing a shopping cart he headed into the
only hardware store in town. Ten minutes later he had a basket full
of nails, screws and caulk and lumber. He was just rounding the
corner to head to the front when he heard a familiar voice call his
name and cringed.

“Zach. Hey. Whatcha doing in town?”

He prayed for strength as he turned to face
the unwelcome greeting, “Maddie. Hi.”

“Well is that all you have to say for
yourself?” She pursed her lips and cocked an eyebrow, “If I didn’t
know any better I’d think you were avoiding me.”

If he didn’t know any better he’d have
confirmed it for her straight out but his mom had taught him better
manners than that. It seemed everywhere he turned these days Maddie
was hanging around. He’d been nothing but polite but he didn’t have
any interest and he thought he’d made that perfectly clear.

“I’ve just been busy.” He said instead.

“Well you missed my birthday.”

“I did?” He caught her frown and screwed up a
smile, “I did. I’m sorry, I just couldn’t get away.”

She waved away his comment, “I heard. Your
brothers showed up and Riley told me all about how you’re working
on renovating your house.”

“Yep, sure am.”

“Well what do you think? Do I look a whole
year older than the last time you saw me?” She cocked a hip with
one hand and tilted her head like she was posing for Miss
America.

Zach furrowed his brow. How was he supposed
to answer that question? It had to be a trick. If he said yes, he
thought she looked older and that was never a good thing for a girl
was it? And if he said no he might as well call her a baby.

“You uh… you look different that’s for sure.”
He finally shrugged, thankful it was the truth so he didn’t have to
break his rule about lying to women. “Did you change your
hair?”

“I sure did. It’s so sweet of you to notice.”
She giggled.

He thought it was a couple of inches shorter
at most but she had some light streaks in it he’d never noticed
before. He probably still wouldn’t have noticed if he hadn’t been
looking for a way out of her trick question. Still, he hadn’t
wanted to be sweet. Sweet gave women ideas, silly ideas about him
being boyfriend or worse husband material.

“I think it looked fine the other way.”

She raise her eyebrow again, “You don’t like
it?”

“Not really. Sorry.” Well that definitely
wasn’t sweet but he hadn’t been able to think of a nicer way to put
it, manners or not.

To his utter surprise she giggled, “You’re so
honest. I’ve always liked that about you Zach.”

“You’re not mad?” He eyed her warily.

“Nah, I’m not surprised. You seem to prefer
blondes but I ain’t dying my whole head just to get your
attention.”

Well that was a relief, maybe. Except at the
mention of blondes memories of the only one that’d caught his eye
lately drifted back into his head. He hadn’t seen Bluebell in three
days, not since he fell asleep and she went home without waking him
up. He’d definitely thought about her though, thought about her so
much that he’d probably have been worried except he knew he was
just stressed and looking for a distraction and she’d been really
good at that for a few hours.

“Oh, well, okay.” He managed a shrug for
Maddie.

“I’m glad I ran into you actually. I wanted
to ask your opinion on something.”

“My opinion? On what?”

“An older man that I have a crush on.”

Oh hell. Tension clenched in his shoulders.
He didn’t want to deal with this right now or ever. He was pretty
good at dealing with women that knew how he played the game but
Maddie was too young to know things like that. He didn’t want to
hurt her feelings and there was no way he could deal with it if she
started crying.

“Look, Maddie…” He cleared his throat and
lowered his voice, “I’m flattered and all but I’m thirty-six years
old.”

“Really? You’re thirty-six?” She blinked at
him with a look of confusion. “You seem a lot older than that.”

What. The. Hell. He did not seem older than
thirty-six. If anything he got told that he and Devin could be
mistaken for twins all the time and Devin was four years younger
than him. What was that supposed to mean?

“Sorry, that didn’t come out right.” Maddie
smiled sweetly, “It’s just that you seem so responsible and mature
for your age. That’s why I wanted to talk to you, because I know
you’ve been a really good big brother to Devin and Riley and I
never had a big brother like that.”

“Big brother?” He tilted his head in
confusion.

“Yeah, like an older big brother, you’re old
enough to give good advice and I could really use some.”

See there it was again. Older, much older? He
wasn’t that damn old. He didn’t even feel old except when he spent
all day working out in the heat and sun in the fields. Sure his
muscles ached and groaned sometimes but that was normal for
somebody that did as much physical labor as he did. It wasn’t about
age.

The chime over the door dinged a few feet
away and Zach looked over to see who he could ask to save him from
this conversation. The minute his eyes landed on the woman that
walked through the door he forgot all about being old. He certainly
didn’t feel old when his body reacted to Bluebell like a horny
fifteen year old.

The sun shining through the big glass windows
at the front of the store glinted off her blonde hair. A pair of
classic Ray-Ban’s shielded her eyes but a pair of soft pink lips
was clearly visible. Those lips that’d been all over his body just
a few days ago and tasted like heaven lifted into a smile as she
noticed them.

“Hey Maddie. Hey Zach.” The door swung shut
behind her as she headed down the aisle towards them.

She was wearing another dress. Did she own
anything but dresses? He hoped not. He liked the smooth expanse of
long legs beneath the hem, liked the idea that he could back her
against a wall or pull her into his lap, lift the material, push
her panties aside and have her again anytime anywhere.

“Hi Bluebell.” Maddie responded.

He didn’t greet her. He couldn’t get his
brain to work when her breasts bounced under the yellow sundress.
She was all shiny and summery and beautiful.

“Maddie! Your hair looks great, what’d you do
to it?”

The two women exchanged a hug and Maddie
beamed proudly, “You are so sweet. I had Jenny Sue put some
highlights in it and cut some layers. Zach here didn’t even mention
it until I pointed it out.”

Bluebell tipped her gaze up to meet his with
a smirk, “Oh you know how men are, they wouldn’t notice the nose on
their faces if women weren’t around to point it out to them.”

“You are so right.” Maddie nodded
thoughtfully, “Hey do you want to get lunch sometime? I could
really use some girl talk since Molly’s in newlywed land and
MIA.”

“Sure. I’ll stop by the diner sometime soon
and we’ll make plans.”

“Oh you’re just the best. It’s so nice to
have you back in town.” Maddie gave Bluebell another tight hug
before pulling back and focusing on him with a serious expression,
“It was really nice running into you. Next time, I really want to
get your opinion on that thing Zach. Thanks for listening; you’re a
really good friend.”

“Looking forward to it.”

He watched Maddie flip on her heel and stroll
away. Her freshly cut and colored hair bouncing with each step. He
hadn’t noticed she was wearing a cute little sundress too. He
didn’t think he’d ever seen her in anything but jeans and t-shirts.
Strange.

“A really good friend?” Bluebell pulled his
attention.

“Yeah, apparently I’m a really good
listener.”

“Uh huh and just how often does Maddie run
into you?”

“Way more often than I’d like.”

“Well that’s not very nice.” Bluebell
admonished as she tipped her sunglasses up on top of her head with
a lazy smile, “I think its pretty obvious little Maddie has a big
ol’ crush on you cowboy.”

“It’s not like that.”

“Oh, I think it is.”

“No. Trust me. It’s not.”

“As we like to say around here, she was
melting all over you like homemade ice cream in August.”

“I’ve never once heard anyone use that
expression.” He chuckled when she turned her accent up a couple of
notches, “And like I said, she doesn’t think of me like that.”

“Oh.” Bluebell looked thoughtful for a
moment, “How does she think of you then?”

“I believe her exact words were as a much,
much older big brother.” He groaned.

Bluebell blinked her big blue eyes up at him
once, twice and then her shoulders started to shake and the
laughter poured out of her so hard she gripped her side.

“I’m glad you think it’s funny.” He
frowned.

In response Bluebell gasped for air, “Oh it’s
hilarious.”

“I’m not that much older for God’s sake. I’m
only thirty-six. It’s not like I’m an old man.”

She covered her mouth with her hands and made
an effort to reign in her laughter, “Oh, come on, you have to admit
it’s funny. You thought she was hitting on you too didn’t you? You
cradle-robber.”

He frowned as she started laughing again, “I
am not a cradle robber.”

“You so sure about that?” One of those perky
eyebrows shot up and she did a face so full of shock he almost
bought it, almost. “I had no idea you were so much older than
me.”

“You done laughing at me yet?”

“Nope.”

He tried to give her his deadliest glare. His
mean face had scared his little brothers into submission more than
once. She just kept right on laughing so he gave into the grin that
he couldn’t shake and kissed her right there in the front aisle of
the hardware store. It was a light kiss, his lips against hers for
a split second, just to shut her up.

“What are you doing here?” He nipped her
bottom lip as he pulled back.

“Shopping of course.”

“Good. You can keep me company.”

 


Blue followed Zach as he headed down another
aisle in the hardware store. Her eyes couldn’t help but take in his
broad shoulders beneath a black t-shirt any more than she could
avoid noticing the way his jeans rode low on his hips and cupped
his ass. He looked a little dirty, a little scruffy and a whole lot
sexy again, or as she was coming to realize, always.

“What’re you doing in Griff’s?”

Looking for Zach. She’d been randomly roaming
the streets of Fate looking for something to do and he’d seemed
like as good an option as any when she’d noticed his big black Ford
in the parking lot. Still, she wasn’t going to say that so she
lied.

“Bobby asked me to stop over and see if his
order was ready yet.”

“Uh huh.” He glanced at her out of the corner
of his eye as if he knew she was lying so she changed the
subject.

“What’ve you been up to?”

“Working on the house. I ran out of supplies
and needed a few things.”

They lazily strolled down the aisle as he
pushed the cart past a row of lighting fixtures. There were energy
efficient bulbs and neon lights. There were even a couple of black
bulbs.

“Still working on the bathroom?”

“Yeah I’m building new cabinetry.”

“Have you laid the tile yet?”

“No, I have to get the cabinets in first so
it’ll line up right.”

She didn’t miss the tug of a smile at the
corner of his lips when she said “laid” but she pretended she did.
She shouldn’t have sought him out but the lure of the man had been
impossible to resist. He was so big and dark and in the small
confines of aisle two of the hardware store she could smell the
musk of sweat and hard work on him, wanted to lick it off him like
she’d never wanted anything in her life. She needed to go.

“My mom said she saw you the other day at the
diner.”

“I thought that was her when I stopped by to
get a latte but I wasn’t sure.” She followed him around another
corner instead.

“You remember to compliment her on my eyes?”
He grinned, a flash of white teeth and charm.

“Can’t say that I did.”

“Pity. She’d have been awfully amused I’m
sure.” His big hand slipped into hers, cupping her palm, warm and
rough at the same time as he ducked through a swinging door.

Suddenly the bright overhead lights of the
store were gone, replaced by the dimness of a few stray bulbs. The
room they’d entered was dark and deserted. Aisle upon aisle of
cardboard boxes rose up around them. They were in some sort of back
room and her skin tingled with possibilities.

“Are we supposed to be back here?”

“Sure. I need a part Griff didn’t have out
front.”

He tugged her after him and she went
willingly despite not believing him for a minute. It would be safer
if she kept talking. She just needed a topic that wasn’t the least
bit sexual.

“Your mom was having lunch with someone. It
looked like a date so I didn’t want to interrupt.”

His hand fell away from hers and he frowned,
“Who was she with?”

“I think I heard her call him Frankie.”

The string of curses that filled the back
room would have made a sailor proud. She bit back a smile. She’d
had a feeling he might not be keen on the idea of his mother on a
date.

“You know the guy?”

“He works at the ranch.” He paused, his hands
going to his hips, “Or at least he used to.”

She stifled a laugh, “You can’t fire the guy
for dating your mother.”

“The hell I can’t.”

“Has your mom dated a lot since your dad
passed away?”

“Occasionally, but she usually keeps it to
herself. She doesn’t trot them out in front of the whole town and
she definitely doesn’t date guys half her age.”

“Frankie’s half her age?” She perked a
curious eyebrow.

“Try a few years older than me.”

“Wow.” She couldn’t help but laugh that time,
“Your mom is a cougar. Way to go Mrs. West.”

“Don’t start.”

“I’m impressed, that’s all. I hope I have
that kind of game when I’m that age. Hell, I’d like to think I had
that kind of game now.” She snorted.

“Yeah aspiring to cougardom seems like a nice
goal.”

She stuck her tongue out at his sarcasm,
“Beats being a cradle robber.”

“Sounds a lot like the same thing.” He
shrugged one big shoulder and turned to sort through a box on the
shelf.

End of subject. No more talking about his
mother. It was as simple as that. He was a closed book, a book with
a heavy padlock and no key in sight. She should have known better
but she kept pushing anyway.

“How’d your parents meet?”

“Same way most everyone meets around here,
they went to school together.”

“High school sweethearts?”

“No. They never dated in high school, didn’t
get together until a few years after.” He smirked, “Actually, the
way I heard it my dad’s high school sweetheart was Liza Beth
Montgomery.”

She gaped, “What?”

“Don’t tell me you haven’t heard the
stories.”

“A couple, here and there… but I didn’t know
if they were true. Daddy never talks about it.”

“I’m sure.”

“Tell me the story?” She found herself
grabbing his arm. “Please?”

She’d never heard the story of how her
parents got together. She’d never asked her father. Like most
everything else he didn’t like to talk about her mother. She got
the occasional tidbits, like how she’d loved bluebell flowers but
rarely anything insightful. Everything she knew about her mother
came from foggy memories and second-hand accounts from near
strangers. It seemed this was going to be no different.

“Not much to tell really.” He shrugged.

“Zach. Please.” She didn’t let go of his
arm.

He stared down at her like he wasn’t going to
answer for a long second. She held her breath. His eyes moved over
her face before he sighed.

“The way I heard it, your mom and my dad had
been together all throughout high school. There was talk of
combining the ranches once they were married. Everybody thought
they’d end up together.”

“What happened?”

“Life? Love? Who knows really, Lyle Carter
went to work at the Oaks and she dumped my dad. The next week she
was dating yours. They never spoke again. End of story.”

“That doesn’t make any sense.” She shook her
head.

“Why?”

“Because it doesn’t make sense for her to
choose my dad if you look anything like yours.” She managed a small
smile.

He chuckled, “She could have had anybody she
wanted. To hear this town tell it Liza Beth Montgomery was the
prettiest girl in town. She was head cheerleader, sang in the
church choir and looked like an angel.”

“Yeah. That’s sounds like mama.” Her chest
tightened and she stared at her feet.

“You’re a lot like her.” A big hand tilted
her chin back up so she had to look into his handsome face
again.

“No.” She shook her head, “I’m not.”

“You really need to learn to take a
compliment baby-doll.” Zach frowned.

“You really need to keep your promise not to
lie to a girl.” She shot back.

“Damn you’re frustrating.”

His green eyes had gone dark around the edges
and she shivered in her skin. Heat lit up her veins when he looked
at her like that. No, scratch that, heat lit up her veins just
being in his presence. But him, looking at her like he wanted to
devour her, was too much. How they’d gone from talking about their
parents to this she’d never know but she wasn’t about to question
it. This was why she’d sought him out and there was no use denying
it.

“You should definitely stop talking to me
then.”

“Oh I intend to.”

His mouth was on hers before she could even
suck in a breath of air. It was a surprisingly soft kiss, lips
meeting and massaging in slow eroticism His big hands wrapped
around her waist, pulled her tight against his chest. His pelvis
ground against her stomach, his erection pressing hard as he ground
into her.

Her hands found the hem of his shirt and slid
beneath to touch the warm, hard ridges of his abdomen below. He was
so masculine, so big and strong. He was just what she needed.

“I’m probably smelly from working all day.”
He grinned against her lips. “Sorry.”

“I don’t mind.” She trailed her lips along
the rough five o’clock shadow on his jaw. “Really.”

His chuckle was low and dark near her ear,
“As much as I want to fuck you in a semi-public place, anyone could
walk back here and catch us. You weren’t too fond of that idea a
few weeks ago.”

She had to smile at his thoughtfulness. As
much as he might want to think he was a bad guy he really wasn’t.
He had issues to be sure but who didn’t? She was a little drunk on
him, not falling for him drunk but wanting him and not caring about
much else than the feel of his skin against hers drunk for
sure.

“Zach, I’ve had a rough couple of days and I
really want to use you to forget about my problems.” She pulled
back to look up at those soft green eyes, “Do you mind if I use
you?”

He lowered his forehead against hers, “Not at
all.”

“Good.” She breathed in his distinctly male
scent, “Do you want me?”

“Like crazy.”

“Then stop talking and take me, right here,
right now.”

He kissed her then and she melted into a
puddle under his skillful touch. Lust pooled low in her belly and
she opened her mouth to take his tongue inside her. She wanted way
more than just his tongue inside her but she’d take this for now.
He was so good at this. She kissed him back, desperate to forget
her problems for just a little while, desperate for a distraction,
desperate for him.

He could touch her and make her forget
everything else. He filled her body, filled the lonely parts that
ached deep down inside. She needed him more than common sense
should have let her. She wasn’t allowed to need him.

Wanting him was one thing, wanting his touch
and his taste and his big hands on her but needing him wasn’t
practical. That’s not what this was. She knew it and she didn’t
care, not right now, not when he was the only thing that made her
feel alive.

He pushed her dress up and his hands slipped
beneath to caress her ass at the same time his mouth rained down
her neck. He nipped and sucked and teased and her head fell back on
a moan as he pushed the straps of her sundress down and exposed her
naked breasts. His mouth was on her, driving her crazy as he sucked
her nipples and ground his erection against her stomach.

She loved the way he touched her, loved the
way he kissed her. She wasn’t stupid enough to love him but she
loved the way he made her feel. Sexy, wanted, needed, he could do
that to her and the power behind those feelings nearly made her
come before he ever drove inside her. In a haze and rush, he
unzipped his jeans and sheathed himself. She had no idea where the
condom had come from and when he lifted her up in one smooth move
to drive inside and fill her up she didn’t care.

Her back against the wall, her legs wrapped
around his waist, she gasped his name as he pumped into her. The
look of pure lust in his eyes had her panting. He held her tight,
his big hands gripping her thighs, holding her steady for his rapid
thrusts. He stroked all the best parts of her with every movement
and it took every ounce of control she could squeeze to strangle a
cry of absolute bliss.

A big, overpowering orgasm worked its way
under her skin and exploded in a ball of fire. It rained down on
her, scorching her body and torching her soul. It burned her down
and destroyed her and when it was over all that was left was the
feeling of pleasure and the smile on her face.

 


The overhead fan whirled in a lazy circle,
sending fresh air down to cool the hot touch of skin against skin.
Zach found himself stroking Bluebell’s bare hip, wrapping his arms
around her and hauling her back against his side when she tried to
slip out of his bed. She was tangled in his sheets and his bed had
never looked so good. He didn’t want her to leave just yet.

“Aren’t you tired?” Her sweet giggle against
his chest made him grin.

“Nope.”

“You are insatiable.”

“Yep.” He kissed the top of her head as she
snuggled into him.

He couldn’t get enough of her even after
their marathon afternoon of sex. The fact that he’d screwed her
standing up in the back of Griff’s Hardware store had been crazy
but it still hadn’t been enough. He’d insisted she come back to the
ranch with him where he’d had her again in his newly restored
shower to wash off the sweat of a long days work and their
semi-public sex. After, she’d offered to make him dinner and he
hadn’t been able to think of a reason she shouldn’t stay.

Maybe he’d have been able to if she hadn’t
been wearing nothing but her panties and one of his ratty old
t-shirts. She made his shirts look good. She looked sexy in her
dresses but he liked her better in his clothes.

“I once cooked dinner for Stephen Jones.”
She’d said while she pulled a pan from the cabinet over the top of
the stove.

“Who?”

“Stephen Jones, Jerry Jones’ son.” She rolled
her eyes at him like he was an idiot.

He was certain he was. He couldn’t pay
attention to what she was talking about when she was prancing
around his kitchen in hot pink panties. If she was clothed he might
have been able to pay attention to the story about how Stephen
Jones had come to be in her apartment. But she wasn’t.

“Don’t tell me you don’t know who Stephen
Jones is.” She looked up at him and sighed, “COO of the Cowboys,
son of Jerry. You do know of Jerry Jones right?”

“Of course I know who Jerry Jones is.” He
scratched his head and tried to pay attention to her lips instead
of her ass.

“Good. I was afraid I’d have to revoke your
Texas citizenship if you didn’t.” She grinned and kept on chatting
about the loser boyfriend that’d worked in the Cowboys office and
was friends with the billionaire’s son.

He gave up pretending to listen when she bent
over the fridge and his shirt slid up her thighs, giving him a nice
view of the smooth pink lace covering her other smooth pink parts.
Bluebell was damn pretty all over. She had long legs, smooth curves
and perky breasts and she wasn’t shy about getting naked like some
women. He liked that about her.

He liked that she was just crazy enough to
tell him she wanted to use him and then ask him to screw her in the
back room of a hardware store too. He liked that she was honest
about what she did and didn’t want. He liked that she’d sought him
out in the hardware store because he hadn’t for one second bought
her line about checking on an order for the Montgomery Oaks ranch.
He liked that she’d come to him too because odds were if she hadn’t
he’d have been the one to hunt her down sooner or later.

He liked a lot of things about Bluebell. He
liked that she didn’t sugarcoat her difficult relationship with her
father. He liked that she stayed by the old man’s side despite it.
He liked that she could still laugh even in the face of a tough
situation like that, even if she’d been laughing at his expense.
Shockingly he even liked that she talked all the time, never
letting silence go on too long whether he was paying attention or
not.

Like now, when she was prancing around his
kitchen, boiling water and talking her pretty little head off in
nothing but his t-shirt. Her long, slim legs went on forever. He
liked those legs, liked them wrapped around his waist a whole
lot.

“Zach?”

“Huh?” He lifted his eyes back to her
face.

“You weren’t listening to a thing I said were
you?”

He liked the way her bottom lip poked out
when she pretended to pout at him, “No. I was distracted.”

“Funny.” She rolled her eyes, “I asked you a
question.”

He’d been completely serious but he tilted
his head, “Yeah?”

“Yeah. I asked if you call all the women you
sleep with baby-doll.”

His head snapped to attention then. When had
they gone from talking about Stephen Jones to the dangerous topic
of women he’d slept with? That seemed like a flying leap even if he
hadn’t been paying attention.

“Why do you ask?”

“Just curious if it’s easier than keeping
names straight.” She smiled sweetly and he knew he’d been
played.

She hadn’t asked him anything of the sort.
She’d noticed he wasn’t paying attention and goaded him. She was so
damn cute thinking she could get the upper hand so he rose to his
feet.

“No baby. I only call you that because you
look like a full-size Barbie, all pretty and blonde and
fresh-faced.” He shrugged.

“Maybe that’s because I’m so much younger
than you, cradle-robber.”

“Maybe.” He laughed as he stalked closer, “My
turn to ask a question.”

“Shoot.”

“Do you always beg for your orgasm when you
get close?”

She smirked, “I don’t know, nobody’s ever
mentioned it but you.”

He slipped an arm around her waist and drew
her up against him, “Maybe nobody else had what it takes to make
you beg for it.”

“Maybe.” Her breathe hitched and he had to
taste her lips.

She sighed into his mouth and melted against
him. He liked it when she did that. Her breasts flattened against
his chest and her arms wrapped around his neck. She tiptoed up to
meet him and he grabbed her ass, lifting her so she could wrap
those legs he liked so much around him.

“I was cooking you dinner.” She broke the
heady kiss after a couple of seconds, “Aren’t you hungry?”

“Yes, but not for spaghetti.” He flipped the
knob on the stove and carried her over to the table; setting her on
the edge he lowered himself into his chair in front of her.

“Zach.” Her lips parted on his name at the
same time he pushed aside the lace panties and put his mouth on
her.

She’d begged him, pleaded for him not to stop
as the orgasm ripped through her. It was the sweetest sound to hear
her come apart, to taste her on his lips and tongue. She was so
damn sweet and pretty he’d had to take her again right there on his
kitchen table.

He’d watched her eyes close and her mouth
fall open in a gasp as he’d entered her. She was hot and tight and
wet and he’d felt every pulse of her orgasm as he held her close
and drove into her. He doubted he’d ever have a meal there and not
think about the beautiful woman in his bed now.

“I should get going.” He felt her lips on his
chest.

“You can stay if you want.”

He’d never offered to let anybody stay the
night with him. He rarely even brought women to his house. She’d
been here twice now. He’d had her in his shower, his kitchen, his
bed. He could think of a few more places he’d like to have her as
well.

“Stay and I’ll cook breakfast for you in the
morning since I interrupted dinner.”

She giggled, “I thought you said you couldn’t
cook?”

“I make a pretty good pop-tart.”

She laughed, “As tempting as that sounds, I
should get back to the ranch before somebody notices the R8 parked
in your front yard.”

“I hate to break it to you baby-doll but your
car is less than discreet, one of my brothers has probably already
seen it. It’s bound to be news all over Fate by now. I imagine
everybody’s talking about how you got mixed up with that bad news
West boy.”

“You think they’re talking about me and
Devin?” She gaped in mock horror and he rolled her to her back,
pinning her beneath him.

“Very funny.”

“I thought so.” She smirked up at him and
then cupped his cheek gently, “Like I said, it’s a very tempting
offer but I should get back to the ranch.”

“Can’t handle the gossip?”

“I’m twenty-eight years old Zach. I don’t
care if the whole town knows we’re sleeping together. I stopped
caring what they think about me a long time ago.” She frowned, “But
for some God unknown reason I still care what my Daddy thinks so I
can’t stay the night.”

At the mention of her father and the flash of
pain in her big blue eyes he reluctantly rolled off of her. She
couldn’t stay the night. She was right. He knew that, he was just
foggy from so much sex.

He watched her stand and search for her
clothes. Her soft skin was covered by the pink lace panties. Her
hair glinted in the moonlight through the window as she pulled the
yellow sundress over her head and flipped it up over her shoulder.
She glanced at him one last time as she hesitated by the
doorway.

“Thank you for today Zach.”

“Anytime.”

He watched her walk away and heard his front
door shut a minute later. He sat up in his bed and looked around
once she was gone. He should get up and finish the cabinetry. He
had things to do since he’d spent the entire afternoon with
Bluebell.

If she hadn’t walked through the front door
of the hardware store he’d have spent the afternoon working. He
would have finished sanding and cutting and gluing the cabinets.
He’d have them installed and he’d be ready to start laying
tile.

But he hadn’t done a one of those things and
he hadn’t wanted to. The minute he got a look at her in that little
yellow sundress he hadn’t wanted to do anything but get her naked
as quickly as possible. He’d spent the rest of his day doing just
that over and over again.

He pulled his tired body from the bed and
grabbed a fresh pair of boxers. He was just stepping into his mesh
shorts when he heard a knock on his door. A smile unwittingly rose
up his face and he stubbed his toe on the foot of the bed racing
across the room.

His smile died when he pulled the front door
open. He frowned. He should have known he wasn’t that lucky.

“Was that Bluebell Carter’s flashy little
sports car I passed on my way up the drive?” Devin raised a curious
eyebrow.

“I don’t know. Was it?” He stepped out of the
way as his younger brother came inside and shut the door behind
him.

“I didn’t know you two were acquainted.”

“She’s a friend.” He turned his back on his
brother and padded to the kitchen.

That was true. He considered Blue a friend, a
friend that he liked to see naked but a friend nonetheless. He’d
had close friends he liked a whole lot less than he liked her. She
was a friend, with benefits.

Devin glanced at the stove and his mouth fell
open in shock, “Did you cook her dinner?”

Damn. He’d forgotten that he left the big pot
on the stove earlier. It was still full of water. Sitting on the
counter beside it was the can of tomato sauce and a box of
spaghetti that Bluebell had pulled from his cabinets with the
intention of cooking. They’d never gotten back around to food after
he had her instead.

“No.” He picked up the pot and dumped it in
the sink.

“Never known you to cook for your
friends.”

“I wasn’t cooking for her.”

“Sure looks like it.” Devin taunted.

He scowled, “If you must know she was going
to make dinner, that’s all.”

“Wow, I wish I had friends that offered to
cook me dinner.”

“Funny.” He ignored his brother’s teasing and
put the food back in the cabinets.

“You two dating?”

“No.”

Devin knew he didn’t date. It was a stupid
question. He didn’t do relationships, neither did his brothers. It
was just a fact of life for them. They all had their reasons but
they weren’t a bunch of sissies that sat around and talked about
it.

“So you wouldn’t mind if Riley asked her out
then?”

“What?” He turned back to face Devin too
fast.

“Riley was just saying the other day that if
she’s sticking around town he was thinking of asking her out.”

“She isn’t sticking around town.”

“She’s been around over a month.” Devin
shrugged.

“She’s just staying with her father because
he’s dying. The moment he’s gone, she will be too.”

“You know that for a fact?”

“Yeah.”

“You two talk about it?” Devin raised an
eyebrow again.

Zach fidgeted under the scrutiny. He wasn’t
used to the strange feeling of dread in the pit of his stomach. It
was the same feeling he got whenever Bluebell mentioned her father
or the Montgomery Oaks Ranch. He knew what Devin was getting at and
he didn’t like it.

“No.” He glared at his younger brother, “We
haven’t been doing a lot of talking.”

“I figured as much.”

“Fuck off Devin.” He growled, “What are you
doing here at ten o’clock at night anyway?”

Devin simply smiled, “Didn’t have anything
going on so I thought I’d stop by and see if you needed any help
with the house. If I’d known you had company I wouldn’t have swung
by.”

“I don’t have company now.” He shrugged, “So
yeah, if you want to help I could use it.”

“Just tell me what to do.”

Zach spent the next two hours building and
installing the new cabinetry in the master bathroom with his
younger brother. Devin was a good handyman and it was nice to spend
some time together. They had a beer and caught up.

Devin told him about Riley getting in a fight
with Maddie’s boyfriend at her birthday party. Zach told him about
the lunch date their mother had with Frankie. They both agreed they
were the only sane ones in the family.

Neither of them brought up the ranch or the
land and for that Zach was thankful. He didn’t want to know about
the Montgomery ranch. What he already did know wasn’t sitting right
with him. The fact that he knew more about Bluebell’s fathers plans
for the ranch that was her home than she did ate at his gut but it
wasn’t his place to tell her. The old man needed to do it, and
soon.


Chapter Thirteen

 


 


Zach checked the oil in the Impala. He’d
already checked the tire pressure and gas gauge. He hadn’t spent
enough time on the old car recently.

He liked cars, in particular his father’s old
1967 Chevy but he wasn’t a mechanic. It was a hobby, one that had
taken a backseat to remodeling the house in the past few months.
The fact that he was in the barn making sure it ran now confused
and frustrated him all at the same time.

It was Bluebell. She was driving him a little
bit crazy. He knew it. Knew it and hated it but there wasn’t
anything he could do about it.

He hadn’t seen her in four days, had barely
even heard from her in four days. Not since the day after they got
busy in Griff’s and then a few more times at his house. Not since
he asked her to stay and she’d said she couldn’t. Not since she
told him she got her period and would be out of commission for a
few days.

He hadn’t realized she meant he wouldn’t see
her at all but he supposed he should have been fine with that.
Besides, he had things to do. He wasn’t the type of man to sit
around and wait for a woman and he definitely wasn’t the type that
was going to go hunting her down just to make sure she was
okay.

Obviously she’d only wanted sex. He knew he
should be thrilled. She was a beautiful woman that entertained the
hell out of him, was good in bed and only wanted to use him for hot
sex and then left him alone. She was perfect.

So why was he annoyed?

Maybe it had something to do with the fact
that he hadn’t been done with her yet. Something about Bluebell
Montgomery Carter got under his skin. Something about her made him
want to get under her skin too. He wasn’t sure what it was but he
didn’t like that she’d been the one to use and discard him. Maybe
it was just his ego.

He’d spent the past four days not thinking
about her and yet, she was all he could think about. Devin helped
him lay the tile in the master bathroom and he wondered if he could
show it to her which was just ridiculous because if they couldn’t
have sex for a few days he shouldn’t want to see her so badly. He
took his frustrations out on demolishing the guest bathroom.

He spent his nights hitting Sully’s and the
Roadhouse. He’d had beers with his brothers, shot some pool and
checked out the women. But he’d gone home alone every night.

It would have been easy to pick up some new
girl. He wasn’t cocky about it he just knew it was the truth.
Victoria Sands had practically offered to climb on his lap and ride
him in the middle of the bar but as much as he hated to admit it,
the offer hadn’t remotely appealed to him.

He was crazy, so crazy that when he heard
that familiar singsong voice behind him he thought he was having
another dream for a minute. He’d been having a lot of dreams about
the crazy sexy blond. He turned, half expecting to see nothing but
air. Instead, his lungs stopped working and all of his air rushed
out in a whoosh.

“Hey ya cowboy.”

Bluebell was standing just inside the door to
the barn. She was wearing those sexy as sin red cowboy boots but
instead of a dress this time she had donned a tiny pair of denim
cut-offs and a red and white plaid pearl snap with the sleeves
rolled up. Her blond hair was tied into double braids on the side
of her head and a white cowboy hat sat atop the pretty picture.

He hadn’t seen her in four days. He hadn’t
seen her in four days and she turned up in his barn looking like
cowgirl Barbie. His mouth went dry. Damn she was pretty and damn if
that didn’t annoy him just a little bit more. Not enough to tell
her to get lost, but just enough that he didn’t immediately grab
her and fulfill the urge to sink deep inside her.

“Hey ya Bluebell.” He leaned against the hood
of the car.

“You busy?”

“Nah, just checking out the car.” He
shrugged, “How’s your dad?”

She shrugged and her chin dipped an inch.
Most people wouldn’t have noticed but he knew her well enough to
know it meant she was about to lie to him. He’d already figured out
that tell.

“Fine.”

“And how’s he really?” He raised a skeptical
eyebrow.

“Not good. He’s sleeping more and more. The
doctors say that happens near the end.” Her voice cracked on the
last word.

“I’m sorry to hear that.”

Her chin tilted back up, “Thank you for
asking, and for wanting an actual answer.”

“No problem.” He relaxed into a smile.

“I’ve spent as much time as I can with him
the past few days. I never knew when he was going to wake up so I
just stayed by his side.” She shrugged again, “But he was pretty
grouchy earlier and I couldn’t take it anymore. Thought I should
get out of the house, get some fresh air.”

“Plenty of good places to do that out here in
the country.”

Her blue eyes flashed with something he
thought was doubt and he immediately regretted the snide remark.
She was tough. He knew it. He didn’t like the idea of making her
doubt herself.

“Oh, um… yeah I just thought I’d stop in and
say hi. I could go if you’re busy.” She was already starting to
back away and he quickly pushed himself off the hood of the car to
grab her arm.

“Uh-uh… don’t you go leaving baby-doll. I
already told you I ain’t busy.” He wrapped his other arm around her
waist and drew her back against him, “We have a rule about you not
running out on me when I have a raging hard-on remember?”

She laughed and the sound punched him in the
chest. He liked her laugh, it was light and carefree, a little
girly just like her. It made him want to kiss those pretty pink
lips, to taste and play and drink her in even when he was still
half-annoyed for her disappearing and then showing up looking good
enough to eat.

“Is sex all you think about?”

“When you’re around? Yeah.”

She laughed again and he took the opportunity
to study her face. She was more than pretty, beautiful really. She
had a Cupid’s bow mouth that’d bring a priest to his knees and when
she smiled it was just a little bit lopsided and adorable. He
wasn’t sure he’d ever liked a smile that much and any lingering
annoyance disappeared when she looked up at him with those big blue
eyes.

“I have a pretty hard time thinking
about anything else when you’re around too.”

“Funny.” He smiled back at her.

“Were you going to take the Impala for a
spin?” She stepped out of his arms before he could take advantage
and lay a big kiss on her.

“I was, yeah.”

“Mind if I tag along?”

“Sure, I can think of plenty of dark wooded
areas where we can park and make out in my dad’s car.” He wagged
his eyebrows suggestively.

“Did that line work for you in high
school?”

“Every time.” He shrugged.

She bit her lip to keep from smiling, “Ever
let one of them drive?”

“No.”

“First time for everything I suppose.” She
circled the hood of the car, “What’s this baby got under the hood?
327?”

He tilted his head, sure he misunderstood.
She wanted to go for a ride in the Impala and she knew what kind of
motor was in it? She was beautiful, good in bed, didn’t want
anything from him but sex and to top it all off she liked cars,
fast cars. And he’d thought she was great before? He’d officially
stumbled upon the perfect woman.

“You want to go for a ride?”

“No, I want to drive.” She smiled at him and
then looked back at his chest, “I thought maybe we could hang out,
do something other than just get naked. I don’t have very many
friends in town and… I want to be your friend.”

Friends? She wanted to be his friend? Where
had that come from? And why did it annoy him all over again when
he’d just been annoyed five minutes ago that all she wanted from
him was sex.

“I already thought we were friends baby-doll.
With benefits.”

She smirked, “Is that what we’re calling
this?”

“You got something else you want to call
it?”

She looked thoughtful for a long minute. Her
big blue eyes were on him and she didn’t just stare at his chest.
He felt like he was holding his breath and waiting, for what he had
no idea. Finally she smiled and the tight pain in his chest
released.

“No, I think that about covers it.”

“Good.” He slid his arms back around her
waist and pulled her in close, “Because I want to be your friend
and all… but I still want to see you naked.”

“I think that can be arranged.” She tiptoed
up and brushed her lips across his lightly, “If you let me drive
the car.”

“If I let you drive the Impala you’re going
to owe me again.” He grinned.

“I don’t mind paying up in advance if
necessary.”

 


 


Blue yawned and stretched and then blinked
and looked around. It took her a second to place her surroundings
since she wasn’t in her bed at the ranch. The dark, distinctly male
furniture reminded her that she was in Zach’s bed, again, and that
sent another round of memories through her that warmed dark hidden
places in her body.

They’d made it all the way to the river
before they ripped each others clothes off and went at it in the
backseat of the Impala like teenagers. The fact they’d lasted that
long had been a miracle. From the minute she set eyes on him she’d
wanted to simply insist he drop the blue jeans, shove her against
the nearest hard surface and do with her as he pleased.

She’d had to remind herself she hadn’t gone
to see him for sex. Nah, who was she kidding? Of course she’d gone
to see him for sex, but that hadn’t been the only reason. She’d
needed a friend, needed to get away from her grouchy father for a
little bit and have some fun. Her first thought had been of Zach.
She always had fun with him.

She knew she was sitting on the edge of a
very dangerous ledge. She liked him, liked him too much really if
she let herself think about it so she tried not to. She tried not
to think about the difference in liking what he did to her and
liking the man himself. She could want him, she just couldn’t want
more.

That was why she’d stayed away from him for
four days; her period had just been a nice excuse she’d known he
wouldn’t argue over. Because the last time she’d been with him
she’d seen him watching her from the barstool while she attempted
to cook them dinner and for just a split second, she’d thought
about wanting more, wanting that moment over and over again. His
green eyes had looked at her and glazed with desire despite the
fact they’d already had sex twice and she’d known he wanted
more.

But more for him was just sex and that’d been
enough to convince her she needed a couple of days on her own.
Because if she wasn’t careful she could really want more with a man
like Zach and he wasn’t offering her anything but sex. That’s all
either of them were capable of, he didn’t do relationships and she
wasn’t staying in Fate long term anyway. They were just friends,
with lots and lots of sexual benefits.

Driving around the back roads of Fate with
him had been fun. It had also been insightful. She’d never heard
him talk so much. Compared to the other times they’d been together
he’d been an open book, an open book written in another language
maybe but open nonetheless.

They’d talked about their parents, about
growing up on ranches. He told her about his progress with the
house. She told him about her job back in Denver. It had been nice,
really nice. So nice, in fact, that when they finally got back to
the house she hadn’t done the responsible thing and gone home. No,
she’d gone inside and enjoyed some more of the benefits of her
handsome, sexy friend. And then apparently she’d fallen asleep.

She cursed as she realized sunlight was
filtering in through the curtains. She’d spent the night. She had
given herself one rule before giving in to the temptation to go see
him yesterday and she’d broken it. She was not a spend the night
type of girl. She was not his girlfriend and she had strict rules
about sleeping in men’s beds that were not her boyfriend.

He wasn’t in the bed beside her which meant
he was up, awake, somewhere in the house. That meant they’d have to
do the awkward morning after goodbye. She hated the awkward morning
after goodbye. Maybe as a friend with benefits it wouldn’t be as
bad as the casual hookup. She crossed her fingers and grabbed her
clothes from the floor.

She went into the master bathroom and came to
an abrupt stop. He’d finished it. Her mouth gaped open in surprise.
She’d been here four days ago and it had been a mess of rubble and
wood. Now it was beautiful.

The new tile was a slate gray and laid
diagonally across the room in a crisscross pattern. The vanity,
which had been missing before, had been replaced with a gorgeous
dark wood pedestal with gray granite countertop. The out of date
gold hardware had been replaced by stainless steel and a new
mirror, framed like an old window hung from a nail above it. Just
like the bedroom it was beautifully masculine.

She had no idea he could do this. And to
think he’d done it in a matter of days. It was remarkable. She
stared in utter wonder as she slipped her clothes back on and
borrowed his toothpaste, using her finger since it would be rude to
use the toothbrush of a friend, benefits or not.

Her hair was a tangled mess as much from her
braids the day before as from Zach’s hands and sleeping. She
twisted it into a quick ponytail. She wished she’d thought to bring
her purse inside from the Audi the day before since she had some
makeup in there but she hadn’t. She wiped the dark mascara smudges
from beneath her eyes and resigned herself that she was going to
have the morning after look no matter what.

When she finally took a deep breath for
courage and turned to go face him she stopped again. A blush stole
over her cheeks naturally. She hadn’t seen him come up behind her.
He was lounging against the doorway, his big arms crossed over his
broad chest, watching her. She wondered how long he’d been standing
there.

“Morning.”

“Morning.” He pushed off the door and stood
up to his full height, “You want some coffee?”

“No thanks. I should get going. I’m sorry I
fell asleep.”

“It’s not a problem. I told you that you
could stay.”

“Yeah it’s just…” She shrugged, “Now you know
how awful I look in the morning.”

“I don’t think you could look awful even if
you tried Bluebell.” He stopped in front of her and kissed the top
of her head, “Even with hat hair and no makeup, all I want to do is
strip you down and get you back in my bed.”

“Such a sweet talker.” She took a step back
away from him and changed the subject from the morning sex she
would not be having with her friend, “This place looks amazing by
the way. I can’t believe you finished it since the last time I was
here.”

“It’s been four days.” He frowned, “I had to
do something with my time other than sit around wondering if I’d
ever get you back in that shower.”

“It’s really beautiful.” She sidestepped
another of his explosive comments that made her a little weak in
the knees.

He didn’t mean anything by it. He was just
charm and sex in dangerous quantities with a face to match. Still,
something in her stomach wanted to hope he’d been missing her, at
least missing the sex if not more.

“Thank you.”

“You’re really good at this you know
that?”

“It’s just a hobby.” He shrugged.

“It shouldn’t be. Really. You could make a
lot of money doing this for people. Lord knows all the houses in
Fate probably haven’t been updated since 1972.”

“I don’t have time to renovate other people’s
houses. I barely have time to renovate mine.”

“Well you should make time.” She
shrugged.

“That’s what my brothers keep telling me.”
His mouth pursed into a line and his tone hardened.

She blinked and it was like looking at a
completely different man. The good natured, charming flirt was
gone. In his place was a darker, serious but no less sexy man. Not
for the first time she had the thought that she might actually be
seeing the man behind that wall he had stacked so high.

“I’m not surprised. Anybody that’s seen what
you can do should be telling you how great it is, how good you are
at it.”

“You really like it that much?” He looked
wary.

“Yes. I really like it that much.” She nodded
and stepped back against him, cupping his cheek so that his stubble
scratched her palm in a gesture he did to her all the time to make
her look at him and listen, “You’re good at this Zach.”

“Thank you.” Some of the wariness faded to
what she thought was relief or possibly just gratitude.

“You’re welcome.” She tiptoed up and brushed
her lips against his, “I should get going though.”

“Probably.” He nodded even as his arms went
around her waist and pulled her tight against his chest and his
lips whispered over hers again.

“I mean it. I need to go.” She let him kiss
her even as she argued.

“Definitely.” One of his hands tangled in her
hair, tugging just hard enough to tilt her head back and give him
better access to her lips for more light, teasing kisses.

She was losing the battle with herself to
leave. She was losing the battle with herself not to like him too
much. She was losing her mind because she would be crazy to
actually care about this man.

“Zach?” She breathed his name as his lips
trailed down her neck. “This is crazy, I can’t. I have to go.”

“I know.” His hips tilted into her pelvis and
she felt him against her, hard and wanting, “I know its crazy but
stay…” He kissed her jaw, the edge of her lips, her nose, “just
stay a little while longer.”

He didn’t give her time to answer or argue.
His mouth was on hers then and the light, playful kisses ended and
something dark and heady exploded instead. His tongue traced the
seam of her lips, demanding entry and she gave it to him, clung to
him as he plundered her mouth. He tasted like toothpaste and coffee
and recklessness and she was drunk on him. She was sinking into him
when the sound of a door slamming broke into her thoughts.

“Zachary? Are you here?” A woman’s voice
called loudly.

They broke apart, panting and a little
unsteady. Blue took deep gulping breaths. She couldn’t look up at
him, she knew she shouldn’t but she did it anyway. She felt a
little dizzy already but the look of pure hunger in his green eyes
made her sway from the intensity.

“Zach? Where are you?” The woman’s voice
again and then the sound of footsteps in the hallway.

“Damn it.” He grumbled and scratched his
head, an apologetic look crossed his handsome face and she wasn’t
sure why until the next words came out of his mouth, “That’s my
mother.”

“Oh God…” She’d barely muttered the word when
she saw a small figure stop in the doorway of the bathroom. Well
this was going to be awkward. Awkward and embarrassing.

“Oh… I didn’t know you had company. I’m
sorry. This is terribly embarrassing.” The other woman looked
between them and Blue blushed furiously.

There was no mistaking what they’d just been
doing, what they’d just been about to do. The room practically
sizzled with sexual tension. Zach was standing there looking at her
like he could devour her in one fell swoop and she looked like hell
with her sex hair and lack of makeup in yesterday’s wrinkled
clothes. Clothes, she quickly realized, that didn’t cover much of
anything. Clothes that had been meant for Zach’s eyes only but most
definitely not for his mother.

“If you’d learn to knock it’d be a hell of a
lot less embarrassing for all of us.” Zach muttered and gave her
another apologetic glance.

“Don’t curse Zachary.” The older woman
frowned and then waved away his comment, “Besides, I lived in this
house for nearly forty years. I shouldn’t have to knock.”

“You don’t live here now. So yeah, you
do.”

“Watch your tone.”

Blue bit her lip to stifle a smile. It wasn’t
funny. It was embarrassing. But yeah, it was also kind of funny to
see big, strong Zach get reprimanded and dismissed by the tiny
little brunette with the matching green eyes.

“Well, since my son isn’t going to make the
proper introductions I suppose I’ll do it myself. I’m Zach’s
mother, Reba West.”

“It’s nice to meet you Mrs. West.” Blue fell
back on years of manners, “I’m Blue.”

“Oh dear, don’t worry, I’m sure you’ll feel
better soon.”

“Mom!” Zach groaned.

“Oh stop, I was just teasing, of course I
know who she is.” She grinned as she turned back to Blue, “You look
so much like your mama. She was always the prettiest girl in the
room too.”

“Thank you Mrs. West.” Blue blushed because
she was fully aware there wasn’t a thing pretty about her right
now. Her hair was a mess. What little makeup was left from
yesterday wasn’t nearly enough. Her clothes were wrinkled and a
little bit slutty. This was not the best way to meet the mother of
your friends with benefits guy.

“Please, call me Reba.”

“Yes ma’am.”

“So, what are you kids up to this
morning?”

“That’s it.” Zach groaned and rubbed his
eyes, “I’ve officially entered the tenth circle of hell. Out
mother, now.”

“Why Zach, that’s not…” Reba frowned at him
but the laughter in her eyes made it clear she was enjoying
annoying her oldest son.

“Just go away, please.”

“No, Zach, she should stay. I really have to
get going.” Blue cut in when she saw an opening to get out of the
whole terrible situation. “It was really nice to meet you Mrs.
West, Reba… Zach, I’ll uh… see you later.”

“It was nice seeing you Bluebell.” Reba
smiled as she moved to let Blue pass by.

“Wait just a damn minute…” Zach’s big hand
closed around her wrist, snagging her during her escape attempt.
“Mother, coffee is in the kitchen. Help yourself.”

“I’ll just go get some coffee then.” Reba
smirked as she turned and waked out of the room.

“I really need to go.” Blue tried to get out
of his strong grip when they were alone.

“I’m really sorry about that.” He used his
other hand to tilt her chin up so she had to meet his eyes, “She
does that sometimes, just shows up out of nowhere. I didn’t know
she was coming over. That was awkward and embarrassing, I’m
sorry.”

Some of her anxiety lessened with his obvious
remorse, “Don’t apologize. It’s fine, I just wish I hadn’t met your
mother for the first time looking like slutty sleepover
Barbie.”

“Not slutty.” He shrugged, “Sexy sleepover
Barbie maybe.”

She rolled her eyes, “Same difference.”

“Look on the bright side, you helped me out.
I bet she’ll think twice before barging into my house ever again.”
His arms circled her waist loosely.

“Another benefit of our friendship no doubt.”
She tried to frown at him but he made it really difficult when he
was grinning at her and his green eyes were still brimming with
desire.

“No doubt.” He nodded, “You want to come back
over later?”

“Why? You need some help laying tile in the
other bathroom?”

“Something like that.” His words were husky
and he pressed a light kiss against her mouth that was so sweet she
had to force herself not to melt into him all over again.

“I’ll call you later.” She said her goodbye
and left the house without having to face his mother again.

Meeting his mother was not okay. You didn’t
meet the parents of your friends with benefits guy. And that’s all
Zach was., a very sexy benefit while she was twiddling her thumbs
and her real life was on hold.

She looked at the clock on the dash of the
Audi. It was after seven but her father hadn’t been waking up until
much later in the day, sometimes not until late afternoon. She had
time to run into town and get a latte before she went back to sit
by his side. She’d have taken Zach up on his offer for a cup of
coffee before she left if his mother hadn’t showed up. Her life
just kept right on spiraling no matter what she did it seemed.

 


 


It occurred to her while watching an episode
of Family Court later that week that her life really wasn’t so bad.
The couple with the dispute was arguing over who would retain
possession of their mobile home after their divorce was finalized.
He claimed it should be his since he’d bought it before he got
married. She claimed it should be hers as payment for him sleeping
with her sister. It was all very dramatic.

Blue glanced over at where her father was
sleeping. He looked different since she’d come home from Zach’s
that morning but she couldn’t identify what it was. He’d steadily
begun to lose weight now. He was literally fading away in front of
her eyes. But awake he was still loud and stubborn and grouchy.
Asleep he seemed frailer. She half wanted to wake him up just to
let him yell at her so she wouldn’t have to think about him being
weak anymore.

Her cell phone buzzed and she stared at where
it sat the dresser. She continued to carry the phone with her as
usual the past few weeks but it had been wholly unnecessary. Other
than the couple of calls she’d made to the newspaper in Denver she
hadn’t used it at all. It had been so long since she even plugged
it in to charge she was surprised it was turned on. She rose and
went to grab it since it was the first time she’d gotten a message
in days.

She listened to the voicemail and deleted it
with a heavy sigh. It was a marketing call from her long distance
provider. Figured. She didn’t have anyone else that’d be calling
her. She chewed her bottom lip and gave her father a quick glance
to make sure he hadn’t woken up before she gave in to the impulse
to do something stupid.

Busy? She typed in the one word
question and hit send before she could regret the decision.

Her stomach fluttered with butterflies. Zach.
She didn’t have anybody else to talk to or hang out with. She
didn’t have anybody else to entertain her so she gave in to the
silly urge and told herself it didn’t mean anything that she’d left
him mere hours ago and yet she wanted to see him again already.

They’d spent the last few days together
hanging out, talking, getting naked and then talking some more.
Spending time with him had been great and only reinforced her
belief that she was far too close to falling for the handsome
cowboy so she’d been careful not to spend the night again. Still,
she didn’t think texting would hurt anything. Her phone dinged with
a new message and she flipped it open with a grin.

Who is this? She read the text and
rolled her eyes. She hadn’t given him her number. He’d never given
her his either but she was wily like that when she wanted to be.
She typed in a new message and ignored the butterflies.

How many women do you have keeping you
busy these days?

It only took ten seconds for her phone to
beep. She grinned. She really liked his promptness.

Two.

Her mouth fell open and she had to swallow a
growl. That son of a bitch. What a jerk. Seriously? Two? Was he
seeing somebody else?

They hadn’t really talked about anything like
that but she’d assumed he wasn’t sleeping with other women. His
words on the highway came back to her then. You know what they say
about making assumptions. Damn him! And she’d actually started to
like the guy. She was trying to think of the proper way to tell him
to go fuck himself when her phone buzzed again and she opened
another text message.

My mom’s keeping me busy right now
baby-doll but she says to tell you hi.

Ah hell, she rolled her eyes and took a deep
breath. He was messing with her. She knew it and she couldn’t help
but smile anyway. Yeah, she liked him too much probably if she
could see the humor in that and she liked him way too much if she
didn’t mind that his mother obviously still knew they were seeing
one another. Her phone beeped again.

What are you wearing?

She laughed out loud this time and then
glanced at her father to make sure he was still asleep. He hadn’t
moved. She quickly typed a new message and hit send before she
could second guess herself.

What do you want me to be wearing? It
took five seconds to get a response. Those hot pink fuck-me
heels… and one of my shirts.

Oh. That was hot. She wiggled a little bit in
her chair. He had a thing for her shoes. She had a thing for his
shirts. It was a hell of a combination.

That can probably be arranged.

Her phone beeped a second later. See you
tonight?

Yes.

She couldn’t stop smiling now if she’d wanted
to, which she didn’t. Her friend with benefits was sexting her. She
had plans for the night now. She didn’t have to pretend she wanted
to do anything other than crawl back into his lap and forget
everything else but how good he made her feel. Her phone beeped
again.

Good. I intend to spank you for giving me
a hard-on in the presence of my mother. Payback’s a bitch
baby-doll.

She laughed out loud again. He had that
effect on her. Despite everything else, he always made her
smile.

You started it.

“What in the hell’s so funny?” The stern
voice nearly made her jump out of her chair.

She looked up to see her father was awake.
His dark eyes were on her, watching carefully, just as judgmental
as always. Her heart pounded out of rhythm for a minute and she
clutched her chest.

“Jesus Daddy, you scared me.” She sighed, “I
thought you were asleep.”

“I was until somebody kept giggling like a
little girl and woke me up.” He frowned at her.

Her phone buzzed and she looked at it out of
pure habit. I’ll finish it too. See you tonight. She hastily
typed in a quick later and then turned the phone off.

“Sorry.” She apologized as she moved closer
to her father’s bed, “How are you feeling?”

“Like I’m dying.” He scowled, “What’re you
still doing here?”

He asked her the same question every single
day in one way or another. And every single day she told him she
was looking after him. He always scowled and changed the subject.
Today, she wasn’t in the mood to keep playing games so she steeled
all of her resolve and stared him down.

“I’m spending some time with my dying father.
Is that okay with you?”

His eyes narrowed and his scowl deepened. She
couldn’t remember the last time she’d back-talked him and that’s
exactly what she’d just done. He looked as surprised by it as she
did.

“No, no it’s not.” He sighed and the little
girl that loved her daddy more than anything in the world broke
into a million tiny pieces. “You shouldn’t be here. I didn’t want
you here.”

There it was. Spoken aloud for the first
time. He didn’t want her by his side. She looked down at the floor
and took deep breathes, trying to steady her breathing in the hopes
she’d be able to hold back the tears.

“You never wanted this life Bluebell and I
never wanted it for you. I wanted you to have better, to live your
own life on your own terms. I never wanted you to be stuck here in
this town like I was.”

She looked up. Those were the most words he’d
spoken to her in months, possibly years. And he’d said a mouthful.
She wondered if her ears were playing tricks on her.

“You love this town. You love the ranch.”

“No sweet girl, your mama loved this town.
She loved this ranch. And I loved her.”

Something was buzzing. It was like that
moment in a movie where there was a loud explosion and all you
could hear was ringing in your ears and the muffled drone of
reality somewhere in the distance. It was like waking up to find
your entire life had been a lie. Like finding out right was left
and up was down.

“What?” She managed to shake her head through
the fog.

“I hate cattle. I hate everything about them,
the way they smell and how stupid they are. The only good steer is
a dead steer in the form of a steak on my plate if you ask me.”

He still looked like her daddy. He had the
same dark eyes and wrinkles from squinting in the bright Texas sun.
He had the same scowl she’d seen a million times but he’d lost his
mind. He was talking crazy.

“Daddy, you’re a cattle rancher. You’ve been
a cattle rancher since you were just a kid.”

“I damn sure have, and let me tell you one
thing. If I’d never taken that summer job working this God forsaken
ranch I wouldn’t have met your mama and my life would have turned
out a lot differently.”

Her entire world spiraled out of control,
“But mama…”

“Was the best thing that ever happened to me?
No use trying to deny that but I wish sometimes she hadn’t been a
Montgomery. I wouldn’t have been a cattle rancher if there’d been
anything else to be and still love that woman.”

As it turned out, down was up and left was
right. Her father hated ranching? He’d only done it because her
mother was one in a long line of Montgomery’s and Montgomery’s were
ranchers? How could that even be possible?

“What…” She had to clear her throat but she
wanted him to keep talking so she asked, “What would you have done
if you weren’t a rancher Daddy?”

He scowled at her the same way he always did
when she asked a question he didn’t want to answer. She wouldn’t
have been surprised if he simply changed the subject like he always
did when things got complicated. He’d been more open in the past
five minutes than he’d been with her in twenty-eight years so she
was shocked when he shrugged.

“A mechanic probably.”

She had no idea what she’d been expecting him
to say but that hadn’t been it. Her father the mechanic? It was a
strange image to try to create. Her father in short sleeves with a
name patch on his chest instead of in a cowboy hat was just too
odd.

“I always liked working on cars, tinkering
with them, figuring out what makes them run. I like fast cars. I
used to have a 1970 Hemi ‘Cuda and that baby purred. There was
nothing better than being in that car, one arm around your mama as
we drove around the back roads. I’d have given anything to get in
that car and just keep right on driving forever with her next to
me.”

She listened to him talk about his old car
and this part of him she’d never known existed. His voice was
whimsical almost, like inside his head he was picturing it all over
again, living his dream. She didn’t recognize him but for the first
time in her life, she felt a real connection to the man that was
her father.

“I like fast cars too Daddy.”

“I know girl, I like to think you got that
from me.” His voice returned to the normal scratchiness, “You also
got your wanderlust from me too. I just never got to take advantage
of mine to go and see the world and meet new people and be whatever
I wanted to be. I got roots instead. You got wings.”

“Daddy I…”

“No, let me finish. You said the other day I
never told you I was proud of you and I’m sorrier for that than
you’ll ever know. I know you got a good life and that’s all I ever
wanted for you. I didn’t want you to be held down by the weight of
the ranch and everything that went along with it.”

Her bottom lip was trembling so she bit it
and sucked back the tears. What was he doing? His words were going
to tear her apart. He never talked like that. He didn’t talk
feelings and emotions or dreams.

“Daddy it’s possible to have roots and wings.
The ranch is my roots, it’s my home. You’re my home.” She said the
words and realized for the first time in a really long time she
meant it.

Fate was her home. Montgomery Oaks was her
home. Her father was her home. She’d spent years running around
looking for what’d been in front of her the whole time. She
couldn’t find a home anywhere else because she already had one. It
had just taken coming back to this place and facing the idea of
losing her father, losing everything to make her see it.

“I tried to do right by your mama, I kept her
ranch running, made sure it was a success, tried to raise you up
like she’d have wanted but I know I messed up a lot along the way.”
He frowned.

“No.” She shook her head, “Don’t say
that.”

“Look, Bluebell, we never talked about it but
you’re the last of the Montgomery’s, at least until you decide to
have a family of your own. The ranch will fall to you when I’m
gone. We should have talked about it before…”

“No.” She interrupted him. She didn’t want to
do this now, not now, not when he was finally talking to her.

She couldn’t talk about what happened next,
what happened when he was gone. All this time she’d been trying to
get him to tell her what happened next and now that he’d opened up
to her she couldn’t stand the idea. She didn’t want to think about
it.

“I thought I had more time.”

“We still have time. It’s okay Daddy. We
don’t have to do this now.”

“I just want you to know that I’ve set it up
so the ranch is taken care of. It doesn’t have to be a weight
pulling you down. You don’t have to worry about it and you don’t
have to move back. All you have to do is live your life.”

“I don’t understand.”

“You will. You’ll understand all of it.” He
squeezed her hand.

The rare display of emotion and the gesture
were enough that a couple of tears escaped and trailed down her
cheek. She wiped them away and ducked her head. She squeezed his
hand and then released him.

“Sorry Daddy.” She wiped at her cheeks, “I
know how you hate crying.”

“I hate seeing you in pain sweet girl. You’re
a strong one. Don’t you ever forget you’re a Montgomery and a
Carter. You got the best of both of us in there.”

“I won’t.”

“Good.” He cleared his throat and scowled,
“Now, go get Arlene and tell her I want my lunch. She should have
brought it up hours ago.”

She managed a small smile. Figured. Her daddy
opened up, talked to her, and then he shut it all back down. Things
between them had never been easy but for the first time she
understood just a little bit of the man behind the grouchy father
that had raised her.

She headed downstairs to do as he asked and
wiped at her cheeks again. It was like a flashlight going on in a
room that’d always been dark. It didn’t fix everything, didn’t fill
up the years of loneliness but things were a little clearer than
they’d been before.

Her father hadn’t always been the rough,
distant man she knew him to be. He’d had dreams once and he’d given
them up to be with his beautiful love but then he’d lost her too
soon. He’d done his best with the things she left behind, the ranch
and their daughter. He’d made his mistakes but he was just a man
that’d been a little lost. Lost just like her.

After she talked to Arlene she text Zach. She
hated that more than anything she wanted to call him, wanted to go
see him and tell him about the stunning revelations her father had
laid on her. She knew that wasn’t what they had though so she text
him instead and asked for a rain check on their plans for the
evening. She needed to spend some more time with her daddy.


Chapter Fourteen

 


 


Zach turned off the engine of the Impala.
After riding around with Bluebell the other day he hadn’t bothered
to take it into town and fill it back up with gas. Since she’d
canceled their plans for the night he figured he had some time to
kill and had taken her into town, got her washed and detailed and
serviced. It still hadn’t taken his mind off the pretty blond
that’d wound him up with sexy text messages and then bailed on him.
Frustrating to say the least.

He’d make her pay for it the next time he saw
her though. That was enough to keep him in a good mood. He might
even spank her for real. She’d been up for sex in the back room of
a hardware store, in the backseat of the Impala down by the river
and with her boots on. He wondered if she’d be up for letting him
spank her perfectly shaped ass.

Lost in his fantasy it took him a second to
realize she was standing in front of him. The door to the barn was
open and Bluebell was standing in the entryway. She must have just
walked up because he hadn’t seen her car when he circled the Impala
and backed it into the space inside the barn. He slipped from the
front seat with a grin.

“If you changed your mind, you should have
worn your heels.” He joked as he noticed her feet were bare. Maybe
she’d left them in the car? It wouldn’t have been easy to walk out
to the barn in stilettos.

“I needed to get out of the house.” She
blinked and shrugged one shoulder.

He furrowed his brow. She looked different.
Her blonde hair was around her shoulders. She was wearing a pink
tank top and blue jeans. She didn’t look bad, just different.

“I’m glad you came by then,” He watched her
closely; “I thought you couldn’t make it because you were spending
time with your dad?”

“I was.” She nodded, blinked, nodded again,
“I was going to stay with him but then… then he went to sleep.”

“Okay.” Something was definitely wrong and he
took a cautious step towards her, “Bluebell? Did something
happen?”

“My daddy went to sleep and he stopped
breathing.” She lifted her brows, lowered them and shook her head
like it didn’t make any sense, “He died.”

His stomach turned. That’s the look he hadn’t
been able to place. Shock. He’d seen it on the face of his mother
when they told her his dad was gone. He’d never, ever, wanted to
see that look again on anyone, that lost, deer in the headlights,
how did this happen and what do I do now look. And now Bluebell had
that look.

“I’m sorry to hear that. He was a good man.”
He moved towards her slowly, cautiously, like she was a spooked
animal.

“I um…” she licked her lips, shrugged,
blinked, “I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have come I just… I couldn’t be
there and I got in my car and I just started driving and… I’m
sorry.”

He grabbed her wrist just as she turned to
leave, “Hold on.”

“Okay.” She nodded and didn’t try to fight
him when he turned her back to face him.

“Blue?” He took her chin and forced her eyes
up from his chest. “You can stay. It’s okay.”

“I’m okay. Really.” She shook her head, “I
should go.”

She wasn’t hysterical but she definitely
wasn’t okay. She shouldn’t be driving. How she’d gotten to his
ranch in this state was scary. She could have wrecked, could have
ended up God knows where. She’d come to him and now he wasn’t
letting her get back in the car.

“Is somebody at the house to deal with…” he
had no idea what the correct way to phrase that type of question
was so he let it hang in the air.

“Bobby. Bobby and Arlene and I think Rusty
was there. There were a lot of people and the ambulance was loud
but then they shut off the sirens and… it was quiet, too quiet.”
She mumbled, “I had to get out of there.”

“Okay. That’s okay.” He nodded, “Did you tell
them where you were going?”

She shook her head. He’d figured as much. She
was in shock. She’d probably simply walked away, gotten in her car
and left. She wasn’t even wearing shoes.

“Let’s go in the house. I’ll call and let
them know so they don’t worry.”

“Okay.”

He took her hand and gently tugged her after
him as he started towards the house. She fell into step beside him.
Her hands were cold, probably from the shock. He glanced over out
of the corner of his eye. She was pale and her blue eyes were as
big as saucers. They were dry though and for that he was thankful.
He could deal with a lot of things but crying women was not one of
them. He hated feeling helpless and that’s how he always felt when
confronted with tears.

He got her into the house and pushed her down
into one of the kitchen chairs. He called the ranch house and a
woman answered on the fifth ring. He explained who he was and that
Bluebell was with him and the relief that came through the line
told him they’d already noticed she was missing. When the woman
started sobbing he promised to take care of Bluebell and get her
home as soon as she was calm.

He glanced at the shell of the beautiful
blonde staring a hole into the wall. Technically she looked calm
but he knew beneath the surface she was anything but. She was
falling apart but she was trying damn hard to hold it together.

“Arlene said she’d handle things until you
get back.” He told her when he hung up.

She blinked, nodded and remained silent. Zach
opened the fridge and grabbed a bottle of water. He opened it and
slid it in front of her as he sat down in a chair beside her.

“Drink this.”

She picked it up, took a long drink and put
it back down, “Thank you.”

Silence stretched in the room for a long
minute. He wasn’t sure what to say or do in a situation like this.
Her father had been sick but his death had still come out of
nowhere for her. He went to sleep, never woke up. It happened as
quickly as his father’s heart attack all those years ago. He hadn’t
known what to do then either. He felt helpless.

“Blue?” He prompted when she remained
quiet.

“I’m not sleeping with anybody but you. You
know, in case you were wondering. I don’t know if you are and I
guess it’s not really my business but…” She shrugged, “Just fyi I
guess.”

Okay, that’s not what he’d been expecting to
come out of her mouth. He ran a hand through his hair and frowned,
“You want to talk about sex at a time like this?”

She wrapped her arms around her middle as if
she could keep herself from falling apart and nodded, “I can’t talk
about my daddy yet. I just can’t.” She took a deep breath, let it
out, “If I start crying I don’t think I’ll ever stop so please,
please just talk to me.”

“Bluebell, I…” He started but she cut him
off.

“I know you don’t like conversation, that
isn’t what this is with us. I know it but I need to talk about
something, anything so please, we can talk about football or cattle
or cars or sex. Anything but my daddy.”

Damn. His words were coming back to bite him
in the ass in a big way now. He’d meant it when he told her he
didn’t do conversation but that had never applied to Bluebell.
Hell, none of the rules applied with her. He liked talking to her
and not just the dirty talk or the sexting. Still, he had no idea
what to say now so he scratched his head and finally shrugged.

“I’m not sleeping with anybody but you.” He
did a mental recap and smiled softly, “I’m not having sex with
anybody else either.”

Was it really just a few days ago he’d woken
up to find her in his bed? It felt like it had been weeks ago,
months even. She hadn’t snuck out on him and for the first time in
as long as he could remember he hadn’t woken up alone. He’d liked
seeing her in the first light of morning, liked it so much it’d
scared him. It scared him even more that the past few days waking
up without her had felt so awful.

“Oh…” She dropped her chin to her chest and
scraped at the label on the water bottle with a pink manicured
nail, “That’s good to know I guess.”

“So you haven’t been knocking boots with any
of the cowboys that keep hitting on you then?” He managed a smile
despite the fact the idea alone made his temper scratch to the
surface.

“How’d you know about that?”

Because she was Bluebell. She was gorgeous
and funny and sweet. Of course other men had noticed her, how could
they not? He knew for a fact Riley had been interested and then
there were the cowboys from the Roadhouse. He’d really like to deck
Austin Evans for having the nerve to pick her up that time but he
wouldn’t. It wasn’t his business, she was right about that
much.

“In a town this size, word gets around.”

“True. I’m surprised nobody’s picked up on
the fact we’re sleeping together. I figured it’d be all over town
by now.” She almost smiled, “You must be pretty good at keeping
secrets.”

He frowned, hard, “What’s that mean?”

“Nothing, just figured who you slept with
would get around and I’d have a dozen angry exes to contend with by
now.”

“I don’t have exes. You know that.” He
shrugged, “And I don’t hook up with women from Fate so even if I
did you wouldn’t have had to worry.”

She tilted her head and looked at him for a
long minute. She looked thoughtful, like she was trying to figure
something out. He fidgeted uncomfortably. He didn’t like the idea
of being under a microscope. He wasn’t sure what she’d find but it
wouldn’t be good. He was surprised again when she blinked and the
look was gone.

“I’ve never slept with anyone from Fate
either.”

He hadn’t said he’d never slept with anyone
from town but he let that go. It had been a long time. Besides, he
was more interested in her stories than reliving his. And, he had
to admit, she kept surprising him.

“Never?”

“No. I didn’t have sex for the first time
until I was in college.”

“Who was he?”

“Duck Tucker.” She nearly smiled again, the
corner of her mouth twitched and then it fell back down, like she’d
forgotten her father had died for a split second and then the pain
came rushing back in.

He tried to keep the mood light, “You lost
your virginity to a guy named Duck?”

“It wasn’t his real name. Doug Tucker, he
went by Duck though so yeah, I guess.” She shrugged.

“Was he your boyfriend?”

“Yeah, for a whole year. He was the kind of
guy mama’s everyone love. He was pure Texan. He won the football
game against Oklahoma and I gave him my heart and my virginity
too.”

Well that was an interesting way to put it.
He found himself studying her and trying to figure out what went on
in that pretty head of hers. Finally he sighed, “You slept with him
because he won a football game?”

“Seemed like as good a reason as any.” She
shrugged, “Who was your first?”

“Peggy Sutton.”

Her eyes went wide, “Peggy Sutton? You mean
Peggy Sutton of the three divorces and many last names?”

“It was before all that.” He chuckled, “I was
sixteen and she was my girlfriend for two whole months before she
let me in her panties.”

“Damn, she’s a stronger woman than me.” She
harrumphed, “I let you in my panties the second time I ever saw
you.”

He smiled despite himself at the memory. It
hadn’t exactly been the second time but it had been close and it
had still been hell on him waiting that long. He’d wanted her the
minute she stepped out of that Audi on the side of the highway.
He’d wanted her when he saw Riley flirting with her at the bar that
same night. He’d wanted her so much he’d have taken her in the
church parking lot if she’d have let him. He still kind of wished
she had.

“She was your girlfriend huh?” Her voice
broke into his very vivid memories of that night.

“Yeah.”

“So you haven’t always been this way.” Her
eyes narrowed.

He shrugged.

“Did you love her?”

“No.”

“Have you ever been in love?”

“Sure, dozens of times, usually lasts
straight through until morning.” He grinned.

She rolled her eyes, “That’s not love.”

“Maybe, maybe not.” He turned the tables,
“What about you? Ever get that serious with anybody, been engaged,
married?”

“No.” She shook her head and peeled the label
off the water bottle, “I’ve had a couple of relationships that
lasted longer than a few months but none of them healthy.”

“Healthy?” That was too interesting not to
delve further.

“I apparently have a thing for emotionally
unavailable men. I try to make them love me. It’s a daddy issue
thing.”

“Did some guy tell you that?” He raised a
curious eyebrow.

“Yeah, a guy with a PDH in psychology. Real
smartass that it took him those extra years of college to figure
that one out. Crap advice if you ask me.”

“Did the guy give you any decent advice? Like
how to avoid men like that maybe?”

“Sure.”

“Did it work?”

She rolled her eyes again, “The fact that I
am in any way involved with you seems like a resounding no.”

Ouch. That one hit a little close to home for
his liking. Still, she was probably right and she was obviously
hurting so he tried not to take it personally. He was what he was.
He couldn’t change the facts.

“So why are you emotionally unavailable?”

He frowned. He was willing to talk. He was
willing to distract her. But he had his limits. Talking about his
emotions was definitely a limit. He liked her, wanted to be there
for her, but he wasn’t going to let her go climbing into his head.
No way, not ever.

“I was born a man. Venus and Mars and all
that bullshit probably.” He shrugged. “We about done with the
talking portion of this evening baby-doll?”

Her head tilted and her lips pursed. It was a
dickhead thing to do. He knew it and he did it anyways. She wanted
a distraction and he didn’t want to talk about himself so he did
what he always did. He offered sex as an alternative.

“Yeah.” She finally nodded.

“Good, come give me some sugar.” He pulled
her into his lap and breathed a sigh of relief. Distraction was a
good idea. They both just needed a distraction.

He realized his mistake the minute she did
exactly what he asked. She slid from her chair and straddled him.
Her arms wound around his neck and he could feel her heat through
her jeans as she pressed tight against him and his cock stirred to
life like it always did when she touched him. Her breasts flattened
against his chest and her mouth settled over his, soft and warm and
he knew. He knew then that he was in over his head.

He didn’t do relationships. He didn’t do
dinner. He didn’t do conversations. He didn’t do being needed but
Bluebell needed him and he wanted to be there for her more than was
practical or logical or reasonable. He wanted to fix this for her.
He wanted to make it okay.

“Zach, please.” She broke the kiss and
shifted against his groin at the same time, “I want…”

“I know baby. I know.” He brushed her hair
back, knowing what she wanted without another word.

She wanted a distraction. She didn’t want to
think. She didn’t want to feel. That’s why she’d come to him. He
was what she needed and he’d happily give himself to her, to help
take away her pain for just a little while. He’d deal with the
repercussions later, right now, she was begging for him and he
really liked it when she begged.

He kissed her again, kept it slow when she
tried to speed it up. She rolled her hips into him again and he
used his hands to hold her steady. He’d give her what she wanted,
what she needed, but he wasn’t going to rush it this time. They’d
rushed too many times before, this time he was going to do it
right. This time he was going to savor her.

Her hands went to the button on his jeans and
he pulled away, “No. Not here.”

“Please.” She pouted and he brushed a light
kiss against her pretty lips.

“You drive me crazy Bluebell.” He admitted
even as he picked her up and stood from the chair and she wrapped
against him even tighter. “Remember when you went exploring and I
was a good boy and let you?” She whimpered against his neck and he
would have smiled if he wasn’t already so close to losing control.
“It’s my turn. Remember what I said about payback?”

He carried her to his bedroom and let her
slip back to the floor at the edge of his bed just as he had that
first night. She released his neck and a second later her tank top
was coming over her head and dropping to the floor behind him. She
was wearing a black lace bra he didn’t remember ever seeing before,
not that he’d really noticed her underwear. Underwear was fine on
most women, with Bluebell he’d always been too rushed to see what
was beneath it.

He liked her idea though so he shucked his
t-shirt as well. He toed off his boots and then he dealt with his
jeans. The next time he looked up not thirty seconds could have
passed but she was standing before him in nothing but the black bra
and a matching set of barely there panties. Her fingers found the
edges against her hips but he put his hands against hers and held
them in place.

“Wait.”

“What? Why?” She looked up at him, blinked in
confusion.

“Because we’re doing this my way and I want
to take those off.”

Her brow furrowed. He thought she might argue
with him at first but he met her gaze and she released her hold on
the panties. She didn’t exactly look happy about it but she’d given
in to him. He grinned what he knew was an arrogant grin and ignored
her for a half second to finish stripping out of his own
clothes.

When he looked up and her big blue eyes had
dilated with need his growl was nearly feral. He liked the way she
looked at him. Liked the way her eyes drank him in like he was the
best thing she’d ever seen. Fully aware of the way she’d touched
him that first night he walked straight into her, let his chest
brush hers and nipped at her neck.

She whimpered and he smiled against her skin.
He traced the long expanse of bare skin between her earlobe and the
top of her bra. He listened to the way her breathing hitched when
he hit a spot he’d learned she liked. He liked the way her skin
pebbled under his hands and mouth.

He explored her body just as she’d explored
his that first night she’d come home with him. He licked and
circled and teased. He ran his big hands up and down her sides. He
traced from left to right between her hipbones just above the black
lace of her panties. Her breathing became erratic but she let him
play, let him explore and arched into him.

“You’re so soft. I’ve never touched anything
so soft baby-doll.” He used his hands to turn her to face the bed
and pressed his erection against the curve of her ass as his hands
cupped her hips and his mouth explored the tender flesh behind her
ear.

“Zach, please…” She inhaled sharply and
pressed herself back against him to get more.

He thought about ripping off her panties and
sliding into her right then and there but he didn’t. He told
himself he was taking it slow this time for her. She needed this
but she didn’t need to be ravaged. She needed to be adored.

So he went slow. He sucked her neck. He
massaged her breasts. He listened to her every breathy moan and
felt every twist of her hips as she tried to get more from him. He
took his time and didn’t push her panties down until he couldn’t
stand another second. He took her bra off and turned her back to
face him.

The look of her, standing naked in front of
him so openly, took his breath away. God she was pretty. Full
breasts hung heavy with desire, her stomach was smooth down to the
apex of her legs. She was a natural blonde, a fact he’d discovered
weeks ago but that still amazed him every time. She was
perfect.

He backed her up to the edge of his bed and
then eased her down, lifting her up higher so he had a better view.
He pressed her legs wide apart and she moaned a throaty sound that
made him even harder. He loved the sounds she made when he touched
her. He loved that she was comfortable enough with him that she
laid her legs wide open to his view. She was pink and slick and
wet.

“You are so damn pretty.” He hooked his hands
behind her knees and pulled her close to his mouth so he could
taste her.

“Zach please.”

He licked her and tasted her sweet beauty.
She tasted so good. She always tasted so good. He licked her and
sucked her and listened to her moan and watched her writhe against
his mouth. She begged for more and he liked it so much when she
begged that he gave in and slipped a finger inside her and then
two.

“Oh God, Zach. Yes. Please.” She moaned. “Oh
more, Zach, more.”

He grinned against her. He really liked it
when she moaned his name. He liked it even more when she screamed
his name as an intense orgasm stole through her body. Her hips
jerked upwards to gain more and her eyes rolled back on a whimper.
The sweet taste of her orgasm coated his tongue and he groaned in
response.

It was still too fast. It was still too out
of control. He listened to her breathy moans and knew he was too
far gone and didn’t care.

“Oh Zach, oh, that was…” She gulped in a
breath of fresh air and shivered, “Perfect. You’re so perfect.”

“I was just thinking the same thing about you
baby-doll.” He moved up her body and he positioned her over his
throbbing erection.

He wanted her like this. He wanted to feel
her heat and wetness, wanted to feel skin against skin. That was
how it should be, naked and together. He wanted it so much his
hands shook.

“Zach?” She whispered his name and he met her
big blue eyes that glowed with as much need as he felt. “I need you
inside me, please.”

Yeah. Yeah he needed to be inside her too. He
wanted her just like this but he couldn’t take it. He beat back the
insanely crazy urge. He couldn’t.

“Fuck.” He had to move away from her to get a
condom from the back pocket of his jeans. “Fuck. Fuck. Fuck.” He
tore it open with his teeth and rolled it on as he moved back to
her. He grabbed her hips, aligned her on the edge of the bed and
plunged into her in one brutal push.

Bluebell arched against him and cried out.
Her muscles tightened around him at the invasion. She felt so good.
He had no idea how many more times he’d get to have her like this
but the not knowing drove him insane. She could be gone soon, could
end this now that her father was gone, she could be gone soon too
and he needed her too much.

Nobody else would ever take her place in his
bed. He might try to replace her but he knew nobody would ever be
good enough. Nobody turned him on like Bluebell, nobody made him
crazy like Bluebell. Bluebell with her cock tease games and
craziness was what he wanted. She was perfect.

He thrust into her hard and fast. He watched
her pretty face react to him. She bit her lip to stifle her cries.
Her hands clenched and unclenched. Her back arched, her breasts
bounced. He watched, knowing he was the one filling her with what
she needed. He was the one making her cry out. He was the one
slipping inside her slick body and making her feel pleasure instead
of pain.

“Zach.” His whispered name on her lips was
too much.

She was too perfect. She was too beautiful.
So beautiful something tight clenched in his chest that he’d never
felt before and it made him slow his pace. Suddenly it wasn’t
enough just to screw her. He’d already screwed her seven ways from
Sunday. He’d screwed her on a table and in a car and in a hardware
store. He wanted something more this time.

He easily gathered her in his arms and lifted
her higher on the bed so he could rise over her. In this position
he could kiss her. In this position he could feel her skin, damp
against his as the friction between them built. She wrapped her
arms around him, pulled him close and the pain in his chest
subsided. He was surrounded by Bluebell, absorbed by Bluebell and
nothing had ever felt so right.

“Oh baby… baby, baby baby.” He muttered as he
kissed her neck, dragged his lips over her smooth skin that was so
hot it nearly burned him up.

Her nails dug into his ass as she tried to
pull him deeper. She squeezed tighter around him as she locked her
legs around his hips. She moaned, a quiet breathy moan that told
him she was just as close as he was. Heat and liquid fire scorched
through him and he had to shift a little higher on her body. She
whimpered in response.

“Come for me baby. I want to feel you come
again.” He whispered against her lips.

“Oh Zach, please…” She sobbed and arched into
him at the same time his balls drew up in anticipation.

He wasn’t going to last much longer. He
couldn’t hold on. She was too hot, too tight, too soft and too
perfect. He couldn’t stop, couldn’t…

“Blue.” He groaned as his climax rushed
forward.

Bluebell screamed, his name, and her body
stiffened and trembled beneath him. Her sex pulsed all around him,
dragging him deeper, pulling him tight as he came inside her. He
filled her up, stayed with her until the final shiver and then
pulled her tight against him like he’d never let her go.

 


 


The next few days were a blur, a fog of
activity and dull pain. Blue stumbled through the motions of
living. She got through it a day at a time, sometimes an hour at a
time, other times by the minute.

She went to see her father at the funeral
home. Arlene and Bobby had taken care of the arrangements. They’d
been the steady adults in the situation just as they’d always been
and she was reduced to the errant child that’d run away when things
got hard just like she always did. But she hadn’t run far enough
this time and she’d gone back too soon.

She moved through the room at the funeral
home like a ghost. The room was too sterile, too whitewashed. Her
father looked out of place in a room like this. He’d been built for
dusty bunkhouses and barns. The only other place he’d ever looked
so abnormal had been the main house of the Oaks.

“Oh Daddy…” She whispered as she saw him
lying in the casket.

He was too still, just as he’d been when she
went to see if he was awake for dinner and realized the machines in
his bedroom had stopped beeping. His eyes were closed. His chest
didn’t move. He’d look cold and alone. He’d looked gone. He’d left
her just when she was starting to understand him.

Tears slid silently down her cheeks. She
closed her eyes and shoved them back down. She wiped them away with
the back of her hand.

“Sorry Daddy.” She apologized, “I know
cowgirls don’t cry. I’ll do better.”

She suppressed the tears and kissed his
forehead as he’d kissed her so many times. Even in her grief she
knew they’d never have fixed everything if they had more time.
They’d made a lot of mistakes, the both of them. He hadn’t been a
perfect father but she hadn’t been a perfect daughter either. Their
relationship had never come easy but she’d loved him.

She’d loved him like a little girl always
loved her daddy. She’d loved him with every ounce of emotion her
body could muster. Loving him and losing him filled her with a
deep, soul-crushing pain.

He’d done the best he could. She knew that
now. He’d given up his hopes and dreams for the love of a beautiful
woman and he’d lost her too soon. He’d tried to do right by her
mama, she could see that now. She’d never understand him completely
but he’d given her a little bit of insight and for that much she’d
always be thankful.

“I love you Daddy.” She said her goodbye and
then she walked away.

She barely managed to get out of bed in the
mornings. She didn’t remember eating though surely Arlene made sure
she did. Her life was a blur of different faces and people as
condolences were offered and stories of Lyle Carter were told. A
steady stream of people filled Montgomery Oaks, dropping off
casseroles and making sure she was okay.

She wasn’t okay. She wasn’t sure she’d ever
be okay again. She was an orphan. She was a twenty-eight year old
orphan so she went through the motions.

She saw the lawyers and learned that she was
a trust fund baby after all. Her mother had left a large amount of
money in a trust for her and for her future unborn children. She’d
never known that it existed. She also learned that as the sole
Montgomery left in existence ownership of the Montgomery Oaks
passed to her. And finally she understood what her father had meant
when he said he wouldn’t leave her the ranch and let it weigh her
down.

He’d had papers drawn up to sell the ranch.
It ached and burned in her blood to hate him for it but she did it
anyway. She loved him, knew why he’d done it, but at the same time
she knew he’d had no right. The land was hers. She was the last of
the Montgomery’s. It was up to her to keep it or sell it. The
weight, the burden was hers to bear alone now. She’d always assumed
inheriting the ranch would feel like a death sentence so it was a
stunning revelation to feel devoted to keeping it in her
family.

Somewhere along the way, the past few months
of caring for her father and living on the ranch, something inside
her had changed. Or maybe it had been there all along and she’d
been too stubborn and proud to see it. Either way, there was no
using running from the truth any more. She was the heir to the Oaks
and it was her only tie to the parents she’d never truly known. She
couldn’t walk away from it any more than she could lose her accent
or change her name.

The lawyer gave her a letter from her father.
It had obviously been written before she came home for Molly’s
wedding. She had no idea how long the lawyer had held onto it.

“Bluebell – I know you’re probably upset I
didn’t tell you I was sick but I only did it to protect you.
Everything I’ve ever done has been for you. I loved your mama and I
love you sweet girl. Live your life your way with your own rules
and don’t ever let anybody take what’s yours. I wasn’t always the
best daddy to you but you turned out just fine despite me. Don’t
let them put makeup on me and keep the casket closed, no need
giving the good people of Fate anything else to gossip about. Love
Daddy.”

She did as he asked. No makeup. Closed
casket. She burned the papers to sell the ranch. Nobody was taking
what was hers, not even him.

Every day, through the fog of grief and the
bustle of activity, she was hyper aware that Zach was there. His
big, strong presence by her side was welcome and appreciated. He
stayed with her through the worst of it, was always just an arms
length away and caught her when she fell into the pit of
misery.

He was there when she needed him most which
was at night. When everyone else packed up and went home and she
was alone, he was there. When the quiet of the house and the
darkness of grief threatened to swallow her whole he came to her.
He came and pressed his big body against hers. His heat soaked up
the cold shivers of loneliness. He held her together through the
dark hours and when the morning light shone in he was always gone.
A nice memory, a nice distraction, exactly what she needed.

It was sweet of him to be there for her but
she didn’t read too much into it. She couldn’t let herself believe
it was anything more than his instinct to protect. He was a big
brother, a guardian; it was just in his nature in a way that had
never been in her daddy.

No matter how thoughtful he was he wasn’t her
boyfriend. He was her friend with benefits guy. That’s all. She
clung tight to reality where he didn’t do relationships and he was
just temporary. If she let herself believe it was anything more
she’d have been in real deep trouble so she did what she always
did. She kept moving and prayed when she came out the other side of
her grief she’d know what to do next.


Chapter Fifteen

 


 


For the second time in not quite three months
Bluebell stood at the front of the Fate First Baptist Church but
this time she wasn’t wearing an ugly tangerine dress. She’d donned
a simple black sheath for her father’s funeral. Her blonde hair was
twisted at the back of her neck in a classic bun. She’d put on her
makeup and her game face and not a tear escaped as she gave her
eulogy.

There was nobody else to give it. She was the
last of the Montgomery’s. She was the last of the Carter’s. Her
grandparents had passed when she was just a little girl not long
after her mother. For as long as anybody in Fate could remember it
had just been Lyle and Bluebell and now her daddy was gone too.

She buried him in his boots and nicest pearl
snap shirt. He’d have scowled if she tried to dress him up and make
him something he wasn’t so she didn’t. Her sole fanciful addition
had been a bouquet of bluebell’s she’d gathered from the field
behind the main house of the ranch. The little girl in her needed
him to take a part of her to the other side with him for when he
found her mama.

The church was packed to the rafters. Aisle
upon aisle of ranch hands and friends filled up. Men that’d worked
with Lyle over the years came from as far away as San Antonio and
Tulsa. Arlene cried from the front row and Bobby held her close.
Blue ignored them all as she spoke about the man that had been her
only family.

She spoke of the father that had taught her
to shoot a gun and keep her chin up. She spoke of the man that had
loved Liza Beth Montgomery something fierce. She spoke of the man
that’d loved fast cars but drove an old Ford truck that had never
seen a mud hole it feared.

After the funeral the main house at
Montgomery Oaks was open for mourners to congregate and gossip.
Casseroles lined every hard surface of the kitchen. The giant
dining room table brimmed with people and sweet tea. The topic of
the day was that Bluebell was no doubt too busy counting her
inheritance to offer up any real tears for the father that’d loved
her. Blue kept herself busy thanking them all for coming and
accepting their condolences. No doubt she’d still miss somebody and
her snubbing of them would be the hottest gossip the following
day.

The questions of whether she was staying in
town now came hard and fast and she dodged as many as she could.
She couldn’t answer a loaded question like that, not yet, not
today. Today was her father’s funeral. She just had to get through
today and then she’d be able to look forward and figure everything
else out.

She ducked out the back door and took a deep
breath of fresh air. All of the perfume and hairspray in the house
was giving her a headache. She couldn’t remember so many people
ever being in the Oaks though no doubt they’d congregated for her
mama as well.

She wished she was five years old again. At
five she’d been able to go up to her room and hide. She’d sat in
her closet that day while all the adults were downstairs and fallen
asleep so that when her daddy called her she hadn’t heard him. He’d
been spitting mad but so relieved she wasn’t missing when he found
her that he’d hugged her tight and told her not to go disappearing
on him ever again. She hadn’t, not until she turned eighteen and
she’d left him and Fate behind her in a cloud of dust.

At the time she’d been looking for the place
she belonged. Strange that it took coming back to the ranch, took
her father’s illness and staying by his side for her to see the
truth. Montgomery Oaks was her home. It was her mother’s legacy,
her father’s burden and now it was hers. She couldn’t let it go but
she didn’t know what to do with it either. A tear slid down her
cheek and she wiped it away quickly. In so many ways she was still
that lost little girl.

Anxiety beat in her chest. What was she
supposed to do now? Her father clearly thought she wanted to stay
gone, to stay in Atlanta or Denver or wherever her job took her but
she couldn’t see herself going back to that life now. She didn’t
want to keep rolling along with nothing and nobody.

She could stay on the ranch but she had no
idea how to own hundreds of acres and thousands of cattle. Part of
her still wanted to run. Part of her wanted to get in her
impractical sports car and hit the road and not stop driving until
she was far away from Fate and Texas and Montgomery Oaks. There was
a new part of her too though, a part she hadn’t known was even
inside her that wanted to stay, to accept her land, to suck it up
and make a real go of it, to see if she was as strong as she’d
always claimed. She didn’t know which part would win.

She felt like a time bomb waiting to explode.
She kept tucking the emotions in. She kept sucking it up and
pushing it down. It was bound to come out in a torrent of pain and
misery but she couldn’t let it happen today. Not on the day she put
her daddy in the ground and everybody was watching. Cowgirls didn’t
cry and Bluebell had always been a good cowgirl. Her daddy had
taught her well.

 


“Are you listening to a word I’m saying?”

Zach glanced over at Maddie when she smacked
his shoulder. He hadn’t been forced to face the perky twenty-three
year old in a while. He’d hoped she’d forgotten all about him and
their supposed friendship. Apparently that wasn’t the case.

“What?” He frowned.

“I said, everybody’s talking about how
Bluebell’s going to get out of town quick now that her daddy’s
gone.”

“They are?”

“Yeah.” She nodded emphatically and her newly
cut and colored hair swayed around her chin. Despite the new
hairstyle and the dress, which he’d rarely seen her wear, she still
looked closer to fifteen than twenty-three thanks to her small
frame and the brush of freckles across the bridge of her nose.
She’d always been a sweet kid and it was strange to think of her as
an adult, especially when she was pestering him with questions. “Is
she going to leave Fate again?”

“How should I know?”

“Aren’t you two dating?”

He used his best mean face when he frowned at
her, “I don’t date.”

A curved eyebrow rose, “Then what are you two
doing?”

“None of your business.”

“Oh come on Zach, I saw the way you looked at
her that day in the hardware store.”

He didn’t bother asking how he’d looked at
her. He had a pretty good idea. He’d looked at Bluebell with a
whole hell of a lot of lust and desire to get her naked. That’s
all. So why did he feel a little bit embarrassed to have the little
girl next to him pointing it out? Oh wait, yeah that’s right,
because Maddie thought of him like a big brother. Fantastic.

“So is she?” Maddie prompted.

“Is she what?”

“God talking to you is like talking to a
brick wall sometimes.” Maddie rolled her eyes, “Is Blue going to
stay?”

He shrugged because he didn’t know and that
bugged the hell out of him. She was always supposed to leave. When
he’d first met her that was one of the things he’d liked about
Bluebell. Now he liked a whole bunch of other things about her and
the idea of her leaving wasn’t one of them.

He liked that she was smart and funny and
strong. Spending the past few days with her he’d realized just how
strong she really was. In the face of her loss she hadn’t fallen to
pieces like his mother had all those years ago. She’d kept her chin
up and the tears down and played the hand she’d been dealt with
grace and dignity. He liked that about her.

He wanted to like that she hadn’t asked him
for anything. Sure she’d come to his house that night but she
hadn’t begged him for anything more than what he’d already offered.
Sex. Simple and easy, their relationship was about sex. So he
couldn’t explain why it kind of annoyed him that she didn’t seem to
really need him even with her world falling apart around her.

He was used to being needed. His mother
needed him. His brothers needed him. He’d never wanted any other
woman to need him so it didn’t make any sense that he wanted
Bluebell to. He wanted to be there for her, wanted her to fall on
him if she was going to fall. He wanted to catch her. Feelings like
that weren’t simple and he didn’t think they had anything to do
with sex no matter how good it was between them.

He’d spent the past four days with her. He
hadn’t worked on his house. He hadn’t worked on his car. He hadn’t
worked on his ranch. He’d simply been with Bluebell and when he
hadn’t been with her he’d been working to get back to her.

He didn’t bother to ask himself how she’d
become so important because he didn’t think he’d like the answer.
He liked his women easy and Bluebell Montgomery Carter was the
opposite of easy in every way imaginable. She was a little bit
crazy and damn him if he didn’t like that about her too.

All day he’d watched her from a distance. She
looked sexy as sin in her proper black dress. He liked her in
dresses, always had, but he’d kept his distance because they were
just friends with benefits. His place wasn’t at her side while she
eulogized her father and dealt with gossipy mourners and it was an
odd feeling that he kind of wanted it to be.

The smart thing to do would be to keep his
distance. He hated the feeling in his chest that wouldn’t ease up.
He hated feeling helpless and out of control and that’s all he’d
been feeling lately. So why his feet moved after her when he saw
her pretty blond head duck out the back door he couldn’t explain.
He didn’t even bother to say excuse me to Maddie as he walked away.
Bluebell was moving and like a dumbass magnet he followed.

“Hey.” He caught up to her in the
backyard.

She turned to face him and a smile inched up
her pretty face. Sunlight glinted off her golden hair and her blue
eyes met his. Her pink lips turned up into a smile and he forgot to
breath. He was in trouble, really big trouble.

 


 


“Hi ya cowboy.” Blue looked up into those
soft green eyes and the handsome face that somehow seemed better
looking every time she saw it and smiled her first real smile of
the day.

He always made her smile. How he did it was
varied and impractical but the truth was the truth. There was no
lying to herself about it. Zach had the ability to make her smile
even on the worst day of her life and that was a power she was
unable to resist.

“What’re you doing out here all alone?” He
asked.

“I’m not alone. You’re here now.” She
shrugged when he continued to stare at her with that pursed lip
look that said he was waiting for the truth, “I needed to get some
air.”

“Did it help?”

“Not really.”

“What can I do?”

Her chest squeezed tight. The offer to help
should have surprised her coming from the man that’d insisted he
didn’t do relationships, dinner, conversation or being needed but
it didn’t. Despite his claims and his hard edges he’d been nothing
but there for her, always giving her exactly what she needed even
when she wasn’t sure she knew what it was. If she was less
intelligent she’d misread it as something more than it was so it
was a good thing she was smart.

“Get me out of here?”

“Where do you want to go?”

“Anywhere but here.” She shrugged.

“Let’s go.”

His big hand slipped into hers and she let
him lead her around the side of the house. She liked the feel of
his hand in hers. She liked the way he walked a half step in front
of her, leading but never tugging her after him despite his much
longer stride.

“It was a nice service.” He helped her up
into his truck.

“Thank you.” She relaxed and pulled the
seatbelt around her as he shut the door and went around to get
in.

Enclosed in his truck the familiar scent of
Zach all around her made her muscles relax. She leaned her head
back and closed her eyes. It had been a long day but getting away
was nice.

“There were a lot of people. Your dad was a
big member of this town.” He started the truck after jumping in on
his side.

“Yeah, it was nice to see so many people. He
could be a mean old grouch but he did a lot for Fate. Did you know
he donated the money to the First Baptist to build the rec
center?”

“No, I didn’t but that was awfully nice of
him.”

Look at them, having an actual conversation.
Who knew? They almost sounded like a real live couple. That was a
scary thought so she derailed it with a smile.

“Yep, if only he’d known building the rec
center would lead to one of those wild West boys getting his hand
up my skirt he’d probably have thought twice about it.”

He chuckled as he pulled the truck out of the
drive and headed back towards the highway, “You’re probably
right.”

They drifted down the highway in comfortable
silence for a long minute. He was wearing another of his pearl snap
shirts. This one was navy blue with a thin gray pinstripe. She
preferred the white one, not that he didn’t look fantastic either
way. She just liked the way she could see the barest hint of his
tattoo under the sleeve of the white one. She liked the way it
hinted at the big bad cowboy underneath.

“When’d you get your tattoo?”

“Hmm?” He glanced at her out of the corner of
his eye.

“Your tattoo, when’d you get it?”

“You have a real fascination with my tattoo
don’t you?” He grinned.

“I have a real fascination with most of you.”
She smiled back.

“And with the compliments now? You don’t have
to sweet-talk me baby-doll. I’m a sure thing.”

She laughed. A real laugh for the first time
in nearly a week and it lightened the weight she’d been carrying
around. He had some powerful mojo.

“Thank you.”

“For what?” He tilted his head.

“For getting me out of there. For making me
laugh when I wasn’t sure how I’d ever be able to smile again. For
being here.” She shrugged, “Thank you Zach.”

“Anytime baby-doll. Anytime.”

She unbuckled her seat belt and slid across
the front seat before she had time to think about it. It was a
silly thing to do but she did it anyway. She slipped her shoes off
and curled her legs up beside her. She leaned into his side, felt
the heat of his body against her and breathed in his scent. He
chuckled and the sound washed away the rest of her troubles when he
held the steering wheel with his left hand and circled her
shoulders, pulling her tighter against his side with his right. She
leaned her head on his big broad shoulder and closed her eyes.

“Mmm, this is nice.” She murmured.

“Yeah, it is.”

She smiled. This was probably a lot like the
memory her father had told her about that last day. Driving around
the back roads with her mama tucked into his side. Except she was
no beauty queen and Zach wasn’t her boyfriend. She’d do well to
remember that.

“I got the tattoo when I was eighteen.” He
offered.

“Before or after your father passed
away?”

“After.” He cleared his throat, “I got it
about a month after he died.”

Oh that was something. He didn’t offer up
much about himself. Every little detail was like a gift. She knew
she shouldn’t press him though so she didn’t. That wasn’t what this
was so despite the fact she figured there was a whole lot more to
the story of why he’d gotten a big, dark tattoo a month after his
dad died she wouldn’t pry.

“Maybe I’ll get one next month too. We can be
tattoo buddies.”

He laughed, “Yeah, I can just see you all
tatted up baby-doll.”

“I’ll have you know I’d look good with a
nice, classy tattoo.” She feigned indignation but didn’t move away
from him.

“I’m sure you would. You’d look good in a
potato sack.” His thumb brushed her arm back and forth, “But your
mama would roll over in her grave if you marred that beautiful
skin.”

“Marred?” She frowned. “Is that what you
think you did by getting a tattoo?”

“Sometimes. I was a stupid kid when I got
it.” He shrugged and jostled her head, “You know if you have a
thing for tattoos you should ask Dev to see his sometime.”

She smiled softly into his arm, deliriously
pleased that he was being so open with her, “Devin has tats
too?”

“To say he has a few would be like saying
Texas is big. Gross understatement.” He chuckled.

“Really? I don’t remember seeing any the few
times I’ve run into him.”

“They’re not exactly where you’d see them in
public. He’d have to take his shirt off.”

“You want me to ask your brother to take his
shirt off?” She smirked and he laughed and pulled her tighter
against him.

“You’re right. Forget I ever mentioned
it.”

“Did you ever think of getting more?” She
asked instead.

“No. I probably wouldn’t get this one again
if I could go back and do it again.”

“Well that’d be a shame because where you see
marring I see embellishment.”

“I’m glad you like it.” He grinned.

“I do. I like it a lot. I like it so much I
want to trace it with my tongue. I still haven’t done that.” She
hid a smile against his shoulder when he groaned. “I think that’s a
situation we should right. Don’t you?”

“Is sex all you ever think about baby?”

She laughed again, completely carefree for
the first time in far too long and mimicked his words from the barn
that day, “When you’re around? Yeah.”

“I have a hard time thinking about much else
when you’re around too.”

He remembered what she’d said too. She
grinned up at him. She’d been surrounded by a crowd of people all
day but she’d felt all alone. Now, she was sitting in the front
seat of a pickup with Zach while they cruised down the highway and
she didn’t just feel better, she felt alive. He took away the
loneliness.

“Zach?”

“Hmm?”

“Pull the truck over.”

“What?” He glanced down at her quickly, “Is
something wrong?”

“No. Nothing’s wrong.” She shook her head,
“Just pull the truck over.”

His brow furrowed and he checked the mirrors
even as he tapped the breaks, “Are you going to be sick?”

“No. I’m not going to be sick.” She shook her
head again, “I want you, now.”

His head jerked and soft green eyes met hers.
He stared at her so long she was certain they’d wreck. He glanced
back to the road and his brow furrowed again.

“We can be at my house in a matter of
minutes.”

“I don’t want to wait.” She shrugged. “Pull
the truck over Zach. I want you.” To emphasize her point she went
up on her knees and nibbled on his ear at the same time she slid
her hand around the bulge at the front of his jeans, “Now.”

“Sweet Jesus…” He groaned and she felt the
truck jolt as he pulled onto the shoulder of the highway. “Here?
Here works for you?”

“Yeah, here works for me.” She slid her
tongue over the pulse beating in his neck, “You work for me pretty
much anywhere.”

The truck rolled to a stop on the side of the
empty highway and he shoved the gear shift into park. Within a half
second he’d wrapped his arms around her and somehow moved them out
from underneath the wheel. She was in his lap and his mouth was on
her neck, his hands were on her body and she was in heaven.

“You work for me too.” His teeth nipped her
shoulder. “I want you really bad, I’ve wanted you all day but I
don’t have a condom.”

“Well, that’s a first.” She grinned against
his lips.

“I never carried them until you rolled into
town but today, I didn’t want to assume…” He gave her a sheepish
smile.

“I’m clean and I’m on the pill.” She licked
her lips nervously and waited for his reaction to a statement that
big.

He didn’t disappoint, his green eyes dilated
and he swallowed hard, “Are you saying…?”

“I want you Zach. Now. Just you and me.”

“Jesus Bluebell…” He cleared his throat as
his eyes studied her face seriously, “Do you have any idea what
that does to me?”

She rolled her hips against the proof running
along her thigh and smiled softly, “I think I have an idea.”

“Being inside of you, no barriers, nothing
between us, I have to tell you it’s crossed my mind before but,
baby, the idea…” He stroked her hair gently, “I have to tell you
I’m not feeling very gentlemanly right now. I might be rough. I
don’t want to hurt you.”

Oh that was scary. Scary in the kind of way
that made her insides crumble and her heart squeeze just a little
too tight. Scary in the kind of way that would have made her
panties damp, if they hadn’t been already.

She knew he’d never hurt her, at least not
physically. He could hurt her emotionally though if she thought
about how much she cared for him and how this was supposed to have
been temporary, a one night stand. He’d hurt her when it was over
because as much as she tried not to she liked him too much but she
couldn’t think about that today. Not today. She’d think about it
tomorrow when she had to think about all the other messed up things
in her life.

“Take me Zach, take me now and don’t hold
back.”

He groaned even as his mouth took hers in a
brutal kiss and he did just that. He pulled her hair to get better
access to her neck. He shoved her dress up and her panties aside.
He unzipped his pants and slammed into her and she gasped and held
on tight.

It was hard and fast and she was on fire. It
felt like she was burning up from the inside out. She’d never had
him like this; dark and edgy, like he was so desperate for her he
couldn’t control himself. She was that desperate for him too. It
was out of control and she basked in every single second of it.

“So good,” He groaned as she began to
tremble, “So good and so fucking crazy.”

She bit her lip to stifle a scream as her
orgasm raged and she found herself smiling through it. Her heart
was going to beat out of her chest. Her whole world exploded in a
ray of light and sensation. When it was over and she floated back
to reality she felt different, not so alone in the world.

He was panting as he rest his forehead
against her chest, “Are you okay?”

She smiled and ran her hands through his
short hair. There wasn’t really much to play with but she grabbed
what she could and pulled his head up so she could look him in the
eye. He looked wary again, like he wasn’t sure of himself. He was
really worried he’d hurt her and that might mean he cared too. A
girl could hope, but she wouldn’t bet her newly inherited money on
it.

“I’m more than okay.” She kissed his forehead
lightly, “That was amazing.”

“That was fucking crazy.” He sucked in a deep
breath and released it with a shake of his head and the wariness
faded away as he came back around, a smile tipping the corners of
his mouth now.

“You mentioned that.”

“I like your kind of crazy Bluebell.” He
kissed her on the lips briefly and then picked her up and set her
back on the seat.

As they righted their clothing Blue couldn’t
help but wonder just how much he liked her crazy. She didn’t want
to wonder, didn’t want to care too much but she knew now that she
did. She’d known he would be good at sex. She hadn’t figured on him
also being sweet and understanding. He was a good friend and he’d
been there for her and when he wasn’t she was going to be in a
world of pain.

 


After they had sex on the side of the road,
Zach drove them back to his house. He popped a beer for each of
them and then said he’d worked up an appetite and offered to grill
steaks. She took him up on the offer and they sat on the back porch
in comfortable silence watching the sun set over the land in the
distance.

“It’s really beautiful here.” She tipped her
beer to her lips.

“My favorite view.” He looked at her out of
the corner of his eye, “Except maybe for when you’re riding my lap,
that’s a pretty good view too.”

“Just pretty good?” She laughed.

“Let’s call it a tie for first then.”

She smirked as he rose and went to check the
steaks on the grill. He’d pulled his pearl snap shirt off the
minute they walked through the door and she appreciated the
unfettered view of his chest in nothing but a white t-shirt. She
also appreciated the glimpses of that tattoo. She still hadn’t
traced it with her tongue. She’d definitely have to get around to
that before this, whatever this was, ended.

“My daddy always said the best view in town
was from the back porch at Montgomery Oaks.”

“I’d have loved to tell him he was wrong.” He
winked playfully and she laughed again.

“God, I can only imagine the look of horror
on my daddy’s face if you’d tried. He never had any issue with the
guys I dated but the idea of me going heels to Jesus with one of
you West boys would’ve made him see red for sure. He’d probably
have decked you.”

Zach chuckled, “I’d probably have decked him
right back.”

She rolled her eyes, “You would not.”

“Don’t bet on it. I have a hell of a
temper.”

“You’re joking right?”

“I wish.” He shrugged, “I do a pretty decent
job of keeping it beat down but when it comes up I usually swing
first and ask questions later. It’s one of the reasons I like demo
work, gives me something to beat up, to take my frustrations out on
instead of going looking for a fight.”

She eyed him carefully to make sure he wasn’t
screwing with her. He had rough edges sure but he didn’t look like
a rage monster. She couldn’t even imagine him angry. Upset sure,
frustrated sure, but angry enough to fight?

“Do you do that a lot? Go looking for
fights?”

“When I was younger? Yeah.” He flipped the
steaks and closed the grill. “Now I’ve found healthier ways to work
out the frustrations.”

“Like demolishing your bathroom.” She
snorted.

“And getting naked with a pretty blonde.” He
grinned as he sauntered closer, “That helps sometimes too.”

So that’s what she was? A release for
frustrations? She wanted to be mildly offended but she couldn’t. He
was her distraction from her terrible, spiraling life. They were
using each other. That’s all. They were benefits.

“Glad to be of assistance.” She batted her
lashes as he leaned over and pressed a quick kiss to her lips.

“I’m sure Devin’s face thanks you.” He
chuckled as he sat back down beside her and tipped his beer to his
lips.

“Devin?”

“Yeah, you know, my brother, shorter,
stockier, less handsome version of me.”

“I know who you meant.” She rolled her eyes,
“And you forgot to mention younger old man.”

“Ouch.” He tugged her into his lap, “That
wasn’t very nice.”

“Neither was what you said about Devin, at
least what I said was true.”

“You don’t think Devin’s a less handsome
version of me?” He raised a curious eyebrow.

“Nope. I think he’s definitely better
looking.” She lied with a smile on her face. “All the girls in town
go crazy for his broody bad-boy thing.”

“I didn’t realize that included you.” He
pulled her hair lightly so they were eye to eye.

“I do like them tall, dark and handsome
apparently.”

He laughed, “Maybe you should go heels to
Jesus with him instead then.”

“Maybe I will.” She shot back.

“God you’re frustrating.”

His mouth was on hers in a wild kiss a second
later and she slid her arms around his neck. If this was what she
got out of frustrating and provoking him she’d happily do it all
the time. His mouth was warm and aggressive as he kissed her
senseless. When he broke the kiss his green eyes were a little
glassy and she was breathing hard.

“Keep that up and Devin’s face won’t fare
well baby-doll.”

She liked that admission so much she couldn’t
help but wiggle in his lap, “You like it when I frustrate you don’t
you?”

“No.” He shook his head and curled her hair
around his fist, “I love it when you frustrate me.” His warm mouth
trailed down her neck and her insides quivered. “I love touching
you, and kissing you.” His big hands cupped her breasts. “I love
sinking deep inside you.” His tongue traced the seam of her lips.
“It’s never enough.”

She melted into him. She couldn’t help it
when he said he loved her. He didn’t say that, not really. She was
smart enough to know that saying he loved touching her and having
sex with her wasn’t the same thing as actually loving her.

In the past she might have gotten confused
and thought they were the same thing, that it was this emotionally
unavailable man’s way of trying to tell her but she didn’t get
confused this time. She knew the difference now.

Zach didn’t love her and that meant she
couldn’t possibly fall in love with him. But she could fall in love
with the way he touched her. She’d definitely fallen for that.

“Zach?”

“Hmm?” He nipped her earlobe.

“I think the steaks are on fire.”

“What?” His head popped up and she pointed to
where smoke had started to seep out of the grill. “Fuck. Hold
on.”

She giggled as he quickly picked her up and
placed her back on the other side of the lounge chair. He scrambled
across the deck. Smoke billowed out of the grill as he opened it
and he cursed some more. She bit her lip to hide a smile.

“Don’t laugh. This is all your fault.” He
frowned as he pulled the steaks off the grill, “Damn distracting
woman.”

“Frustrated again?” She giggled.

“Like you wouldn’t believe.” He chuckled,
“Well, the steaks are definitely done so let’s go inside and eat
our burned dinner and then you can make it up to me.”

Blue pushed to her feet, grabbed their beers
and followed him inside. While he grabbed a salad out of the fridge
she set the table. It probably should have been awkward. She wasn’t
his girlfriend. She shouldn’t be sitting and having dinner with
him. She definitely shouldn’t be looking at the table and
remembering what he’d done to her on it the last time she’d tried
to have dinner with him.

“I know.” Two big strong arms circled her
waist and his husky voice came from near her ear, “I can’t even eat
in my own house without thinking of you now. You taste better than
anything I could ever cook baby-doll.”

She shivered but pulled away from him,
“You’re such a sweet talker.”

“I do try.” He chuckled.

They ate dinner together at his kitchen
table. They drank Shiner and had steak and it was the best meal
Blue could remember having in ages. The food wasn’t spectacular.
Burned steak and salad rarely were. The conversation wasn’t
anything special. They traded stories about things as mundane as
ranch work and cattle. But the longer she sat in his house the
bigger the pressure in her chest got and she knew she needed to
leave before she did something really stupid like falling for this
perfect moment in time.

“I should get going.” She carried her plate
to the sink as soon as she finished.

“Why?”

“Because there’s probably still a house full
of people at the Oaks.”

“Sounds like a reason to stay here to me.” He
stood from the table. “Besides, you still owe me for burning the
steaks.”

“I didn’t burn the steaks you did.” She
circled the island in the middle of the kitchen, keeping it between
them.

She couldn’t think straight when he was close
to her. If he touched her she’d melt and then she’d be in a heaping
pile of trouble. He’d touch her and she’d remember how sweet he’d
been the past few days, she’d remember how he saved her from
sinking into a pit of despair. She’d remember everything but the
fact he was never going to love her back. It was best if she put
some space between them. She’d been too close to him the past few
days, that’s all it was. A few days away and she’d be able to see
him clearly again.

“But it was your fault I burned them.”

“I’ll make it up to you later.”

“Or you can make it up to me now.” His hand
darted out so fast she couldn’t avoid it and he grabbed her wrist.
He held her steady as he circled the island to stand in front of
her, “You’re not really trying to get away from me are you
baby?”

She licked her lips nervously as she met his
soft green eyes, “Maybe.”

“You’re going to have to try a lot harder
than that because now that I got you, I ain’t ever letting you
go.”

His mouth claimed hers and she melted just
like she’d known she would. It wasn’t fair. He couldn’t say things
like that to her. In her silly heart she heard things he didn’t
really mean.

He kissed her and she knew the war was over.
It was too late. It had probably been too late for a long time now
but she’d been kidding herself into not believing it.

She’d tried hard not to let it happen. She’d
tried not to fall in love with Zach West, the self-proclaimed
bachelor, the king of one night stands, the master of emotional
unavailability. She’d tried and she’d failed.

She hadn’t had a chance. She was destined to
love emotionally unavailable men just like her daddy. She knew it,
knew he’d probably break her heart into a million little pieces and
she’d have to rebuild herself when it was over but she gave in to
it. It was crazy but just this once she was going to make love to
Zach and then she was going to pack it away and get on with her
life. Tomorrow. She’d get on with her life tomorrow.


Chapter Sixteen

 


 


Something was wrong. Blue could feel it the
minute her eyes opened. She blinked and looked around, tried to
figure out where she was. It took a couple of seconds to process
that she was in Zach’s bed, in Zach’s house but Zach wasn’t beside
her. She rubbed her sleep filled eyes. It was dark. She had no idea
how long she’d been asleep. That’s when she heard voices.

“Don’t fucking come into my house and yell at
me.”

Zach. She could barely hear his voice, it
sounded far away. She sat up and looked around for her clothes. It
took a second to remember they were in the kitchen. He’d stripped
her bare and touched her and kissed her and she’d been silly enough
to think for just a second that his soft caress might mean more
than it did because she was in love with him. She needed to get her
clothes and get out of there. She never should have fallen
asleep.

“Don’t be an asshole then!”

A second voice. Shit. Somebody was here and
Zach was arguing with him. She didn’t want to eavesdrop but she had
little choice now that she was awake. Her clothes were in the
kitchen. She couldn’t go out there and get them with somebody else
in the house.

“Keep your voice down, Blue’s sleeping.”

She groaned. And now whoever was out there
knew she was here. Fabulous.

“Like I give a flying fuck if I wake sleeping
beauty.”

She frowned. That seemed uncalled for. What
did she have to do with this? Who was out there?

“Watch it Devin.”

There was her answer. His brother was here.
They were arguing. She remembered their conversation from earlier
in the day. He’d said Devin was the one frustrating him. She’d
wondered how bad Zach’s temper could get. She hadn’t been hoping
for a display.

“Oh don’t give me that crap like you actually
care about her. You were supposed to talk to her, get her to sign
over the land and instead you’ve been screwing her.”

Her mouth fell open. What? No! She couldn’t
have heard what she thought she heard.

“I told you I’d talk to her and I will. She
buried her father less than twenty-four hours ago. Back off.”

“I heard from Bobby. He said she burned the
papers. Did you even know that?”

“No. I didn’t.”

“You might if you’d stop thinking with your
dick.”

Oh God. She was going to be sick. They were
talking about her. They were fighting and it was about her.

“Lyle Carter was going to sell us that land.
What the hell did you do to mess that up?”

“I didn’t do anything. I told you to deal
with the land. I told you I’d talk to her. I meant it.”

The land? The ranch? She hadn’t bothered to
read the documents to see who her father was selling to. She’d
simply told Bobby she wasn’t selling. She should have been able to
figure out who the interested party was though. The Triple Star was
the only other ranch in the area.

“You literally screwed us out of that
land.”

“Get outside. Now.”

She heard the door slam and muffled voices.
She couldn’t make out the words anymore but she’d heard enough. Her
stomach turned. If the Triple Star was trying to buy Montgomery
Oaks that meant… She swallowed hard. It meant that every time she’d
talked to Zach about it he’d been lying to her.

Every time she’d mentioned inheriting the
land, every time she’d talked about her father leaving it to her,
he’d known that wasn’t the case. He’d known and he’d let her
believe he hadn’t. He’d lied.

She tried to recall the conversations. There
had been several. They’d talked about it while they drove around in
the Impala, right before she slept with him. They’d talked about it
that first night when he made her a sandwich, right before she’d
slept with him again. He’d slept with her time and again and he
hadn’t said a word.

Hastily she shoved the sheets away. She
couldn’t be in his bed. She couldn’t be here now. All of his talk
of honesty and he’d been lying from the start, maybe not about who
he was or what he could offer but a lie was a lie. Omission was a
lie.

Devin’s words turned nasty in her head as she
tried to find something to put on. You were supposed to talk to
her, get her to sign over the land and instead you’ve been screwing
her. She felt nauseous again and had to take a deep breath.

Had it all been one big lie?

Zach’s response haunted her. I told you
I’d talk to her and I will. She hadn’t meant to hear any of it
but now that she had she couldn’t undo it.

It was too horrible to even think about. She
needed to get away. She needed some time and some space to think
about what she’d heard. She couldn’t be in his house, in his bed
and not know if he’d been using her all along.

She scrambled through his closet to find
something to wear. She pulled on an old sweatshirt, found a pair of
mesh shorts and pulled those on too. She couldn’t find her clothes
and she had to get away so this was going to have to work.

She was almost to the bedroom door when it
swung open. Zach came to an abrupt stop. So did she. They stared at
each other for a long second in silence. Finally he broke it.

“What are you doing?”

“Leaving.”

“What?” His head tilted.

“I have to go. I can’t be here right
now.”

“What?” He repeated and then his brows
furrowed, “Why?”

“Maybe because I don’t feel like being used
anymore?” The words dropped out of her mouth before she could bite
them off.

He stared at her, “What the hell are you
talking about?”

“I accidentally overheard part of your
conversation with Devin. For instance, the part where you were
supposed to talk me into selling you my land.”

He blinked, scratched his head and sighed, “I
told Devin I’d talk to you about selling when he asked me a few
days ago. It’s what your father wanted. It’s what Devin and Riley
want. That’s all.”

“Funny how you seem to know what everybody
else wanted all this time and yet you never mentioned it.”

Her confusion was giving way to anger. The
more she thought about it the madder she got. The madder she got
the more she hated that he looked so innocent standing in front of
her with his soft green eyes that she loved so much. God, she loved
him. She was an idiot.

“It wasn’t my place to tell you. Your father
should have told you he wanted to sell. I hated not being able to
talk to you about it.”

“Yeah, I’m sure it was really hard for you to
keep that to yourself while I was bitching about the land and the
ranch and how my daddy had tried to keep it from me but he wouldn’t
be able to when he died.” She shook her head, “Except he had a plan
to do just that and you didn’t tell me.”

“It wasn’t my place.” He repeated and his
shoulders heaved with a deep breath, “Look, Bluebell, I’m
sorry.”

“You said you’d never lie to me.”

“I know.” He cleared his throat and stared at
the floor, “It wasn’t supposed to get this complicated. You were
supposed to be a one night stand.”

As if that made it so much better? Her world
was crumbling around her again. She’d buried her father. She’d
fallen in love. And now she was going to do something even dumber,
she was going to tell him the truth despite the fact that he hadn’t
given her the same courtesy.

“You were supposed to be a one night stand
too.” She shrugged apologetically, “But then it wasn’t just one
night and you were there for me, really there for me despite
everything you said you didn’t want. Even from the beginning you
made sure I ate and that I didn’t drink that beer.”

“Blue?”

She felt something clench tight in her chest
and the aching only got worse. He looked so confused. He looked
like he had no idea what she was talking about and she knew
immediately that he didn’t know just how much he’d done for her. It
meant the world to her and he’d never meant for it to mean
anything.

“You let me lean on you when I needed a
shoulder but now it’s all going to end.”

“What? No!” He took a step toward her but she
shook her head.

“I fell in love with you Zach.” He stopped in
his tracks but the words tumbled out anyway, “I love you.”

Silence stretched between them. For the first
time since she’d met him on the side of the road that first day she
drove back into Fate the silence between them was awkward. It was
uncomfortable. She told him she was in love with him and he looked
like she was a ticking time bomb he didn’t know how to diffuse.

“I’m sorry.”

Oh God, she felt like he’d just taken a knife
to her chest and cut straight through her. She told him she loved
him and he apologized like it was the worst thing that could have
ever happened. He still stood just a few feet from her but his
physical presence didn’t quench the loneliness this time.

“It’s late do you um… do you want to go
home?” He didn’t look directly at her and the cut got a little bit
deeper.

She told him she loved him and he offered to
take her home. He couldn’t get away from her fast enough. She’d
known it would happen this way, known it all along and been unable
to do anything to stop it.

“Yeah. I should go.”

“I’ll drive you.”

Silently he turned and left the room. She
quickly followed him, darted into the kitchen and collected her
clothing. Neither of them spoke as she clutched her things to her
chest and followed him to his truck. Neither of them spoke on the
drive back to Montgomery Oaks.

She tried to take deep breathes but it didn’t
help. It was over. No more distraction. No more flirting or talking
or dinners. No more sexting or laughing or making out. No more sex
in crazy places and positions because they couldn’t wait to get
each other naked. No more Zach in her life. She knew it would come
to this if she was stupid enough to fall in love with him and she’d
been right.

He dropped her at the front of the house at
the Oaks and she watched his taillights fade into the distance.
There was no talk of calling or texting or speaking soon. There
were no future plans to be made.

He might have lied about the ranch, kept what
he knew about the land and her father to himself, but he’d never
lied about what he wanted from her. He’d never wanted a
relationship, didn’t want her love. He’d been clear on that point
from the very first second and she’d agreed. She was the one that
had gone back on their deal. It was her fault for wanting more.

She hadn’t meant to. She’d only wanted a
distraction at first. She’d only wanted to forget about everything
that was wrong in her life. He’d been good for that, too good,
because at some point she’d known it wasn’t just lust anymore.
She’d known that at some point in the past few weeks she’d stopped
just wanting him and started needing him.

She’d buried her father today. She’d realized
she was in love today. It was already the worst day of her life and
now she’d lost Zach too because he had never really been hers to
start with. She was all alone, again.

 


Zach wiped away the sweat on his brow and
then cursed as his knuckles scraped hard against the engine of the
tractor. It had broken down, again. He’d only gone out of town to
get the new part a few months ago. Now it looked like his new part
had been defective because once again he was working and groaning
beneath the tractor, trying to make sure they didn’t lose any more
time with it in the fields.

“Jesus, have you said a sentence without
cussing in a full week?” Riley chuckled from his spot a few feet
away.

“Kiss my ass.”

“Hey just pointing out the obvious.” He
shrugged, “You’ve been nothing but an asshole for days. What’s
going on with you?”

“It’s a hundred degrees and the tractors
broke.” Zach grumbled.

“Uh huh.” Riley smirked.

“He’s just mad Bluebell’s gone and he isn’t
getting any.” Devin’s voice came from a few feet further down the
barn where he was supposed to be cleaning out the stalls but where
he’d done nothing but glare at his older brother for the past few
hours.

Zach groaned and bit his tongue so hard he
wouldn’t have been surprised to taste blood. The last thing he
needed was his brothers input when it came to Bluebell. She was
gone. It was over. That had happened nearly six days ago and he’d
thrown himself back into working the ranch.

He’d let his real life slide while he’d been
with her. He hadn’t been spending enough time helping around the
ranch. He hadn’t spent enough time in the heat helping his
brothers. He hadn’t even spent enough time on his house and now he
was behind on renovations and the tractor was broken again and he
couldn’t do anything but work from sunrise to sunset and try to
catch up and get everything back on track.

“Leave your brother alone. He’s allowed to
have a sex life without you two giving your input.”

The sound of his mother’s voice made Zach sit
up and he cursed again when his forehead collided with the
underside of the tractor. He cursed some more and rubbed his face.
They were going to be the death of him. His family was trying to
kill him, slowly. Riley and Devin and now his mother too. He
groaned and pulled himself out from under the tractor to glare at
the tiny brunette that had walked into the barn.

“What’re you doing here mom?”

“Saving you from your brothers from the looks
of it.” She shrugged.

“Not if you intend on discussing my sex life.
Off limits. Now and forever.”

“How’s Bluebell?” She ignored him.

“Don’t know.” Zach frowned.

“I heard she’s been in Denver packing up her
apartment. She’s moving back to the Oaks indefinitely.” Devin
offered.

Riley shook his head, “She got back yesterday
actually. I heard she and Maddie were out at the Roadhouse dancing
and drinking and have a ball. Austin Evans said he’d never seen her
so drunk in his life.”

“Now, now, don’t gossip.” Reba admonished,
“Besides, Bluebell is a sweet young girl. I’m sure she wouldn’t be
out partying and getting into trouble.”

Zach rolled his eyes, “How would you know
what kind of girl Bluebell is?”

Reba smiled sweetly, “She seemed liked a very
sweet girl when I met her in your bathroom Zachary and she comes
from good stock. She’s a fine young woman. I can’t imagine her
getting drunk let alone into trouble.”

“My God, she’s imaging getting a
daughter-in-law isn’t she?” Devin chuckled.

“She met Blue in your bathroom? That’s a
story I’m going to need to hear.” Riley grinned.

“Give it a rest, all of you.” Zach glared at
them and pushed to his feet. “I have work to do so you can all get
the hell out of here and leave me to it or I can leave and you can
do it yourself.”

“Don’t curse.” Reba sighed. “I just wanted to
talk to you about the girl, that’s all.”

“No.” He shook his head, “Blue isn’t a
discussion I’m open to having, not with you, not with any of
you.”

Reba gave him a look that reminded him of all
the times he’d ever been caught doing something wrong as a kid.
Those times had come to an abrupt end when his father died. He’d
made mistakes since but after he’d assumed the role of adult in the
West household he’d seen that look a lot less.

“That’s too bad because we’re about to have
it.” His mother smiled again though there wasn’t even a hint of
humor in her eyes, “Boys, go find somewhere else to be. I’d like to
talk to your brother.”

“Ah, man, I want to see you rip into him.”
Riley whined.

“We miss out on all the fun.” Devin
chuckled.

“Damn you two sound just like you did when
you were kids.” Zach growled at them.

There’d been times when his mom had requested
to speak to him after their father passed and their whines had
seemed comical. Now, not so much. Now, he didn’t want to see them
go or deal with the conversation that she apparently wanted to
have.

“Zach’s right, you two sound like children
and he’s spent more than enough time pretending to be your parent.”
Reba frowned, “He’s your brother, not your father. You all need to
stop acting otherwise.”

Zach blinked and then blinked again. Did his
mother realize how unnatural his life had been? She’d never
mentioned it before if she saw how screwed up his life was. If
she’d seen how he toed the line between being a brother and a
parent for the past eighteen years, he had no idea. Still, he
wasn’t in a talking mood.

“Drop it mom.” He frowned.

“No.” She shook her head, “I’ve spent years
dropping it and I’m done. We’re going to talk about your life Zach,
really talk about it and you’re going to hear me out.”

He groaned and rubbed his temples. He didn’t
have it in him to hear any more confessions or truths. He was still
running from the last round he’d been forced to listen to.

“That sounds like exit music to me.” Riley
grinned, “I’m out of here before she starts looking too close at my
life.”

“Good idea.” Reba frowned at her youngest
son.

“Me too.” Devin chuckled, “Good luck Zach. I
wish you the best, really.”

Zach watched his brothers leave him and
cursed them silently. They were good at presenting a united front
against their mother. They all loved her, all would give her
anything she asked, but when it came to their love lives they’d
always been on the same page. Now, they’d abandoned him.

“Drop it mom. I’m serious.”

“I will, just let me have my say and then you
can do whatever you like.”

He watched the pretty brunette in front of
him and couldn’t help but wonder how she’d been his father’s second
choice. Liza Beth Montgomery had been a legend of Fate as long as
he could remember. He’d grown up on stories of her beauty and smile
and generosity. Still, his mother had always been a beam of all
those things as well. He loved those things about her; she just
wasn’t a blonde like certain other women he knew. Maybe his father
had a thing for crazy blondes too.

“Fine. Say it and then it’s over.” He
frowned, “I’m serious.”

“I know you are. You’re always so serious
Zach.” She sighed as she walked further into the barn his brothers
had just deserted. “I always knew I’d put too much pressure on you
but until recently, until I saw some of it loosen and actually saw
you smile for the first time in ages I don’t think I ever realized
how much.”

He frowned but kept his mouth shut. His
entire life had been pressure and expectation. Every single day
since his father died he’d woken up with expectations and promises
to be fulfilled. He took care of everyone. He stepped up. That’s
who he was. He wasn’t looking for apologies now.

“I’ve made mistakes Zach. I’m sorry for
that.”

“Mom it’s not going to…”

“The biggest mistake I ever made was letting
you fill in for your father with your brothers.” She cut him
off.

“No. Mom. No.” He shook his head as she faced
him down for the first time in more years than he could
remember.

“Yes. That was a mistake.” She shrugged, “I
was lost and I needed something solid. You stepped up to help and I
let you when what I should have done was stand up for myself.”

“You were lost and alone. What were you
supposed to do?”

“Let you live your own life. I should have
let you live your life Zach. I should have sent you off to college.
I should have taken over the ranch and raised your brothers like a
single parent should have. I should have found the strength inside
me instead of relying on yours when you were just a boy, just a
kid. It wasn’t fair to you and I’ll be sorry for that every day of
the rest of my life.”

He opened his mouth, closed it again. He
hadn’t seen tears on his mother’s cheek since all those years ago
in the hospital. She’d been weak and broken and lost and he’d
helped put her back together but he’d never seen her cry since. Not
once.

“I wanted to help. I did.” He shrugged. He’d
never been good with crying women. He’d never be good with crying
women.

“You shouldn’t have had to.”

He could look back on it for the first time
in his life and realize that fact alone had a lot to do with why
he’d insisted on stepping up when his father died. His mother had
been broken and she’d been crying and all he’d wanted was to make
it stop. So he’d taken the power away from her, taken away her
choices and decisions and made them for all of them. He’d become
the man of the house so the uncertainty didn’t threaten any of
them. He’d taken on that path on purpose and he realized, probably
for the first time, that he’d taken away everyone elses decisions
in doing so.

“It’s over and done at this point mom. We
played our cards. We ended up where we all ended up. I’m nearly
forty for God’s sake… it’s done.”

A tear slipped down her cheek and she wiped
it away, “You’re right. I can’t take back the last eighteen years.
I can’t take back the responsibility I put on your shoulders too
soon but I can tell you that level of responsibility doesn’t rest
on you anymore. You don’t have to keep living up to unreasonable
standards. You don’t have to keep living your life for us.”

“I don’t know another way to live.” He
admitted before he could pull the words back.

“I know and that’s my fault.” She
sniffed.

“No, mom, I like my life. Really I do.” He
promised, “I know what I gave to be there for you and Devin and
Riley and I’d do it again in a heartbeat.”

“I know you would, that’s what makes you such
a good man.” She shook her head, “But you need to realize that we
don’t need you to take care of us anymore. You can go; you can
choose something other than this ranch. You can choose somebody
above us, care about someone else, love someone else.”

“No Mom….” He shook his head.

“Stop it Zach. I’m not stupid. I saw all the
signs. You care about her and even if I hadn’t seen how awful
you’ve reacted the past few days when she’s been gone I’d have
known something was wrong.” She held up a hand to stop him from
speaking. “You broke up with her didn’t you? Tell me what
happened.”

“Nothing.”

“Don’t lie to me Zach. What happened?”

“She said she loved me.” The words were out
before he could stop them.

“And?”

“And I took her home and haven’t spoken to
her since.”

She gaped at him. She walked a few feet away.
She walked away until the point he thought she was walking out on
him and then she turned on her heel. She stormed back into the barn
and smacked him. He hadn’t felt the sting of a slap from his mother
ever, not once in his life. The weight of it resonated.

“That is terrible Zachary, just terrible.
You’re better than that.” She shook her head, “What did you say
when she told you she loved you?”

He grit his teeth, “I’m sorry. I told her I
was sorry.”

She gasped and her green eyes went wide, “Oh
Zach… honey, no. You deserve to be loved. You deserve to be happy.
You know that right?”

“I am happy.”

“You’re here but you’re not really listening
to me at all are you?” She cupped his cheek that was still stinging
and he was transported back to when Bluebell had held his face the
same way.

Her small hands on his rough cheek. He’d held
her face like that so many times, tipped her sharp little chin up
so he could look into her big blue eyes. She was so pretty, so
small and delicate beneath his rough hands. And then she’d held his
face in hers and believed in him, trusted him and loved him. She
was the only woman to ever do that.

“If you let Bluebell go you’re going to
regret it. You’ll regret it Zach and I don’t want you to have those
kinds of regrets, not after everything you’ve done for us.”

“I don’t have regrets. No regrets, no looking
back.” He shook his head.

“She wasn’t like the others.”

“No. She wasn’t.”

Bluebell had never been like the others, not
from the moment he laid eyes on her. She was smart and funny and
beautiful. She was crazy as hell and real and difficult. She
wrapped him up and confused everything he’d ever known.

“Well, that’s progress I suppose. At least
you can see that.” She sighed. “Just know that you deserve to be
happy okay. That’s all I want for you.”

He nodded.

“I’ll let you get back to work. I love you
honey.”

“You too.”

As his mother left him alone in the barn he
wiped the sweat from his forehead. This was his life. Sweating in
the barn, getting teased by his brothers and interrogated by his
mother. This had always been his life, that hadn’t changed.

So why then did it feel so empty now that he
thought of doing this and not seeing Bluebell after a long day in
the sun? When he thought of never seeing her again, never having
her sit beside him in the Impala or never having her body pressed
tight to his he got a weird mix of confusion and relief and panic
in his gut.

His mother had asked about him breaking up
with Bluebell. He hadn’t. He’d destroyed them, shut it down, shut
it out. He was good at that. He’d looked into her big blue eyes and
seen the truth behind her statement and he’d pushed her away. He
could still see the hurt look on her face, could see the hope that
he might say the one thing he’d never been able to say to any
woman.

She loved him and he’d hurt her. He’d never
wanted that. For the first time, he cared that he’d hurt a woman,
that she’d wanted something from him and he hadn’t been able to
give it. He just didn’t know how to fix it. He didn’t know how to
deal with the crushing mix of panic and guilt and relief that ate
at him every time he thought of her. If he was smart he’d find a
distraction, a way to think of something other than Bluebell. He
wasn’t so sure how smart he was anymore.

 


It took her almost a full week in Denver to
make peace with her old life, to pack it up and head back home to
Texas, to Fate, to Montgomery Oaks. The last time she made the trip
to Fate it was supposed to be a temporary stop, a get in and get
out situation. This time she knew she would never leave again. It
was her home, it always had been and that understanding helped her
breath a little easier as the panic set in of what her future would
look like now.

The day after her father’s funeral she’d had
Bobby come into the office and give her a full recounting of
ranching operations. She’d met with the other foremen and learned a
lot about the day-to-day schedules. She’d met with Oran to make
sure the financials matched what the attorneys had told her. She
had a lot left to learn about running a ranch but she surprised
herself when she realized she was looking forward to it.

All of her years of strange classes and
jumping majors and charm school and ranching combined to give her a
lot of skills that would translate to the ranch. She could do as
much or as little as she wanted. She just had to decide.

The fact that she wanted to be involved with
the Oaks at all had surprised her. That surprise helped her come to
peace with her father’s decision to sell. He’d been trying to give
her what she thought she wanted. Turns out they’d both been wrong.
She could come to terms with that.

Slowly, very slowly she was coming to terms
with her life. She had moved to Fate. She’d begun redecorating the
house and making it her own. She’d thought that would help put her
memories of her parents to rest and in a way it did. She was at
peace with them, but the renovations just brought up another ghost
that she couldn’t escape. Zach.

He wasn’t dead but he might as well have been
to her. Their arrangement was over. The end. Done and over. Dead
and gone. He hadn’t tried to call or text since he dropped her on
her front porch on the worst night of her life and drove away.

She wished she could go back. She wished
she’d never let those fateful words out of her mouth that night.
She wished she’d never heard him arguing with Devin, never woken up
and had to face any of it. She wished she’d never fallen in love
with him in the first place because she’d known how it would end if
she did and she didn’t have anyone to blame but herself for doing
it anyway.

He was never going to love her in return. He
was never going to accept her love. It was all true but she
couldn’t blame him for any of it because he’d been up front from
the beginning about who he was and what he could offer. He didn’t
do relationships. He didn’t do love.

She was destined to love emotionally
unavailable men just like her father. Well no more. She’d taken her
lumps over the years and she’d always gotten over them. She’d
fallen harder and faster for Zach than she’d ever fallen for any of
the others but just like them she’d get over him.

She just wished she could get him out of her
head. Every time she closed her eyes she got a flash of that smile
or those haunting green eyes and her heart broke again. The
memories of how he’d been there for her, let her lean on him, let
her talk when she’d needed to talk and not when she didn’t want to
broke her time and again. He’d pulled her in with his dark edges
and then turned out to be sweet and understanding and she’d fallen
and ruined all of it for them.

So far, she’d been lucky that she hadn’t run
into him in town. She prayed every morning for that string of luck
to continue. Living in a small town with the man she loved that had
rejected her wasn’t ideal but she wouldn’t run away. She just
needed some time, some time and some distance.

And a distraction. That thought broke her
heart too. She needed a distraction from her distraction. So she
took Maddie up on her offer to go out dancing. She’d had too many
beers even though she knew drinking wouldn’t really help. She’d
danced with a half dozen cowboys even though she’d known it was a
bad idea. She’d gone home alone and cried over her broken heart and
slept alone and then she went out and did it again anyway.

She was on her third beer, watching Maddie
dance with Austin at the Roadhouse. Jenny Sue sat across from her,
her hair teased and sprayed into an elaborate pouf that Blue tried
desperately not to stare at. Since she was on the rebound and not
looking to impress she hadn’t bothered to do anything but slap on a
little makeup and put her cowboy hat on over her flat hair.

“I’m so glad you girls were going out. I
don’t like to sit home when the boys are gone to their Daddy’s. The
house is just too dang quiet.” Jenny Sue sipped her margarita.

Blue nodded over the blaring music. She knew
a thing or two about quiet. That’s why she’d agreed to come out
with Maddie in the first place. There were only so many times a
girl could sit home on a Saturday night and watch cat videos on
YouTube before it became too pathetic for words. It was pathetic to
stare at her phone and will it to buzz and have it remain silent.
It was pathetic to get in her car and drive the back roads by
herself in the dark only to realize she was driving past the Triple
Star and couldn’t stop. Pathetic. So she was out and she was having
fun if it killed her.

“We haven’t really talked since your Daddy
passed. How’re you doing?”

“Okay.” Blue smiled softly and realized it
was the truth. She was doing okay. One day at a time it got a
little easier. She kept herself busy. It’s the best she could do
but someday soon she hoped she’d be better than okay.

“I heard a rumor Zach West’s been helping you
cope.” Jenny Sue wagged her eyebrows suggestively.

Her heart clenched just hearing his name. It
figured that the months they’d spent flirting and fooling around
nobody in town had so much as mentioned it but the minute it was
over the gossip had somehow gotten started. Jenny Sue wasn’t the
first to ask her about it, she was simply the latest and every time
she thought it would get easier only to feel the same emptiness in
her chest where her heart used to be.

“We’re just friends.” It was a half truth at
least. They’d just been friends, with benefits. Now they weren’t
even friends. She tipped her beer to her lips and prayed the
numbness would come for her soon.

“Oh I’d heard you two were dating.”

“Nope. Not dating.” She shook her head when
Jenny Sue persisted in her questions.

That was a full truth. They’d never dated.
He’d been very clear on that aspect. “He’s free to see whoever he
wants if you’re interested.” She nearly choked on the words but she
got them out.

“Me? Oh no way sweetheart. I gave up falling
for bad boys when I kicked my ex to the curb. I’ve sworn off
bedjumpers, liars and cheats.”

If she wasn’t trying so hard to hate Zach for
breaking her heart on the worst day of her life she’d probably have
informed Jenny Sue he wasn’t any of those things. He’d never been
with other women while he was sleeping with her and he’d never lied
about who he was or what he wanted. As it was, she let it go and
raised her beer in agreement.

“Ditto for the emotionally unavailable.”

Jenny Sue tipped her glass against Blue’s
beer bottle and they drank with a laugh. Blue relaxed back into her
chair. She’d missed hanging out with good friends. She’d moved too
much to form any deep relationships but already she had Jenny Sue
and Maddie checking up on her and dragging her out of the house
when needed. It was nice to have friends, to have a home.

“And the same goes for women.” Jenny Sue
added, “I can’t stand women that break the girl code.”

Blue raised a curious eyebrow, “We talking
about anybody in particular?”

“Peggy Sutton, that slut.” Jenny Sue snorted
and Blue gaped as she continued, “I found out she slept with my ex
Rocky while we were still married. Now I ain’t a saint but you just
don’t break the girl code like that. I’m freezing her out.”

Blue got in spirit with the newest gossip and
nodded, “She’ll think she’s in Antarctica by the time we’re done
with her.”

She wasn’t normally so vindictive or gossipy
but Jenny Sue was a good friend and she’d never particularly liked
the other thrice married brunette. Besides, she had to deal with
the memory of knowing the woman had also taken Zach’s virginity.
Two strikes and since she was in a bad place relationship wise she
was calling an audible on strike three.

They toasted again and Blue felt some of the
tension in her shoulders start to release. She played a game of
pool with Austin and then played doubles with Maddie against some
biker guys. She had another beer and was just starting to feel her
mood lift when Maddie came striding back over from the bar with big
brown eyes and her mouth formed a gape faced “O.”

“What’s wrong?” She immediately reached out
for the younger girl that she was now proud to call a friend.

“I was just at the bar and Riley showed up.”
Maddie lowered her voice, “Zach’s with him.”

Automatically her gaze lifted and found the
dark head that stood out above all the others. He was wearing his
trademark pearl snap shirt with his boots and jeans but she
couldn’t make her eyes look past the shirt. THAT shirt? Damn
him.

Her body tensed and heated in response to the
memories of the navy shirt with the gray pinstripe. He’d worn it
that last day when she buried her father, when she’d rode his lap
in his truck because she’d needed him so badly and he’d seemed to
need her just as much. If her heart had still been in her chest it
would’ve dropped to her feet.

The only saving grace she could think of was
that at least it wasn’t the white one. She’d probably make a fool
of herself by launching herself at him if that had been the case.
She refused to tip her chin up and look into his face; to wonder
and find out if those green eyes were still soft and if he’d found
her in the crowd as easily as she’d been able to find him.

“Do you want to leave?” Maddie asked.

“No.” She shook her head. She was bound to
see him eventually. Fate was a small town. It would be better to
just get it over with. She wouldn’t run. She wouldn’t let him see
how badly he’d broken her heart and she most certainly would not
throw herself into his big strong arms.

“Do you want a drink?” Maddie smiled
knowingly and gave her a reassuring nod, “You look like you could
use a drink.”

“Yeah. I think that’s going to have to
happen.” She nodded even as she felt the big presence grow
nearer.

“Hey Maddie. Hey Blue.” Riley reached them
first but Zach was only a step behind.

“Riley.” She forced herself to be strong and
looked up to meet those green eyes, “Zach.”

“Hey guys.” Maddie stood close.

“How’ve you been?” Zach spoke over the loud
music and the sound tickled her stomach like it always had.

“Holding my own.” She answered before she
thought about it and watched his eyes flash with recognition.

She’d said that to him before in this very
bar. Not very far from where they were now standing she’d said that
to him and then they’d talked about his commitment issues and then
she’d gone home with him to have no-strings sex. She licked her
lips nervously and looked away.

“Good to hear.” He cleared his throat, “I
heard you’re moving into the Oaks, that you’re staying in town
indefinitely.”

“Yeah, turns out I’m a Fate forever girl
after all.” She barely bit her tongue in time to stop the smartass,
“but don’t expect me to give up the car or the heels” because that
was just asking for trouble. Zach liked her car. Zach liked her
heels. That would be like deliberately baiting a shark. It’d be
crazy.

She couldn’t do this. She couldn’t stand in
the middle of the bar and make small talk with Zach. Not with Zach.
She’d lose it. She needed a way to get away from him and fast.

“Riley, I heard all the ladies talking about
you being the best dancer in the county. Care to give me a twirl?”
She glanced at the blue-eyed brother and prayed he’d read her
desperation.

“Sure, I’d…” Riley started to reach for her
hand when Zach’s arm shot out and his palm connected with his
younger brother’s chest. The two of them exchanged a look and Riley
gave her an apologetic look, “I’d love to later but I was actually
hoping to get Maddie on the floor.”

She grit her teeth and tried not to roll her
eyes. He was really stopping his brother from dancing with her? It
was just dancing, it wasn’t like she’d propositioned Riley for
God’s sake. And even if she had, it wasn’t any of his business who
she danced with or who she slept with anymore. She glared at him
when she felt Maddie wiggle beside her.

“I’d love to.” Maddie nodded and then grabbed
Blue’s arm, “That is, if you’re okay by yourself.”

She couldn’t blame the girl for shimmying at
the chance to get her hands on one of the West boys. She’d shimmied
plenty of times at the opportunity. Sure Riley was cute and
charming even if he didn’t do it for her. She wouldn’t be surprised
if he did it for Maddie, especially after all the years she’d just
been his gal pal.

“Go. Enjoy.” She gave Riley a pointed look
that told him she hadn’t missed his defection to his brother, “I’m
going to hold you to that dance later buddy.”

He nodded and in a flash he and Maddie were
hand in hand heading towards the dance floor. She realized a moment
too late that letting Maddie go with Riley didn’t just leave her
alone. It left her with Zach.

He was standing too close. This close to him
he’d be able to hear her heart pound in her chest. This close she
could smell that distinctly Zach smell that made her belly tighten
in anticipation. This close her skin itched so she needed to get
away from him.

“Can I get you a drink?”

“No thanks. I have to drive home later.”

“Water’s a drink too.” One corner of his
mouth ticked up slightly, “Come on, I’ll get you a water at the
bar.”

He reached out and his big palm settled
against the small of her back. He touched her the same way he’d
touched her a hundred times. Only this time she flinched because
this time she’d fall apart if he touched her. This time his touch
made the aching a hundred thousand times worse and she couldn’t
keep it under her mask of cool.

“Blue…” His tone was lower, husky and it took
everything in her to pull away.

“Please don’t.” She shook her head and looked
away.

“Okay.” He nodded and removed his hand.

“I’m going to go dance. Excuse me.” She
turned on her heel and walked away from him as quickly as she could
despite the promise she’d made to herself that she wouldn’t
run.

 


Zach watched her pretty blond head walk away
from him and felt his anger pitch to the surface. She grabbed a
rough looking biker guy and the loser had the balls to slip his
hand around her hips as they walked out onto the dance floor. He
wanted to punch him, wanted to punch anything or anyone. He was so
far past calm he was seeing spots but he took a deep breath and
tried to be logical.

He hadn’t known she was going to be here. He
hadn’t known how he’d react the first time he was forced to see her
again. He hadn’t known his body would turn on him, that he’d break
out in a nervous sweat that his throat would burn with words he
couldn’t say. He hadn’t known it would feel like his entire
universe had just been demolished in one fell swoop when she turned
her back on him and walked away.

God she looked pretty. She always looked so
damn pretty. She was wearing another dress, one he hadn’t seen on
her before. She was wearing a shiny red dress that he’d never had
the pleasure of pushing up, of sliding his hands beneath to stroke
her ass and find out if she was wet for him beneath her panties.
God he wanted to though, wanted to right then and there, could
barely think of anything else.

Except for the one other thought that he
couldn’t push down, the one that told him the biker deserved a
warning about where his hands belonged and where they didn’t. His
hands didn’t belong anywhere near Bluebell, let alone on her warm,
smooth skin. The biker shouldn’t be touching her; nobody should be
touching her but him.

The biker’s hand dropped from her hip to the
curve of her ass and he heard her growl a warning and try to push
the guy away and he was already on the move. He stormed through the
crowd to get to her. He was going to murder the biker.

“I think this dance is over.” He growled as
he clutched a shoulder and pulled hard in the opposite
direction.

“What? Hey?” The guy groaned and tried to
shrug him off.

“Zach! Stop it!” Bluebell’s eyes went wide
and her mouth gaped open.

“Get off me bro. We were just dancing.” The
guy tried to shrug him off again so he increased the pressure and
held him a firm two feet away from where Bluebell was staring at
them in horror now.

“What you were just doing is trying to cop a
feel and the lady said no. Take it somewhere else.” His voice was
dangerously low, a growl and threat of violence.

“Zach! I said stop it.” Bluebell growled,
“Please. Stop.”

“Damn bro, let up. I’m going.”

“When the lady says no, it means no.” He
hissed.

“Zach! You’re scaring me. Stop it.”
Bluebell’s voice had changed to a low whisper and he felt her small
hand on his arm.

It was like being electrocuted. All the
synapses in his body hissed and died at the exact same time. Some
of the violent need to bash this guy’s face through the back of his
skull lessened and the buzzing in his ears lowered to a reasonable
level.

“I didn’t know she was your girl. Swear.” The
guy whined at the way his shoulder was twisted to nearly the
breaking point.

“Now you do. Beat it.” He released the guy
when he heard Bluebell’s gasp beside him.

He took a couple of deep breathes and tried
to think clearly. The rage made it impossible. He wanted to destroy
something. He needed a sledgehammer otherwise he’d start using his
fists. He needed a distraction, something to calm him down,
fast.

“Zach?” Bluebell’s voice caught his attention
and as he turned to her all the anger got caught up in a sea of
other emotions he couldn’t name. “Zach, you’re scaring me. Please
calm down.”

He’d scared her. Guilt coated his insides.
He’d never wanted her to see that side of him. Ever. He was still
shaking, still trying to swallow it down and beat it back. He’d
never wanted her to see his dark side but the guy had touched her
and he hadn’t been able to think of anything but getting her away
from him.

“I’m sorry.” He took a deep breath, “I’m
sorry Bluebell. I’d never hurt you. Never. You have to know
that.”

“I do.” She nodded though her eyes remained
big and wary, “What can I do?”

That ache in his chest tightened. She was
offering to help? She’d seen him on the edge, the brink of becoming
a destructive force of nature and she wasn’t running away. She
wasn’t turning on him. She was comforting him despite everything
he’d done to show her he didn’t deserve her.

“What can I do to calm you down? You look
like you want to murder someone Zach.” Her eyes searched his face
until he looked away.

“I want to follow that guy outside and put my
fist through his face for ever daring to touch you. I want to keep
swinging until there’s nothing left but blood and bone and then I
want to just keep going.” He shook his head, “I’ve never wanted to
cause anyone that much harm.”

“Zach? What can I do?”

“Dance with me.” He knew instinctively that
touching her, holding her would calm him. He just needed to hold
her, know that she was okay but when he looked up quickly he saw
her wariness turn to real fear.

“I can’t.” She shook her head. “I… I want to
help you but I can’t do that.”

She knew he’d never physically harm her but
the fear didn’t come from that. He knew it. He knew he’d already
hurt her too deeply to deserve anything but her denial but he
couldn’t leave it at that. He couldn’t walk away without at least
apologizing so he did the most selfish thing he’d ever done in his
life. He did the exact thing he’d just threatened to rip the biker
apart for. He grabbed her before she could walk away.

“Zach…” She gasped his name as his fingers
closed around her wrist, “Please.”

Oh hell she was going to rip him apart. If
she said his name and begged him to let go he’d lose his mind. He’d
go crazy. Just thinking about her saying those words to him and it
not being on a breathy moan nearly destroyed him.

“I just want to apologize. Please hear me
out. I won’t touch you if you don’t want me to, it’ll kill me but I
won’t. I promise.” He let go of her and waited for her to turn and
walk away again.

He was holding his breath when she finally
nodded, “I’m walking out to my car. You have the two minutes it’ll
take to get there and then I’m leaving Zach. I’m leaving and you
aren’t going to follow me okay.”

“Deal.”

He followed as she turned on her heel and
headed for the door and he rushed after her, couldn’t let her out
of his sight, wanted to be close enough to see her reaction when he
said, “I never meant to hurt you Bluebell. I never wanted to hurt
you.”

She didn’t look up, in fact she kept her chin
to her chest, “I know. I know you never meant for any of it to
happen. It doesn’t matter.”

“Of course it matters.” He turned his hands
to fists to keep from dragging her to a stop, “And I’m sorry I
didn’t tell you about the ranch. I know you must think the worst of
me but it was never about the land. My brothers wanted it. They
asked me to talk to you a couple of days before your dad died but I
couldn’t bring myself to do it because I didn’t want to lose
you.”

She stopped so fast he ran into her backside
and scrambled to keep them both upright. He steadied her shoulders
but her hands shoved him away in the next instant. She turned
around and poked him in the chest so hard he actually stumbled
backwards though it might have been from the shock of the anger
shining in her bright blue eyes.

“You didn’t want to lose me?” She hissed, “I
was never yours to lose. I’m not your girl and I never was. You
made that perfectly clear. You had no right to say that in there.
No right.”

“I know. I’m sorry.”

“Sorry? You’re sorry.” She growled, “You’re
sorry for the ranch. You’re sorry for hurting me. How about being
sorry for breaking my heart on the worst day of my life? I lost my
father and you the very same day. How about being sorry for
that?”

“I am. I’m sorry for all of it.”

The thing he was sorrier about than anything
was that she couldn’t stand his touch. He was so close all he had
to do was reach out and he couldn’t because he’d promised. He
couldn’t touch her because he couldn’t stand to see her flinch away
from him again. He couldn’t pull her close and lose himself in
her.

She shoved him, both hands against his chest
and he stepped back again. She was so mad, so angry. He didn’t want
to see her look at him like that, like he was nothing. He wanted
her to look at him like she used to, hated that he might never see
her look at him that way again.

“Sorry doesn’t make any of it okay.”

“I know.” He grabbed her wrist when she tried
to shove him again, “I know. Nothing is okay. I’m dying without you
Blue. I want you like I’ve never wanted anything. I miss you so
damn much.”

“Zach, please…” She tried to pull her wrist
away from him but she’d said the wrong thing. His name on her lips
in that low throaty tone, the fact she’d followed it up with
please, he couldn’t take it anymore. He lost his mind, went crazy.
It didn’t matter that every sane part of his brain said she was
begging him to let her go, what his body heard was simply begging
and he reacted like he always did.

He kissed her. Hard and heavy, on the lips
with every ounce of hunger and need he’d ever felt inside him. The
heat that was always simmering between them burst into a flash fire
and there was no holding back. He wasn’t in control anymore, wasn’t
in control of anything when it came to her. He had to touch her,
couldn’t even begin to let her go again, never again.

His heart beat too hard in his chest. Boom.
Boom. Boom. His head answered with a call of its own. Mine. Mine.
Mine. He’d never thought of himself as a possessive man but he knew
in that instant she belonged with him. She was his.

“Zach! No!” She shoved against his chest and
he stumbled backwards again in a haze. “Stop it. I won’t let you
hurt me anymore. I can’t.”

He couldn’t get enough air in his lungs to
make his brain work, “I’m not going to hurt you ever again.”

“Yes, you will.” She shook her head, “You
will if I let you but I won’t.”

She was already turning away from him. They’d
reached her car at some point during the fight. He hadn’t even
realized it. The door locks beeped and she reached for the handle.
He had a flashback to the first time he’d ever kissed her, ever
touched her. She’d run away from him then too but he wouldn’t let
her go this time. She was his.

He shoved his hand against the door, slamming
it back shut and she gasped and jumped back, “You said you loved
me.”

“I know what I said but I don’t want to love
you anymore.” She tilted her face up and he froze.

Tears streamed down her pretty cheeks. It was
like a knife to his chest. It shocked him so much to see her cry
that he took a step back. Bluebell never cried. She hadn’t cried
when he took her home and ended their relationship. She hadn’t
cried when she put her father in the ground.

She hadn’t cried until now. He’d made her
cry. He’d broken her.

“Please stay away from me. I can’t love you.
I can’t be around you until it goes away. Please just stop.”

He was in such a state of shock that he
didn’t reach for her again when she pulled the car door open and
slipped inside. He couldn’t move, couldn’t think anything except
that this was his fault. He’d hurt her, broken her down. He’d taken
a strong woman and made her cry.

His anger worked its way back to the surface
and this time it was directed inward. Real rage, real anger, the
kind that made him ball his fists and see spots. It was the kind of
anger that couldn’t be calmed, wouldn’t be dispersed. He had to
beat something up but the only one who deserved to be ripped apart
was him.

 


Blue looked around the master bedroom with a
mix of sadness and appreciation. She was still in the process of
moving her things into the big room. Arlene had taken care of
getting rid of the hospital equipment but when she’d offered to get
the oak furniture out of storage Blue hadn’t been able to say yes.
She wouldn’t hold onto her loss like her father had, never moving
forward. She might not need to keep moving physically but she had
to emotionally.

So she’d packed up her father’s things. Some
of it was in storage. Some of it she’d donated to the Goodwill.
Still other things lingered around her now. The vase she’d put the
bluebell flowers in for him had been her mother’s and it now sat on
her wrought iron nightstand. The photo of her parents on their
wedding day was on her dresser. Her Daddy’s Carter bible was in a
drawer as was her mother’s Montgomery belt.

The old mixed with the new to create
something better. She hoped that somewhere in heaven her parents
could see it and that they’d smile at her changes. She was the best
of both of them after all.

Flipping the light off she went back
downstairs to the office and sank into the worn in leather chair.
The chair was definitely staying. So was the big wood desk that had
a half dozen Montgomery members names carved into the space
beneath. She’d add her Daddy’s to it soon and then her own.

In the meantime, she took a deep breath and
let her fingers fly over the keys. She’d always enjoyed writing and
in the past few days she’d found it helped with her loneliness and
with her grief. She had no idea what it would turn out to be.

She’d never written fiction so she’d started
with what she knew: the story of a stunning small town beauty and
the ranch hand that had loved her. She’d never gotten the real
story out of her father so she’d decided to make one of her own. It
helped distract her, to fill up the moments when all she really
wanted to do was hop in her car and drive over to the Triple Star
and see if Zach wanted to go for a ride on a dusty back road.

She couldn’t turn to Zach. Seeing him had
been bad enough the night before and then everything had spiraled
completely out of control. She’d fallen apart when he touched her
and then he’d kissed her with all the need she had been sure he
felt for her too but that had really just been wanting. He wanted
her. He admitted it but that didn’t mean he loved her.

It would have been so easy not to stay in
reality. It would have been easy to let him kiss her, to let him
touch her and take her. It would have been easy to make love to him
but she’d known she was the only one it would have been lovemaking
to and she liked herself too much to believe a lie that big. So
she’d stopped him and gotten away in the nick of time.

She’d run away from him again just like she’d
run away from him that first night at Molly’s wedding. And oh he’d
looked angry again, so angry. Except this time she knew how bad his
rage could be, she’d seen it up close and she hadn’t been able to
stop herself from offering him comfort.

He was so big, so strong but that kind of
anger ran deep and all she’d wanted to do was make it better for
him. She hated that her heart wanted to hold out hope that because
she’d been able to calm him with a word and a touch that she’d
somehow helped. She hated that she hoped Riley had found him and
kept him calm after she upset him all over again. She hated that
she wanted to call and check on him so she punched the keys on the
laptop too hard and let her frustrations pour into her much
healthier distraction from her miserable life.

The doorbell rang but she ignored it. Arlene
would answer it and see who it was, probably Maddie coming to find
out why she’d run out on their girls night. The doorbell rang again
and she frowned as her fingers stopped moving on the keyboard.

“Arlene?” She called.

No response. She groaned and pulled herself
out of the chair. The older woman had probably gone out to the
bunkhouse to fix lunch. She padded barefoot to the front door and
pulled it open with a welcoming smile that died on her lips the
second she caught a glimpse of her visitor.

Zach was standing on the front porch at
Montgomery Oaks. Instead of his standard polo or pearl-snap shirt
he wore only a slightly wrinkled gray t-shirt with his blue jeans,
a Rangers baseball cap covered his head and shielded his eyes. It
took her a second to realize it was exactly what he was wearing the
first time she’d ever seen him.

It’s what he’d been wearing when he pulled
over onto the side of the road to help her with a flat tire and
she’d wanted to jump him for being so big and strong and sexy. Her
stomach knotted of its own accord and her feet itched to do just
that now. She stood firm instead, even when he said her name in
that gravel tinged voice that made her insides shaky.

“Bluebell.”

She glared at him, “What are you doing here
Zach?”

“Invite me in.”

“No.”

“Please.” He asked softly, “Please hear me
out and then I’ll go.”

She held firm. She shook her head. She was
about to tell him just where he could go. She’d tried hearing him
out last night and it had only confused everything more. She
couldn’t let him into her house when she was struggling so hard to
get him out of her heart. She was set on telling him all of that
but when she opened her mouth to say the words he reached up and
pulled the baseball cap off and what came out instead was a
gasp.

“Oh God…” She moved forward on pure instinct
and her hand defied her by gliding across that rugged jaw line she
knew so well to touch at the black and blue bruises marring his
handsome face, “Zach what happened?”

“Please, invite me in.” His voice was low and
he closed his eyes and gulped in air when she touched him.

“I’m sorry. That probably hurt.” She
immediately dropped her hand away and stepped back.

His lids flew open and serious green eyes met
hers, “No. It didn’t hurt I just… I can’t touch you yet. I need to
say something. Please, invite me in.”

Her brow furrowed but her traitorous body
betrayed her again by stepping aside. He looked so serious. He
looked broken. Something had happened and he’d come to her and as
much as she wanted to turn her back on him to protect herself, he
looked like he needed a friend and she still loved him too much to
say no.

He walked three steps into the house, turned
and faced her as she shut the door behind them. She leaned against
it and watched him warily. Her eyes tried to catalog if there was
other damage but his hands seemed clean, only the giant swelling
bruise around his left eye spoke to the violence she’d sensed
behind his anger.

“When you got in your car and left last
night…” His hands clenched, “All I wanted to do was tear something
apart. I was so angry, so angry I wanted to destroy something, kill
something. I wanted to take it out on somebody for how awful I was
feeling.”

“Who’d you fight with?”

“Myself mostly.” A small smile tugged at one
corner of his mouth, “I knew I was the only one that deserved a
beating because I was the one that hurt you so I went back to the
ranch and goaded Devin into punching me.”

Her mouth gaped open, “Your brother did that
to you?”

“Faster than I ever expected, I didn’t even
see it coming. Turns out he’s been pretty pissed with me himself
lately and I gave him an opening.” He snorted. “Guess the temper
really is genetic.”

“That’s… crazy.”

“That’s brotherhood.” He shrugged, “Anyway,
the point is, not even the pain in my head competes with the pain
that is tearing me open from knowing I hurt you. I care about you
Bluebell. I hate myself for hurting you.”

Her heart gave a little leap but she chained
it down. Saying he cared about her wasn’t the same as saying he
loved her. She cared about lots of people that she didn’t love,
some she barely liked. She couldn’t twist his words into something
they weren’t.

“When I saw you in the bar last night, all I
wanted was to go back to the way things had been. I wanted to just
pick up where we left off.”

“We can’t.”

“I know. I know that now.”

“We were supposed to be a one-night stand. It
was never supposed to get complicated.” She repeated the words he’d
used when she made her all too important confession and prayed her
voice didn’t waver.

“It wasn’t one night though, it was two and
then three and then longer and you were still there and I still
wanted you there. I still want you. I didn’t want you to
leave.”

“Don’t.” She shook her head, “You know why I
had to and you didn’t exactly fight me when you loaded me up in
your truck, dropped me on the front porch and burned rubber the
other direction.”

“I know and I’m sorry for that too. I’m sorry
for so many things. I’m sorry I lied to you about the ranch. I
should have told you what I knew about your dad and…”

“No. You shouldn’t have.” She held up her
hand to stop him. “I thought about it and you were right. It wasn’t
your place to say anything. My daddy should have told me. If that’s
what you’re here to apologize for again… you don’t need to do it.
You can go and your reputation of not lying to women will be
intact.”

“I’m not worried about my reputation.” He
sighed heavily and twisted the baseball cap in his hands, “I’m
sorry for making you cry last night.”

“Oh…” She stared at the floor. She really
wished he hadn’t seen that. She wished she’d been stronger, been
able to hold them back but she’d shed tears for Zach far more
easily than she’d ever shed them for any man other than her
father.

“I never wanted to be the reason you cried. I
don’t ever want to make you cry again.”

Her heart clenched and she had to stifle
another round at his softness, at his goodness. He’d come to
apologize again. He just kept apologizing and being the nice, sweet
guy she was in love with. She had to get away from him.

“Then you have to go, the only way I don’t
cry over you anymore is if you give me some space to get over you.
I told you that I just need some time and then we can be friends.
It’ll be fine.” She backed up to the door and was just reaching for
the knob when he spoke again.

“I don’t want to be your friend
Bluebell.”

God he was trying to kill her. He’d already
ripped her heart out. Now he wanted to dance on it?

“I can’t be your friend because I’m in love
with you.”

She spun around from where she’d turned away
from him so she could see his face, “What?”

“I’m in love with you.” He took a deep
breath, let it out, “I’m thirty-six years old and I fell in love
for the first time and what I really hope is the last because I
have this feeling I won’t ever be happy again if you don’t love me
back.”

She stared at him like he’d lost his mind and
her hand came up to cover her gaping mouth, “Zach? Did I just hear
you say that you’re in love with me?”

“Yeah.” He nodded uncomfortably, “I did. I
do. I just… I need you to say something. Say something but please
God don’t say you’re sorry.”

Her hand did a good job of covering the hint
of a smile that tried to curl at her lips.

“Please say you still love me Bluebell
because I’m in love with you and I can’t bear to think of how
pitifully awful my life would be if you weren’t in it. You drive me
crazy. You frustrate the hell out of me sometimes but you also make
me laugh and calm me down and make me feel whole and happy. I
always knew my life was missing something. I thought it was freedom
from the ranch and responsibility but it wasn’t, it was you.
Please… say something.”

“I love you too Zach. I didn’t mean for it to
happen but you were there for me. You took care of me and let me
lean on you and gave me everything I needed even when I didn’t know
what it was I needed sometimes.”

“I’ll always give you everything. I’ll always
be there for you.”

“And I’ll be there for you,” She lifted her
hand and gently touched the bruise again, this time knowing his
reaction came from needing her touch so badly, “I’ll be there for
you so you don’t have to do everything alone. I’ll be there to calm
you down and drive you crazy all over again.”

“I like your kind of crazy Bluebell
Montgomery Carter.” He smiled and tucked her hair behind her ear
and gave her a light kiss on the lips. “I’m sorry I pushed you away
that night. I was just scared because I had no idea what I was
feeling. You were supposed to be like all the others so I reacted
like I would have if you were one of them but you weren’t, not from
the minute you accused me of being a serial killer and made me
laugh and really feel for somebody other than my family for the
first time in my life.”

“Ax murderer.”

“Huh?” His hands cupped her face, his thumbs
stroking back to her ears in a torment that she’d missed more than
she ever realized.

“I accused you of being an ax murderer, not a
serial killer.”

“You just can’t help it can you? You have to
correct me.” He grinned.

“Yep.”

“So damn frustrating.” He chuckled as his
lips pressed against hers again.

“You should stop talking to me then.”

“Exactly.”

He claimed her mouth in a deep, out of
control kiss. He claimed her mouth and her body and her heart and
her soul. She knew then that coming home wasn’t just about the land
or the ranch or Montgomery Oaks. It wasn’t just about Fate or even
Texas. It was also about Zach because with Zach, she was really and
truly home.

“Zach?” She whispered against his lips.

“Still talking baby?” He nipped at her
earlobe with a husky chuckle.

“When did you fall in love with me?”

“As crazy as it sounds, as crazy as it feels,
as crazy as it is…” He punctuated each statement with a kiss, “I
think I fell in love with you the second I saw you in that ugly
orange bridesmaid dress.”

“You’re right, that is crazy.”
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